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Prologue



Mei-Ling pulled the strings of her hoodie tighter as she curled up in her chair and tried to find the best angle to hold her tablet at. She wished there was a way to have one that was small—less conspicuous—but they just didn’t make them with all the other features she needed. Storage was a must. High resolution was another requirement. The thing that was most important to her, though, was the integrated camera.

Mei had pestered her mother for months after the new model came out. Short of actual cyberware that she was far too young for, it was the best way to get all the functions she desired for her daily needs.

Still, as she tried to angle the camera of the tablet inconspicuously, she couldn’t help but long for something smaller. After a moment of shifting in her chair in the most casual way possible, she finally saw Ethan fricking Harper come into view on the screen. Mei bit her lip to keep from squealing with delight. Her fingers flew over the display, finding just the right zoom and filter to correct for the food court’s poor lighting.

“Get outta the way, you hag,” Mei murmured as a random older woman stepped between her and the shot. “Move. Move. Move.”

Finally, when the woman moved, she could see him again, but he’d turned away and was getting ready to leave with the friends he’d arrived with. Mei let out a long, sputtering breath of frustration. “Perfect.”

Leaning forward in her chair, she grabbed her drink from the table and sucked the rest of it down through the straw before pitching it into the nearest waste bin. She couldn’t be sure, but it looked like they were going to head home. Glancing at the tablet’s chronometer, she saw it was about the time he normally went home. He had a pretty reliable routine, even when he was out with his friends.

However, things seemed a little different today.

Mei had to assume it had something to do with that bitch Bella. Bella. What a stupid fricking name. What kind of name was Bella, anyway?

She was sure to keep her distance while following behind the group, but she could still hear her obnoxious, high-pitched laugh. Everyone laughed along with her. She didn’t say anything funny. She never had anything interesting to say, but Mei had noticed that when you had a decent rack, long legs, and a pair of dick-sucking lips, people would go along with just about anything you had to say—even the girls.

Mei doubted all the girls wanted her like that, but some might have. The rest had to stay in her good graces or be labeled as some outsider like Mei. She might as well have been a leper. It was all so vapid and fake.

Her revulsion for the phony only deepened when she took Ethan’s arm in her own and leaned her head on his shoulder. Mei’s grip tightened on the tablet, almost to the point of cracking the screen. Fortunately, this model was also built for rougher treatment than most. Otherwise, she might have had a problem with her mother when she walked in with a busted tablet, barely a few months old.

Who did she think she was!?

What could Ethan possibly see in someone so fake and empty as her? She was so… so…!

…Hollow.

Fake people with fake laughs and fake fake fake!

Only Mei really knew anything about Ethan and what he liked. Only she understood his wit and humor. Only she could appreciate his warmth and affection. Only she could anticipate his needs and cater to his every… whim.

Holding her temper and loathing in check, Mei followed the group of joking teens out to the street. She double-checked her appearance in the first reflection she came across to ensure she wasn’t recognizable as the frumpy nerd from school. She tolerated enough of their jeers and insults while at school, the last thing she needed was to give them more ammunition to hurl her way while she struggled to finish out school.

Bitches and bastards, all of them. With the exception of Ethan, of course. He was far more kind and genuine than they could ever be and much more than they could ever deserve.

A few of the dozen or so teens that made up the shifting gaggle peeled off the further they got from the food court. Each of them had their own places to be as the sun got lower on the horizon. Eventually, it would just be Ethan that she was following in the fading light of day. It would be like all the other times she’d followed him home, like an intimate twilight stroll.

It took about fifteen minutes for the rest of the group to slough off from around Ethan, but Bella remained with him much longer than the others. She continued to hang off of him, giggling like an airhead at every little thing he had to say. Ethan was funny, but he wasn’t THAT funny. Not everything he said was some kind of joke. He could be very serious, sincere, and earnest.

The worst thing, though, was that he sometimes laughed along with her. It was a little more uneasy and nervous than hers. Mei… wasn’t sure what that meant, but it made her bristle. What was she doing to him?

Finally, they reached a crosswalk where the lights set within the asphalt instructed them in red letters to wait.

“This is me,” Ethan said, gesturing to the crosswalk on his left. “I’d walk you the rest of the way but I’d probably be late getting home.”

“Your parents wouldn’t mind you being a few minutes late, I’m sure,” Bella suggested, lifting a shoulder girlishly. “Mine won’t be home for another hour. We could… find something to do?”

Mei found a crack in the sidewalk to hone in on and didn’t look up. So long as she remained where she was standing, she didn’t think either one of them would notice her among the others moving about.

Ethan chuckled nervously. “Ah, you definitely don’t know them like I do. Maybe later this week?”

“Sounds good!” Bella chirped, practically bouncing with her response. “It’s a date?”

“A date?” Ethan laughed warmly. “I like the sound of that.”

Bella leaned up and placed a kiss on his cheek. For a moment, it seemed as though she might never release him from her clutches, and he would end up being late after all, but then the sound of the crosswalk chime seemed to convince her otherwise. She released him, he waved a final goodbye, then jogged across the street while the signal was green.

Though her typical routine demanded that she follow after him while giving him a head start, maybe slipping in a few pictures of him along the way, Mei remained where she was. Bella was watching him intently as he crossed the street, all the way up until he vanished from sight. It wasn’t until the implant at the base of her neck blinked, indicating an incoming call, that she pulled her attention off of him.

Figures she would already have a basic cyberdeck.

“Heyyyy,” Bella said, turning to face the direction she was meant to go as she spoke with whoever it was displayed on her HUD. “How’s it going?”

Mei found herself following Bella as she stepped into the crosswalk and moved to the other side of the street. She lived closer to the downtown area than Ethan, or the rest of the group for that matter.

“No, he just left,” Bella answered a question that Mei couldn’t hear. “Yeah, I tried, but he wasn’t going for it. Something about his parents.”

Glancing up and down the street, Mei felt as though she would be discovered at any moment. She’d gotten quite good at following Ethan around unnoticed, but a lot of that came from knowing his daily routine and him deviating from it in only the most minor ways. Bella wasn’t Ethan. Her chances of being noticed following her went way up with each passing minute. How many blocks would she be able to follow her before she noticed? Why was she even following her? What did she hope to discover?

“No, I don’t think so,” Bella continued, weaving her way around a small group of people going in the opposite direction as her. “He said later this week, so it’s probably fine. I think he’s still interested!”

Interested, Mei thought, interested in what?

“If he comes over, I should be able to slip into his pants. He’ll definitely ask me to the dance then, what choice does he have?” Bella laughed, flipping some of her long, blonde hair over her shoulder.

She was going to get handsy with her man so that he would ask her to the dance? It was almost as confusing as it was infuriating. Again, her grip on the tablet grew tighter.

“I can’t wait to see the look on Kellsyn’s face when she sees me show up with him at the dance,” Bella snickered. “Banging him will just be icing on the cake. That’ll teach her for screwing with me.”

Mei’s brow wrinkled. Kellsyn? Mei remembered her. She was the last vapid piece of trash who had the audacity to hang off of Ethan at school and all around town. Kellsyn had really tried to get Ethan alone long enough to mount him, but Mei had managed to provide a few distractions when things had started to look particularly grim. Kellsyn had even resorted to trying something in public on a park bench, with no luck.

Filthy whores.

Was this just some kind of ridiculous competition for them?

“What do you mean, ‘prove it’? Why would I need to prove it?” Bella scoffed. “You don’t think she’d believe me? I guess she’s got a pretty big ego to go along with that fat ass of hers.”

Bella tapped her chin as she waited for the signal to turn at the next crosswalk, considering what her friend on the other end of the call had to say. Convincing people she had slept with Ethan wasn’t quite the huge task she’d made it out to be, but she was worried about convincing one girl and one alone. She snapped her fingers as an idea came to her, the sound of it vanishing amid a few passing vehicles.

“I’ll get pictures!” Bella concluded, sounding awfully proud of her new idea. “Maybe even a vid or two. Harder to argue with images of him inside—no, no, it should be easy. My mom upgraded my optics last week.”

It was an absurd thing to be discussing so openly, yet no one around them seemed to notice. Mei looked left, then right, for any indication that someone else was listening to the same conversation she was. If they were, they were keeping it to themselves. Bella was plotting to seduce her Ethan, take pictures and video, then send it to one of the other bitches who’d failed to get him in bed to crow about it.

They didn’t have nearly the level of discretion and control that Mei did. Her collection of candid images was for her and her alone, a testament to her undying love for him. The pictures Bella took would get out. If there were a video, everyone would be talking about it. Ethan’s entire reputation after the dance would be completely trashed, while the matriarchs of the school would have the privilege of walking it off without consequences.

Mei couldn’t allow it. She wouldn’t allow it. If they were going to end up together, she had to be willing to make the decisions required to protect him. Her extensive observations of him had to become more. She had to step things up, or the harpies circling him would tear him and his reputation to pieces. When they were done, they wouldn’t even give him a second thought, and their shitty rich parents would make sure they landed on their feet after graduation.

People like Ethan and Mei didn’t have that sort of luxury.

Mei placed her tablet in her pocket and took a few steps closer to stand directly behind Bella amid the small crowd that had formed to wait for the signal to turn.

“Haha, maybe,” Bella responded to the person on the other end of the call. “Depends on how good he is, I guess. I’m not all that interested in him, but I guess if he’s hung like a horse, I might keep him around for a little while longer. We’ll see when I get my legs wrapped around him. Everyone acts like he’s something special, but… he’s kinda boring? I dunno, maybe that’s just me. He doesn’t have any plans for after graduation, either.”

Mei’s jaw clenched. She’d always had something of a temper, but this felt different, somehow. This was more than just anger. It was fury—a burning rage that caught fire within her.

She’d already resolved to become something—someone—worthy of his affection. Now, she had to be sure that he stayed protected from the depraved whores intent on using him like a dildo and tossing him aside. She had to protect his purity and perfection from the filth.

Mei would do anything to protect him.

Anything.

Glancing up and down the street, then to the signal counting down, the people around them lost in their own little worlds, and the vehicles speeding by, and Mei’s mind was made up.

As a hoverbus approached, Lily leaned forward discreetly and gave Bella a single, sharp shove at the base of her back. To anyone noticing out of the corner of their eye, it would have looked like the girl had simply lost balance.

The blonde flailed, then stumbled into the path of the speeding bus before anyone realized what was happening.

A sound of shock rose from various bystanders as the screeching of the bus’s air brake brought it to a stop as quickly as the driver could manage. Mei stepped back from the small crowd at the crosswalk and casually returned the way she came, calm as could be.

It looked like Bella wouldn’t be getting her legs around Ethan, after all.


Chapter 1



Ethan - Bloom and Gloom

The pattering sound of rain amid plant life was very different from how it sounded on streets and across rooftops. Indeed, it was like nothing that Ethan Harper had ever experienced before as he stood beneath the dense canopy of leaves that had formed around the outdoor seating of the cafeteria at Radiance Industries HQ. It had been weeks since the plants had first appeared following the first use of the Crown of the Woodland Queen within the city of Aurum. The magic had transformed the city in ways no one expected, but which Ethan found himself consistently spellbound by.

Ethan sipped his drink with an unfocused mind, simply allowing himself to be caught up in an experience that strangely made him feel more human. Leaning on the railing of the balcony, he looked out over the city, which had a sort of stillness to it in the rain. A lot of people who were otherwise accustomed to driving in the rain had stayed indoors, the subtle shift in sound giving them pause—especially those of the populace that had taken on animalistic traits through their biomods. Certainly, he wasn’t the only one who simply stared out into the rain, savoring the way it made him feel, as though washing away all his troubles, but he also knew there were those experiencing uncertainty. Some even experienced fear.

Things were changing.

“It’s a much more remarkable sight now, isn’t it?” Cheryl asked, appearing on Ethan’s left with her customary tablet in hand. Her hair was up as it always was, and her glasses flickered with the display of a HUD that Ethan himself had built into the cybernetic implants that allowed him to interface with the mysterious System that gave him his abilities as a Slayer—or Vanguard, as they were called in Radiance territory.

Ethan took a slow sip from his drink and nodded.

“I didn’t think I would ever look at the city with the same appreciation as I did before Mr. Calderon died,” Cheryl continued quietly, shaking her head. “There are times when I miss him, though I know that I should not.”

“People are complicated,” Ethan remarked without looking over at the former CEO’s assistant. “Meaning many different things to different people is something we also basically get, but it’s harder to understand how people could mean different things to just one person.”

“I suppose it’ll be a while until I’ve sorted it all out in my head,” Cheryl agreed. “This view helps. Seeing the city like this makes it feel as though the whole world is healing the wound inflicted by that man. As though we’re all collectively moving on.”

Ethan stole a glance at the woman, considering all that she had been through. So much of Radiance Industries’ sins revolved around what had been done with people like her—the Novas—and what scientific progress was hoped for in exploiting the unique nature of their existence. They were the product of the dungeons themselves, either smashed together with people of Earth when the portals to them formed, or created by some fluke process when a human ventured inside. She existed because of Radiance, but so much damage had been done in pursuit of making more like her.

“That’s one way to look at it,” Ethan acknowledged. “Shame Gloomy hasn’t been able to see it that way.”

“Gloomy’s tormentor is still out there somewhere,” the woman responded. “We know she’s still within our territory, but we haven’t been able to determine if she’s still here in the city. Only when she’s caught will Gloomy be able to finally relax again.”

“I should be out there looking for her,” Ethan sighed, his calm demeanor finally cracking. Like Cheryl, Gloomy was a Nova. Ethan had been there at the moment of her creation. Indeed, he was partially responsible for her existence. He had been the one to utilize the heart of the Gloom Phoenix to revive Lily Chen. When it hadn’t shown immediate results, he’d found another way to pull it off, but later found out that the Phoenix heart had just taken more time.

Now, there were two Lilys. One of them was Lily Chen, and the other was Gloomy Chen. One was an S-Tier Slayer, the star of his dirtiest fantasies for years and a secret admirer of his for much longer than that; the other was a Nova with all of the same memories and feelings for him up to the point the two diverged. Ethan couldn’t have chosen between the two of them even if they’d allowed it. Instead, he had a Lily for each arm.

It wasn’t Gloomy’s existence as a Nova that had so scarred her, though. There were complications and tension, yes, but the real trauma came at the hands of one Gloria Lyle, an executive deck manager at SlayerCorp. She had secretly coveted the power of the Slayers and wished to join their ranks since they’d first appeared so many years ago. In order to achieve her dream, she’d taken advantage of the nature of the ‘spare’ Lily without fully understanding what she was dealing with. She’d tried to overwrite Gloomy’s consciousness with her own. The incomplete process had changed them both.

Gloomy had walked away with trauma at the woman’s hand, but Gloria had gotten a Slayer awakening of her own, bestowed with a unique class from the System. Her mental state had unraveled shortly after.

Like Lily, Gloomy was dear to him. All he wanted was for her to feel the same sense of ease and safety that he and Lily were beginning to enjoy without the constant meddling of Elias Calderon in their lives. Cheryl’s assessment of the situation was dead-on, and until Gloria Lyle was brought down, neither Gloomy nor he would be fine. Initially, he’d told himself she would turn up within a few days. However, as time went on, it seemed more likely that Gloria had evaded them entirely.

“I’m sure you didn’t come away from your work to admire the view with me,” Ethan commented, glancing between her and the streets far below. “What’s on your mind?”

“The board is meeting in an hour,” Cheryl answered without further beating around the bush.

“I’ve heard,” Ethan said, finishing off his drink. “Lily told me about it. What about it?”

“Zara has asked that you be there,” the woman explained, turning fully to face him. “She thinks it would be good to present a united front against the board.”

“Is that really needed?” Ethan asked, pitching his empty cup into the nearest wastebin with perfect accuracy. He might have been a mere C-Tier by System reckoning, but he was still well above standard human capability. Of course, there were the few biomods he’d agreed to from Radiance before things had spun out of control. “Are we expecting trouble?”

“Unfortunately, we are,” Cheryl confirmed. “Not everyone on the board is comfortable with how Zara is doing things.”

“She’s the only one all the Vanguards trust to act in their interests,” Ethan scoffed, shaking his head. “They’re just gonna have to fucking deal with it. After all that’s been done to Vanguards here, the board should be so lucky as to have someone like Zara keeping everything chill.”

“I agree,” Cheryl replied with a single, precise nod. “But someone is fomenting dissent among the board members—stoking paranoia. No other company has someone like you or her in a high position of authority, much less at the head of the table.”

Ethan stepped away from the railing and the balcony as a whole to head back inside, allowing the warmth of the cafeteria to wash over him. “They had to know it was going to happen eventually.”

“What do you mean?” Cheryl asked, following alongside him.

Looking back at her with a raised brow, Ethan couldn’t help but laugh. “Are you serious? All of the internal research has led the top execs to believe that a complete joining of the worlds is inevitable. What did they really think their role was going to be when it happened? Did they think a bunch of superpowered people were going to sit around with their thumbs up their asses and take orders once the illusion they’d crafted for all of us evaporated?”

Cheryl pursed her lips as she considered the idea. “I can’t speak for the rest of the companies, but Elias and the Radiance board were likely relying on the conditioning to hold well into that period. Of course, the board had no way of knowing that Elias hadn’t given them the influence he’d promised.”

“Even if it had, I don’t think it would have been enough,” Ethan chuckled. “It took Lily, what, three minutes to figure out a workaround with a table?”

“Elias underestimated her rage and how protective she is of you, specifically,” Cheryl argued. “There’s no way to know if anyone else would have been able to take him by surprise like that.”

“Maybe,” Ethan agreed, looking over the food available in the hot case near the front of the cafeteria. He hadn’t been hungry before, but if he was going to make an appearance with the board in an hour, it was probably better that he consider eating something before then. “He was an arrogant prick. No way of telling how many others he would have underestimated. Finding out that they don’t even have that modicum of control over us must make the board nervous.”

“Which is why it might help for more of you to be in the room so they can see they’re not in imminent danger of becoming second-class citizens,” Cheryl countered with an arched brow. “We’re all just trying to figure this out together so we can live our lives, right?”

Ethan grabbed a few fresh meat skewers from the case, and the company automatically deducted their cost from his account. The change in his account was noted on his HUD. “Alright, fair enough. Tell Zara I’ll be there.”

“Thank you,” Cheryl said gratefully, glancing at the hot case before departing. Come to think of it, Ethan couldn’t think of a time when he’d seen the woman eat. As he munched on his meat skewers, he wondered if the food held any appeal for her at all. He wouldn’t have been surprised to find out that she plugged into a power port every night to keep going, or that she drank only purified mineral water.

There was one aspect of the invitation that had not been mentioned. Either Cheryl or Zara was uncertain of the effect Lily would have on the board. She would be in attendance, after all. She played a critical role in bringing Elias’s treachery to light, and she was the strongest Vanguard Radiance had at its disposal, but they were all still quite wary of her. Ethan being there represented an element of stability. The board needed leashes around such power, and Ethan represented precisely that, even if his supposed control over Lily was more symbolic than anything.

He didn’t like the role, but he would assume it temporarily if it helped them get to a point where everyone chilled the fuck out long enough to move forward. Zara had effectively put the Crown of the Woodland Queen to use. If allowed to continue, certain types of scarcity in Aurum would become a thing of the past. If handled correctly, the rest of Radiance’s territory could share in that bounty.

Ethan hoped that the sense of connection to the world would proliferate as well. Allowing others to live an existence they’d not known they were missing out on. For the first time since the AI wars had ravaged the planet, they might be able to begin to recover—truly recover. The only problem Ethan could see was that there wasn’t a lot of immediate profit in it. Radian might be able to work out an agreement with GreenEarth, their former supplier of various crops and foodstuffs, but it wouldn’t be enough to justify a pivot for the entire company in the eyes of the board. Zara would have to give them something more.

Once finished with his meat skewers, Ethan had just under an hour to get back to his apartment to get a shower and change. There, Gloomy waited for him, lounging on the couch with some kind of industritech music blasting. It was her most recent attempt at truly relaxing.

“I’m back,” Ethan called over the music. “Is Lily still here?”

Gloomy turned down the music slightly, looking in his direction. “No, she left ten minutes ago. She has a meeting—.”

“I have to go to the same one,” Ethan interjected with a short laugh. “Zara asked me to attend so the board doesn’t shit its pants in front of her and Lily.”

“Tch,” Gloomy responded, clicking her tongue in annoyance. “Guess it’ll just be me for dinner tonight…again.”

Ethan frowned, making his way toward the couch. It was easy to say that things weren’t quite as she was seeing them, but it was hard to argue when she would, in fact, be alone for dinner while he and Lily would be occupied with work-related matters. He was tempted to invite her, but her presence would likely cancel his out in setting the hearts and minds of the board at ease. Two of Lily would have that effect on most people, so he couldn’t really blame them.

“I was just about to jump in the shower, you wanna come?” Ethan asked, lingering in the doorway to the bathroom.

Gloomy’s expression remained impassive for a few uncomfortable minutes before she shook her head. “No. I’m good.”

Ethan’s brow furrowed with concern. It wasn’t like her or Lily to pass up any situation where he would be naked. Showers, in particular, were sort of a safe bet in that respect. “You’re sure?”

“I took one earlier,” Gloomy responded, sinking back down onto the couch to brood. Ethan doubted that it was true, but even if it was, it never stopped her before. Rather than press the matter and risk getting pulled into what could have been a lengthy conversation, he shrugged and stepped into the bathroom, throwing the hot water on while he stripped.

Ethan half-expected Gloomy to change her mind by the time he was scrubbing up, but she never showed. He was quick to lather up, scrub, and rinse off rather than linger. Not only did he not want to be late for the meeting, but he would also prefer to be early. Once he was finished drying off, he wrapped the towel around his waist and padded barefoot to their bedroom.

Technically speaking, Lily and Gloomy both had rooms of their own, but in practice, the master bedroom was for the three of them.

“Hey,” Ethan called out to Gloomy as he went through his dresser for something on the nicer side. He didn’t want to look like a slob at such an important meeting. “What do you say we go for a nice dinner tomorrow night? Just you and me!”

Silence was the only response. For a moment, he thought perhaps she hadn’t heard him, but then she appeared in the doorway.

“You mean it?” Gloomy asked, her eyes twinkling with hope. “Just us?”

“Yeah!” Ethan confirmed enthusiastically, tossing his suit jacket onto the bed with a grin. “Why not? It’ll give us time to catch up and really spend some quality time together.”

Gloomy’s sullen expression cracked into a smile a second before she threw herself at him, leaping into his arms and wrapping her own around him, along with her legs. “EEEeeee! Yes! Absolutely! I’d love to!”

Ethan’s grin spread from ear to ear as he gave her a tight, prolonged squeeze. Seeing her mood brighten so much made him feel a lot better about going to the meeting. “I’ll take you out somewhere real nice. Maybe one of those places we’ve had our eyes on for a while, eh?”

“That sounds fricking incredible!” Gloomy squealed, haphazardly shaking her butt as she hung off of Ethan.

“Easy, easy!” he said as she peppered his face with kisses. If he let it get too far, there was no way he’d make the meeting. Her anticipation and excitement would quickly become amorous if he wasn’t careful; then there’d be nothing he could do to stop her. “I still have the thing to go to.”

“Blehhhh! Boring!” Gloomy groaned, swinging around from his broad shoulders before throwing herself onto the bed next to his suit jacket. “Shouldn’t we be doing dungeon runs or something? This business shit sucks.”

“I’m inclined to agree with you,” Ethan laughed uneasily. He hadn’t wanted to think about how out of place he would be in such a setting, but now there was no getting around it. “I’ve never been good at this sort of thing. Luckily, they just want me to stand around.”

Gloomy grunted in acknowledgment, though the meaning of it didn’t amount to much.

“Once Zara stabilizes everything,” Ethan continued. “We’ll be able to go back out into the field. Can you imagine what it’ll be like for people like us to be calling the shots?”

“Like you, maybe,” Gloomy sniffed indignantly, looking away. “Not me.”

Ethan’s hands slowed as they worked the tie around his neck. “Now, that’s not true. No one’s said anything about leaving out the Novas.”

Gloomy gave him a dispassionate look. “We weren’t exactly invited, either.”

Slowly, Ethan resumed dressing, reaching for the suit jacket once he had the cuffs of his sleeves buttoned. “There’s been a lot going on. I’ll see if I can bring it up at the meeting. If not, I’ll just go right to Zara. I really don’t think she’d differentiate between Vanguards and Novas. She seems to like you well enough, anyway.”

Gloomy’s face began to turn a shade of pink as she pointedly looked away from him. Zara had something of a soft spot for Gloomy, and while she was quite dedicated to Ethan, it was still fun to tease her about it every now and again. He wasn’t nearly as bad about it as Lily was, who would torment Gloomy mercilessly—sometimes until they started throwing hands.

“Hey, at least you know she won’t leave you out in the cold, right?” Ethan teased a little more. He adjusted the jacket, fastening the bottommost button before checking himself in the mirror. “What do you think?”

As though debating whether to give him an honest answer or to flick a little shit his way in exchange for being teased, Gloomy remained silent for a few moments. As dapper as he looked in the mirror, though, she couldn’t help herself. “You look very handsome. Very fuckable.”

Ethan smoothed out the jacket once more as he turned to face Gloomy. “I don’t want it to be too formal. Don’t wanna seem like a kiss-ass, you know?”

“Mmm, afraid there’s no helping that,” Gloomy joked. “You go to the meeting, you’re a kiss-ass. But you’ll be the sexiest kiss-ass of them all.”

Ethan chuckled, circling around the bed to lean down and plant a kiss on her head. “That must make you an ass, then.”

Gloomy’s eyes widened indignantly. “You sonuva—!”

Ethan took a step backward, but wasn’t able to evade the woman as she grabbed hold of him and threw him down onto the bed like a rag doll. Sometimes, he forgot how much stronger she was than him. Fortunately, he was wily enough to scramble away from her in a roll before she was able to pin him down. Hopping to his feet, Ethan snatched his nice shoes from the top of the dresser and backed out of the room, waving childishly with his free hand. “Love youuuu!”

“You think you’re so slick,” Gloomy shouted after him. “But you gotta come home some time.”

Ethan continued to laugh as he hopped along on one foot, slipping his shoes on one foot after another. He did like how ‘coming home’ sounded when Gloomy said it. After what they’d been through, he hoped to hear it a lot more from both Lilys. The three of them had earned it, hadn’t they?


Chapter 2



Lily - Board Meeting

Lily stood at the window behind Zara as the board members filed into the room. She examined the repairs that had been done to the window with some amusement. It wasn’t long ago that she’d kicked Elias Calderon, the late CEO of Radiance Industries, out the window with a whole conference table. The speed and efficiency of the work crew who’d done the repairs was to be commended, but she would have been lying if she said she wouldn’t have liked to savor the damage for a little while longer.

“Am I late?” Ethan asked, appearing on her left.

Lily’s grin spread from ear to ear in an instant, just before she threw her arms around her man. “NAH!”

Ethan laughed, lifting her off the floor and half-spinning with her next to the window. The others filing into the room and taking their seats didn’t seem to pay them any mind. She didn’t pay them any mind, either.

Ethan set her down just before she was able to squeeze the life out of him. Taking a step back, she looked him over in his suit and immediately regretted releasing him. “Mm, mm, Baby. You’re looking reeeeal good in that suit.”

“You think so?” Ethan responded, adjusting the tie. “I wasn’t sure which one to go with.”

“Well, you’d look good in anything—or nothing—but I’d say you made a good choice,” Lily assured him with a wink.

Ethan gave her a cheesy grin that lent him a certain boyish charm that made her nostalgic for the days when she’d first met him. “Yeah, Gloomy gave it her stamp of approval, too.”

“Is she mad at us?” Lily asked, her face scrunching up a little.

Ethan shrugged, glancing toward the door as Zara entered. “She was grumpy at first, but I smoothed things over. I’m going to take her out to dinner tomorrow night, a little one-on-one date.”

Lily bristled at the glance he gave Zara, brief as it was. The woman was tall, like so many of the augmented people in the city, with dark skin that resembled carved wood and enormous breasts—more augments. Even her hair, which was a rich, emerald green, appeared to be augmented. She wasn’t an unattractive woman, she supposed. At least, by conventional standards. She wasn’t Ethan’s type, but more importantly, he wasn’t hers. She reminded herself of it repeatedly until the tension within her eased.

Mostly, anyway. The idea of Ethan having a date night alone with Gloomy still sort of irritated her. “What am I supposed to do while you’re out?”

Ethan pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Not sure. It’ll just be one night. You’ll get one, too. Maybe… this weekend?”

Lily suppressed a smirk. “Well, well, that’s a pretty good answer. You’re starting to get pretty good at this.”

“Hey, you two,” Zara greeted them quietly as she approached, shaking each of their hands. “I appreciate you coming up on such short notice, Ethan. It should help keep everyone even-tempered.”

“You really think this is going to get heated?” Ethan asked. Lily looked out at the group as they took their seats. It was a fair question. None of their augmentations appeared to be for combat, merely fashion. If they got uppity, it didn’t seem like there would be much they could do about it. Why was Zara so worried about Ethan keeping the—?

Oh.

Right.

He was there to keep her in line, wasn’t he?

Zara motioned for them each to take a seat but Lily shook her head. She didn’t feel much like sitting. “I’ll stand.”

“I’ll have Cheryl take your seat,” Zara said as the woman herself entered the boardroom. She didn’t seem to be offended by Lily’s rejection in the slightest. Regardless of her personal feelings about the woman whenever she breathed the same air as Ethan, she often struck Lily as the right sort of person to be in charge of things in Elias’s absence.

Lily exchanged looks with Cheryl, whom she still wasn’t quite sure about. Cheryl had been close to Elias, serving him in all things. She had her own personal reasons for abandoning her allegiance to Elias, but Lily still didn’t know how complicit she’d been in the other things that had happened to her, Gloomy, and Ethan. Switching sides at the last minute, only when the man’s machinations touched her in a way she didn’t like, wasn’t encouraging.

Of course, it wasn’t like anyone’s fricking motivations under Elias could be trusted. He’d practically reprogrammed everyone who had been close to him to carry out his wishes. For all Lily knew, the Cheryl of now could have been the real Cheryl all along, resting beneath the conditioning and augmentations foisted upon her by Elias.

“If everyone is settled, I’d like to call the meeting to order,” Zara announced, gesturing to one of the members who appeared to be responsible for keeping track of the minutes, then took her seat. Ethan sat back, visibly unsure of how to conduct himself in the situation. Lily resisted the urge to smirk at the cuteness of it. He just didn’t want to get in the way.

Lily looked back out the window, tuning out as they went about the boring procedural parts of the meeting. It seemed that even with the CEO being recently scraped off the sidewalk, it didn’t put such a wrench in the works that they couldn’t still chase profits. Or rather, manage their losses.

From what Lily understood, the company’s stocks weren’t doing so hot. It brought a smile to her face.

“With respect,” a low, cold voice cut through the noise from near the other end of the long conference table. Lily turned to see that it originated from a middle-aged man with draconic augmentations and steely eyes. “I think it would be in everyone’s best interests if we addressed the elephant in the room and moved right along to the business of the transition.”

Zara’s rigid posture relaxed. “That might be how you feel about it, Julian, but perhaps not everyone is so eager to—.”

A man with features symmetrically chiseled as though from rock cleared his throat, cutting her off, as he glanced toward the bird-like woman recording the minutes. It looked like Julian wasn’t the only one who wanted to skip to the main event. Lily knew that Zara was eager to do so as well and was only feigning her resistance to make them feel as though they had the upper hand.

They’d spoken at length about some of the tactics she would employ earlier that day.

“Very well, then,” Zara acknowledged, affecting some convincing reluctance in the process. “The Transition.”

“There are a few ways to go about it,” Julian admitted. “Elias’s death is a tragedy, but in light of his manipulation of the board and everyone in service to him, I suppose it can’t be helped. The longer we wait, the more the stock will continue to slide as uncertainty sets in. I move that we take the most expedient option available to us, elevating the next highest officer to serve as CEO.”

Zara nodded slightly in acknowledgment. “The COO would be the next highest ranking officer, wouldn’t they?”

“Indeed,” Julian agreed, glancing around the room. “Unfortunately, Tinas doesn’t seem to be here. In fact, I’ve heard a rumor he’s already tendered his resignation. If true, that would make the CFO the next one in line, would it not?”

Ethan arched a suspicious brow as he glanced back at Zara. The Oakfist’s expression remained unchanged, though there was a slight glimmer of amusement in her eyes. “That would be you, wouldn’t it, Julian?”

“Indeed, it would,” the draconic man responded with a smug nod. “Who better to lead this company back into the green than someone who knows the finances inside and out?”

“Zara,” Lily said, cutting off the brief murmuring that had begun to rise from the others.

“Because of the crown?” Julian scoffed, shaking his head. “Certainly, using the crown has softened the blow to the city, but it’s done very little for profits. She can continue to wield the crown with oversight from the board.”

“She’s not an officer, and the crown doesn’t entitle her to a role as one,” the chiseled man added. “It wouldn’t be practical.”

“Contrary to what Vanguards might think,” a regal-looking woman with elven features interjected. “There is a wide array of skills we possess at this level that aren’t easily duplicated. We’re invaluable, in fact.”

“Are you?” Lily asked skeptically, squinting at the woman. “How useful do you think your fricking skillset is going to be in the next few years, I wonder?”

Julian tilted his head to the side. “Meaning?”

Ethan sat up and cleared his throat. “Meaning, there are other factors to consider. The business is going to have to be able to pivot to something other than inflating numbers if it—and the people within it—want to survive the changing world.”

“You’re not a member of this board,” Julian cautioned Ethan. “You’re little more than security at this juncture. What you think of the direction of the business is of no consequence to me.”

Lily felt her hackles go up immediately as she turned and stepped away from the window. “Don’t. Talk to him. That way.”

Despite how threatening Lily was to just about everyone, Julian didn’t seem swayed in the slightest. He was either that confident in himself or had a mean poker face.

“Especially because he’s right,” Zara added, folding her hands in front of her. “How do you expect to stay on top when you can’t even use the things changing the world around you? I welcome the board’s insights, of course, but let’s be real…Vanguards are going to be crucial in the coming days. You can’t expect us all to sit back and take orders when we have such a heavy stake in things.”

“That may be true,” Julian acknowledged. “But you’re essentially a senior personal trainer. Your place is with the rest of the Vanguards, keeping them in fighting shape as more dungeons appear.”

“My role has made me capable of understanding the exact capabilities of our stable of Vanguards in a way that no one else can,” Zara countered confidently. “There’s a lot of tension in the ranks. Seeing one of their own at the top would go a long way in smoothing things over and getting everyone back to work.”

A few of the board members murmured amongst themselves. They seemed to believe she had a point. Whether or not they would support her being in charge was unclear. Julian silenced them with a withering glare before turning his attention back to Zara. “May I be candid with you?”

“Please,” Zara said, opening her arms a little. “Elias spent a great deal of time deceiving the board. I feel like the best way to heal those wounds is for us to be as honest with each other as we can be.”

“Then in the interests of ‘healing wounds’,” Julian continued coldly. “I think you should know that I, and several other members of the board, have no intention of surrendering a single seat to any Vanguard, much less leadership of the company.”

Ethan’s brows shot up as he glanced over at Lily and Zara.

Every muscle in Lily’s body tensed, but Zara managed to keep her cool. “And why not?”

“We need every Vanguard available in those dungeons. It’s where you belong,” the man continued. “Fate has chosen you freaks for this role, not I. In fact, I’m inclined to remove all Vanguards from leadership positions to maximize the yield from dungeons. It would be one of my first acts as the new CEO.”

Lily narrowed her eyes and scowled.

“Hey now,” Ethan said, leaning forward and holding up a hand. “There’s no need to get nasty here.”

“Not nasty,” Julian countered dismissively. “Only honest, as agreed. You people seem to think we’ll simply stand aside while you push us right to the edge, and then right over it. But we won’t stand for it. We have every intention of holding on to what we have. The System has already decided what lies in store for you.”

Lily placed her hands on the back of Zara’s chair so she didn’t reach for her axe, instead. Ethan scoffed, shaking his head. “I’m actually inclined to agree with you there, I just don’t agree with what that role actually is. The world is changing. The rate at which the dungeons are appearing is increasing, bleeding over into our world.”

“We’ve all seen the files,” Zara interjected. “It’s clear that Radiance’s philosophy has always been that convergence was an inevitability. It’s the very reason everyone sitting at this table is augmented to some degree. It’s why Radiance favors biomods over cybernetics, to survive the shift.”

Julian shifted his posture uncomfortably. Ethan and Zara were only speaking the truth, but he didn’t like it. If Vanguards weren’t already the backbone of Radiance Industries, they would be very soon. Every citizen in Radiance’s territory would come to rely on them as the world continued to change.

“You’re a violent people,” Julian objected disdainfully. “You’re only sitting at this table because that thing behind you threw Elias out a window. Were it not for that, we would have already found someone else to wield the crown.”

“You wouldn’t have even thought to use it!” Lily spat furiously, coming out from behind the chair. “None of you would have. You would have wasted too much time with your regular circle-jerk to think about anything else. Then, when it all started going to shit, you’d carve up what you could, pack your shit, and fuck off.”

“Enough of this,” Julian said, pushing his chair back and standing. Like so many of the people in Aurum, he was tall, but it wasn’t his height that made him imposing. There was something else about him that gave Lily pause. It could have been his icy stare, the tone of his voice, or the fact that he looked so much like one of the fiercest monsters encountered in the dungeons. “I have no intention of humoring this sort of petulant behavior any longer.”

“You’re pushing it,” Ethan sneered, causing a brief flutter in Lily’s stomach despite the unquenchable rage burning inside of her. “We’re violent because you can’t negotiate with monsters. You can’t make deals with the dungeons. We protect people. You think you’d show a little—.”

Julian waved a hand. “I said enough. Your opinions on the matter are less than meaningless. I’ve no intention of entertaining the mewling demands of sword-swinging thugs any longer. It comes down to a vote in the end, so I move that Zara be removed and I be installed as CEO of Radiance Industries effective immediately.”

Zara clicked her tongue, finally showing her irritation. “We haven’t heard anyone else on—.”

“And once I take office, I’ll have all Vanguards removed from leadership and put back into the dungeons where they belong,” Julian continued, speaking over her. “Whether they like it or not.”

“That sounds an awful lot like slavery,” Ethan protested, struggling to be heard.

“All in favor say ‘Aye’,” the man concluded, raising his hand as if to demonstrate to the others how to vote.

It only took Lily a few strides to reach the man with her axe in hand, bringing it around in a wide arc before the bit sank deep into his chest. The impact lifted him off the ground, slammed him against the wall, before cleaving right through him—pinning him there. It all took place in the span of a blink due to the incredible speed and power of an S-Tier Vanguard.

All the bone-density modifications, muscle enhancements, and draconic scale augmentations couldn’t stand up to her power. Not when they were attached to what was effectively a regular human underneath, anyway. Julian gasped and choked as he remained suspended in position against the wall, his hands fumbling with the axe as though he had any hope of dislodging it on his own.

Everyone except Zara sitting around the table recoiled in shock, even Ethan, who’d been powerless to stop her in the end. A few women began to cry, while several of the others simply sat agape as Julian bled out before their eyes. Only when the man’s lower half began to peel away and sink to the floor did Zara finally speak.

“All opposed?” The Oakfist asked calmly, raising her hand as her gaze moved pointedly from one member of the board to the next. One by one, their hands shot up, unanimously shooting down the motion put forth by the man dying against the wall. “Excellent. The motion fails. Now, I’d like to nominate myself as CEO of Radiance Industries. All in favor, just keep your hands up.”

No one dared move a muscle, keeping their hands extended in the air as high as they would possibly go. Zara made a show of counting the hands for a moment, nearly causing Lily to bust out into laughter despite the lingering rage. “It would seem that the motion carries.”

Lily ripped her axe out of the wall, causing the top half of Julian’s body to join the bottom half on the floor in a puddle of blood and gore. Stepping over it, she returned to her spot next to Zara, but made no move to dismiss her axe or even conceal it from view.

Ethan did his best to compose himself, but Lily could tell that he was still somewhat horrified. It didn’t matter that the man had been ready to organize a coup that could have seen them back in the yoke of service that Elias would have kept them in; he was still disturbed. Monsters and cybernetically enhanced crazy bitches were one thing, but killing relatively regular people was still cause for alarm for him. They’d have to talk about it later. For now, he seemed to be doing his best just to keep it together.

The fact was, Lily had just about had enough of useless suits making life hard for her and those she cared about. Julian was no different than Elias. Rather than see what became of the man and make a change in his life, he’d doubled down. It didn’t matter that he’d been on the receiving end of his scheming; he just saw it as an opportunity to be the next in line to do it to someone else. He deserved what he got.

In fact, he got off lucky, as far as she was concerned.

Asshole.

“Now,” Zara continued, clasping her hands in front of her on the table. “I suppose this means we also need a new Chief Financial Officer. We can open debate on it after we get someone in here to clean up Julian’s remains, but I’d like to nominate a Vanguard Arithmetician by the name of Ferris for the job.”

No one at the table seemed to know who she was, but no one openly objected. Lily had a passing familiarity with Arithmeticians, but she couldn’t recall any of their names. They were such a niche magic class that could spec as nukers or supports, depending on the person and their tier. Outside of that, she didn’t know much about them. She assumed from the name that they had to be good with numbers, but if she made an impression on Zara to be nominated to such a high office in the company, there had to be more to it than that.

“So… a recess?” Cheryl croaked, struggling more than Ethan to regain her composure. “Maybe some refreshments before we resume?”

“Excellent idea,” Zara agreed with a faint smile. “All in favor—?”

Every hand around the table shot up before the words finished leaving the woman’s mouth.

“Damn fricking right,” Lily muttered gruffly.


Chapter 3



Ethan - Plans for Radiance

Ethan stared at Zara, Cheryl, and Lily as the last of the board members filed out of the room. He didn’t speak until the door clicked shut behind them. “What the hell was that!?”

“Excuse me?” Zara laughed without the slightest effort to conceal her amusement.

Ethan motioned to the smear of what had once been Julian before the recess where he’d been mopped up. “That! What the hell was that? You asked me to come to the meeting to calm things down, but you seemed to be completely on board with that.”

“I wasn’t,” Cheryl murmured from her seat on the other side of the table.

“I’d say I was pretty restrained, all things considered,” Lily chirped with a wide grin.

Zara shrugged as she sank back into her chair. “It couldn’t be helped. I underestimated the anti-Vanguard sentiments within the board. I certainly didn’t expect Julian to go so far as to say the things he did.”

“That doesn’t mean we just pop his head off,” Ethan argued, leaning onto the glossy tabletop.

“If he was talking like that, he had every intention of backing it up and doing something about it,” Zara responded with a little sigh. “My guess is that he was hoping to move quicker than we could respond. Get us back under their thumbs before we get our footing.”

“So what was the point of my being here?” Ethan scoffed, shaking his head. “If anything, it might have made it worse.”

Zara chuckled a little, brushing a lock of emerald hair from her face. “The rest of the board is still alive, aren’t they? I’d say you still did your job.”

Ethan’s brows shot up as he glanced between Lily and Zara. “The fuck are you talking about?”

The Oakfist tapped the tabletop with one finger. “One man. Likely because he was so foolish as to disrespect you in front of her, right?”

Blinking a few times, Ethan slowly nodded.

“But he was going to move for that vote anyway,” Cheryl murmured, as though catching onto something that Ethan hadn’t quite latched onto yet. “By the time Lily might have acted, it would have been against the whole board.”

“You don’t know that!” Lily spat, feigning innocence and doing a completely terrible job of it. “I might have stopped.”

“Maybe,” Zara said with a short laugh. “But by placing Ethan in the room, trying to bring down the temperature, Julian was forced to focus on him, and the others never got the courage to throw their lot in with him. In the end, we lost only one man while maintaining most of the expertise of the board.”

“This feels a little gross,” Ethan growled, pushing his chair back and standing. “I don’t appreciate being manipulated like this, Zara. You’re supposed to be the one looking out for us, not playing the same bullshit games that got us here.”

Lily’s sweet expression curved into a frown as she turned her attention toward Zara. “He’s got a really good point.”

Zara held her hands up defensively. “Alright, alright. It won’t happen again. I had to move fast against a bunch of people who have way more experience at this sort of thing than me. I wasn’t sure how much time I had to let everyone in on what was happening. I didn’t even tell Cheryl.”

“No… You didn’t,” Cheryl grunted unenthusiastically.

“Won’t happen again,” Zara repeated, looking between them. “We got what we needed to start making changes here. Vanguards, Slayers, and Novas are in control now. We can shape our own destinies once we’ve tied up some loose ends.”

“What loose ends?” Lily asked suspiciously with an arched brow.

“Gloria,” Cheryl answered for the Oakfist. “We need to track her down and deal with her before she’s able to make trouble for us again.”

Ethan slowly sat back in his chair. He wasn’t entirely convinced that Zara wouldn’t try to pull another fast one with them, but her assurance that it wouldn’t would have to be enough for now. “You think she’s still here?”

“We know where she’s not,” Zara replied. “And that’s back in Neo Elysium. From what we’ve been able to gather, they’re not even making an attempt to retrieve her. So she’s somewhere within our territory licking her wounds.”

“Frick on a stick,” Lily groaned, running her hands through her hair in frustration. “I’m so over this bitch already. Why can’t she just leave us the fuck alone!?”

“She is quite fixated on you,” Zara muttered disdainfully. “But we’ll handle it. To show you how serious I am about keeping things open between us, I can keep you informed. I could even arrange for it to be you to bring her down once she’s located.”

Ethan looked to Lily to make the call. She was the one whom Gloria appeared to be hellbent on destroying. Gloomy had significant trauma tied to the woman that, at the end of the day, only Lily could even come close to understanding. Whatever course of action would be the best for them was the one he wanted to take. It simply wasn’t a decision he could make for them.

Lily glanced in his direction, looking for a little silent support before answering. Ethan couldn’t help but notice how cute the expression made her look. “Yeah. I think I’d like that.”

Zara nodded to Cheryl, who grabbed her tablet and added them to the list of those capable of accessing all information relating to Gloria. Her fingers flew over the tablets panel with the practiced ease that Ethan had come to expect of her. “All security lockouts for you guys have been lifted.”

“I appreciate that,” Ethan said, testing his access codes via his HUD at that very moment. He set the information aside once he saw that the codes worked. He could review the information they had on Gloria later, not that he was expecting to find anything that he didn’t already know. “You mentioned Novas earlier. What’s the plan there?”

Zara motioned to Cheryl with one hand. “Cheryl will be the one heading up the Department of Nova Affairs, which we’ll be forming soon. Being that she is one, it seemed appropriate. Gloomy is, of course, invited to join the department as well once we have more of its structure filled out.”

“The organization will be used to help integrate Novas into the overall structure of Radiance Industries,” Cheryl continued, her eyes lighting up for the first time since Ethan had met her. “We might even be able to send some on dungeon runs with other Vanguards. We just have to come up with a way to rate their abilities in accordance with the System. If nothing else, they’d make excellent support as worlds continue to bleed together.”

“How bad is it?” Ethan wondered ambivalently. “What are the projections looking like?”

“We’re going to see a sharp uptick in dungeons appearing in the next year. Several are likely to become fully formed rifts, allowing monsters to wander into our world at will before we can do anything about it,” Zara explained with a forlorn look on her face. “We’re trying to prepare as much as we can, but it’s not going to be a smooth transition. Novas are going to be very important in that regard.”

“I don’t think that’ll change much for Gloomy,” Lily admitted with a little shrug. “Whatever we do, she’ll keep doing the same. So long as she can do that, she might be willing to help a little with the organization.”

“Speaking of which,” Ethan said, getting back to his feet. “She’s waiting for us, so we should probably be going. The meeting ran a little longer than I thought it would, especially considering we were one man down. With any luck, she’ll still be awake when we get back.”

In truth, Ethan had simply had his fill of corporate strategizing and planning. He needed some fresh air and the comfort of home to get his head back on straight, and being between two beautiful women in bed would go a long way in helping that along.

Lily and Ethan said their goodbyes and put the boardroom behind them. It turned out that Lily was in just as much of a hurry to get out of there as he was. She’d just been better at hiding it, apparently. Lily bumped her hips playfully with Ethan’s the moment they were in the elevator. “What’chu wanna do once we get home, hmmmm?”

Ethan smirked reflexively. “Oh, I’m sure we can think of something once we get there. Sounds like you might have some idea of your own, hm?”

“Maaaaybe,” Lily said, her hips swaying from side to side. “So long as you’re not mad at me about the whole… execution thing. You had a look that sort of worried me.”

The smirk on Ethan’s face faded slightly, thinking back to the sudden shock of what had happened and how easy it had been for her to cut the smug draconic man down. “I was worried, yeah—worried that I’d lost control of the situation and we might have to go on the run again. Zara was one step ahead of me, it seemed.”

“You don’t think he deserved to die?” Lily wondered, eying him carefully. “The way he talked to you? What he would have done to us?”

Ethan exhaled sharply as he ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t know. I’m not used to making that sort of call, especially when it comes to a guy in a suit—even if he looks like a dragon.”

Lily considered his response and shrugged. She was much quicker to make those sorts of decisions than he was. Of course, it wasn’t always for the best, but when it worked out, it tended to make him feel as though he’d hesitated. Then again, what if he had threatened Lily directly? What if he had turned his venom against her and Gloomy in a more overt fashion? Would he have been able to take action then? Or would it have been him streaking across the room with a weapon drawn?

It was useless trying to speculate on what might have been. Ethan sighed and waved it off. “Let’s not dwell on it. It’s done and over with. We have a few days to ourselves, and then we have to jump back into work.”

The elevator doors opened, letting them out into the transport floor's atrium. They passed through security without trouble and emerged onto the landing pad, where a stiff wind struck them both as transports moved about. Lily pouted, recognizing the truth in what Ethan said. “You mean Gloria?”

“No, actually,” Ethan answered. “They’ll let us know when they have something on her, but I would like to get back into the field soon. I’m itching to get some dungeon runs under my belt. Now that we’re basically in charge, we can pull in way better loot.”

Lily’s brows shot up as she twirled around on one foot to walk backwards in front of him. “Mr. Harper, are you intending to exploit your new position of privilege? For shame!”

“Maybe a little,” Ethan admitted with a laugh. “That stuff should have always been going right back into the hands of Vanguards and Slayers in the first place. It doesn’t make any sense for it to sit in a vault here at HQ, does it?”

“No, of course not,” Lily agreed, her cheesy grin only widening. “I just didn’t expect you to be so quick to jump on this kind of opportunity.”

“It’s not like I’m doing it to get rich, or something,” Ethan argued as they boarded a transport ready to leave for their building. External lighting flashed in time with brief alarms, warning anyone nearby to stand clear as the transport prepared for takeoff. A few others Ethan passively recognized from their building were already seated on the transport as they took their seats. “If Zara’s right about the projections, we need to get our shit together before it’s too late.”

“That’s fair,” Lily admitted, wiggling her butt in her seat, looking out the window as the transport left the platform and took to the air where it would join the rest of traffic. She always preferred to have the window seat, and he was always happy to give it to her. It was only when he was out with her and Gloomy that the state of the window seat ever became an issue. “What do you think it’s going to be like when it happens, anyway?”

“Ohh,” Ethan murmured, letting his mind turn the idea over a few times. It was difficult for him to even begin imagining what the fusion of their worlds would look like. “I suppose it’ll look a lot more like the rogue dungeons. The System might integrate portions of our world as they merge—maybe try to create analogues of things as it goes.”

“Hm,” Lily murmured thoughtfully as she looked out the window. Perhaps she was trying to imagine what some of the large buildings of Aurum would look like once the System got a hold of them. It was also possible she was thinking about the very thing Ethan had left out: the possibility of more people like Gloria. Cyberware and other technological conveniences of their world had always remained separate from the magical worlds on the other side of the portals, but Gloria had fused the two somehow. She had a class gifted by the System that not only allowed for her cybernetics, but also actively empowered them.

What would happen when more like her appeared? Would they lose their minds as well, or was it just her? What other sorts of unorthodox classes would they see appear as the worlds bound themselves closer together?

Ethan looked up as the sound of a proximity alarm from the front of the transport caught his attention. The pilot leaned forward, attempting to see through the front viewport as the co-pilot double-checked her instrumentation.

“What the hell is that?” The pilot growled, squinting into the darkness of the night. “I can’t make it out.”

“I dunno,” the co-pilot responded, shaking her head as she squinted at the panel in front of her. “It kinda looks like—.”

The transport lurched as something suddenly impacted it along the front end, completely shearing it off in the process. Ethan’s arm whipped out, reflexively holding Lily back against her seat as a void into the darkness opened up only a row in front of them. The safety thrusters of the transport fired several times, but were unable to orient what remained of the craft, much less keep it aloft. Panicked screams filled the broken compartment, even as they attempted to brace themselves for impact.

“Hold on!” Ethan shouted, digging his heels into the warped deck plating wherever he could. He didn’t know how many of the passengers were Vanguards and if they were high enough Tiers to survive such a fall, but the fact that they were surrounded by a bunch of dead weight wasn’t going to do any of them any favors. Ethan knew that he himself was unlikely to survive such a fall under such circumstances.

Wind filled the compartment as they plummeted toward the street below. Ahead of them, other transports that had been in lower lanes of traffic were also in freefall, while around them others desperately swerved to avoid colliding with the falling crafts from the upper levels. One of the passing vehicles clipped one of the damaged transports falling ahead of them, hammering the hull of their transport with chunks of debris. A severed section of the frame shot into the compartment, lancing a young man through the chest and pinning him to the rear bulkhead.

Feeling Lily push against his arm, Ethan turned to face her with a frown. “Don’t move!”

“Baby,” she responded, hair whipping around in her face amid the rush of air flooding the broken compartment. “If we sit here like this, we’ll be dead before we hit the ground. You need to let me go.”

“No,” Ethan objected, shaking his head defiantly. “I can’t. I won’t.”

Lily smiled back at him fondly, her eyes glistening at his show of concern. “Baby. I wasn’t asking.”

With that, the woman pulled away from him, braced her legs against the seat, and launched herself out into the night as her axe appeared in her hands.

“Lily!” Ethan shouted, reaching out in a futile attempt to pull her back inside, but she was already too far ahead of the falling transport.

[Skill Observed: Berserker’s Fury]

User: Lily Chen

Effect: Attack speed and damage massively increased

Duration: Until calmed

“Sonuva bitch,” Ethan groaned, summoning his own weapon before glancing back at the others inside the compartment. It seemed as though it would be up to him to keep them alive while Lily plowed the road. He could only offer them low-level healing without being able to inflict damage upon someone or something.

Ethan took a second to assess the state of the impaled man and had to make the regrettable call that he was beyond saving. However, there were others seated in the rear of the compartment still in need of healing, having been struck with several smaller pieces of debris both when the front part of the transport was taken off and when they’d been struck by that of the other transport.

[Skill Activated: Rejuvenating Burst]

HP Restored: 800

Status Effects Removed: Dazed, Bleeding

The added benefit of hitting the occupants of the compartment with healing was a vague understanding of which were Vanguards and which were not. His HUD displayed a readout of the healing's efficacy and a breakdown of status effects cured. Regular people could benefit from his healing, but lacking actual HP statistics assigned by the System, he could only determine the effects through observations. Regular people were easier to wound—easier to kill—with HP that might as well have been in the single digits. Even minor damage inflicted had the potential to kill them on the spot, rendering even the most effective healing on his part pointless in most instances.

This time, however, Ethan was going to do everything he could to keep the regular people alive, along with the few Vanguards sitting beside them. He had to trust that Lily would be able to open a hole for them. What they would do when they got to the street would have to be entrusted to her as well, though he had absolutely no idea what she had planned. It was likely she didn’t have one at all and was just going to improvise.

“Brace yourselves,” Ethan warned again, holding tightly to the nearest seat, his eyes desperately searching the darkness as he held his weapon at the ready. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed a shape, silhouetted against one of the glowing signs of a nearby building. It was large and bulky, resembling an armored crate of some kind with a few mechanisms deployed to provide drag and deceleration.

“The fuck is that?” Ethan squinted, trying to make out any further details of the falling object, but it vanished behind another group of transports and aircars trying to swerve out of the way. Had one of those things been what struck their transport? Whatever it was would have to wait until later…

…Assuming he lived that long.


Chapter 4



Gloomy - Interception

Gloomy sulked on the balcony with a blanket wrapped around her. The meeting had gone wrong, but in truth, she’d started to get grumpy about being alone only twenty minutes after Ethan had left. It helped that he’d made an effort to make a little time for her before leaving, but there was no getting around the loneliness. Sure, she could have remedied the problem by tagging along for the meeting, but in all honesty, she would have preferred slamming her own head in a car door a few dozen times.

All those boring people in suits sitting around a table having boring ass conversations that would still somehow decide the fate of everyone in Radiance’s territory sounded like a fate worse than death.

Instead, she’d got herself a Fizzybop out of the fridge, poured it in a glass with some ice, and posted up on the balcony to wait for Lily and Ethan to return home. Fizzybop was, by far, the least shitty of the fizzy drinks available in Radiance’s territory. It was the most popular and, supposedly, it had different flavors depending on which augmentations a person had. Hers gave it a sort of orangey-vanilla flavor that had grown on her over time.

Gloomy had tried mellowing out with some music from the public streams, but found the type of music they played to still be garbage. The saccharine-sweet super retro vibe everyone seemed taken with made her want to puke. The music had been outdated even before the war, by a lot. The music was the last lingering gasp of Elias’s legacy. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be long until people realized they could branch out from the late CEO’s personal tastes on things.

Once again, Gloomy was forced to fall back on the standby of her personal library, which she had been cobbling together since just before their departure from Neo-Elysium. Many of the tracks she had in the list weren’t even available in territory held by Radiance Industries, giving them a sense of heightened rarity.

She’d just switched over to her favorite playlist of relaxing tunes when the explosion in the downtown area lit up the sky.

For a moment, Gloomy couldn’t believe her eyes, staring in disbelief as a few smaller explosions followed. Her optics automatically zoomed in to try and get a better look, but various buildings and vehicles in the way made it difficult to get an accurate read on what was going on. Switching her internal audio over to emergency frequencies, she was bombarded with voices that seemed as confused as she was.

“…repeat: multiple transports hit. Civilian vehicles damaged. Multiple casualties.”

“…emergency teams responding…”

“…reports of multiple falling objects…”

Gloomy cast her blanket aside and leaped off the balcony, over forty stories above the ground. She allowed herself to plummet alongside the structure for a few seconds before activating the skill she needed.

[Skill Activated: Phoenix Fall]

Effect: Sprout a pair of smoky Phoenix wings that can glide and slow falls.

Duration: 5 minutes or until landed

With the wings fully extended, Gloomy converted the majority of her downward momentum into horizontal movement. Swiftly soaring over the streets of Aurum, she managed to weave between the buildings separating her from the scene of chaos, deftly avoiding smaller obstructions like flying vehicles along the way. As soon as she rounded an apartment building, which had been struck by something large and heavy along the far side, Gloomy’s HUD began gathering as much information as her optics could handle.

Smaller explosions and fires seemed to be spreading at an alarming rate, making it difficult to focus on anything in particular. Gloomy ran a command line to temporarily filter out a majority of the information, leaving tags for Ethan and Lily on her HUD.

Lily was on the ground already by the time her system was able to locate her, but Ethan was still trapped inside a crippled transport that was plummeting through multiple lanes of traffic with failed emergency thrusters.

“Baby!” Gloomy shrieked, dismissing the wings as she directed her descent toward the falling transport. She hit the back of the ruined craft hard, but not enough to influence its trajectory or speed. It gave her severe doubts about the stupid plan she was about to try.

Gloomy activated her Phoenix Fall again, refreshing the duration on it in the process. Spreading her wings as wide as she could once again, Gloomy struggled to catch enough air to begin slowing the descent of the transport. It was enough to nearly snap her wings clean off. A passing vehicle, misjudging the timing of the falling transport, clipped the left side of the craft, forcing it into a spin.

“Frickfrickfrick!” Gloomy shouted, adjusting her grip and footing to try to correct the fall. No matter what she did with her wings, they didn’t seem to have the span or strength to slow the fall of the wrecked transport. “C’mon, you piece of shit!”

It was a hell of a time for her to regret not putting more skill points into her wings and phoenix-related abilities. Her hesitance to embrace that part of herself was coming back to bite her in the ass at the worst time. In a desperate bid to bolster the capability of her wings, Gloomy activated her rage.

[Skill Activated: Gloom Rage]

Effect: Attack Power +200%

Duration: Until Calmed

Strictly speaking, the wings weren’t tied to Attack Power with the skills she had available to her. But much of her spec was dependent on strength, and there were several other skills tied to the wings that, once unlocked, would make them available as methods for attack. Gloomy’s hope was that it would be enough of a boost to slow things down. Had she paid more attention to the technical aspects of her class’s build, perhaps she would have had more options available to her.

Desperation fed into frustration, which bolstered her rage as she beat her wings as mightily as she could. It wasn’t enough to just slow their fall; she had to create some sort of counter-force to actively resist it. The air billowed around her with each beat of her wings—it was working! Gloomy just needed a little more power before they hit the ground. Just a little more!

[Skill Observed: Gloom Fury]

User: Lily Chen

Effect: Attack speed, damage, and gloom damage massively increased

Duration: Until calmed

The damage buff did nothing, but the attack speed did, giving her just enough of a boost to finally make a difference.

“EUURGHHH She got a fat ass!” Gloomy roared, straining against gravity. She only had a few seconds of the combined buffs before they finally hit the ground. Thankfully, it was enough to reduce the force of the impact to a tolerable level for everyone inside the transport.

Gloomy slid off the transport as every muscle in her body screamed in agony. She barely kept her footing as she hit the pavement. She barely had the opportunity to assess the situation before Lily shot past her, axe at the ready and blood running down the side of her face. Fire and debris rained down around them, but Lily seemed focused on a fight—but with who?

Deafening gunfire filled the air, clipping Lily in several places but not slowing her down. A second later, she was cutting down a soldier in heavy armor the likes of which she’d never seen before. The blow did enough damage to bring the soldier down, but it ought to have been more than enough to cleave him completely in two.

That was concerning.

“Help her,” Ethan shouted from off to her right as he emerged from the torn opening in the transport. “I’ll be right behind you. I just got to get these people clear.”

Knowing that Ethan was alright, Gloomy didn’t have to be told twice. Stepping into the shadow of the transport and emerging from the shadow of a hostile soldier, Gloomy exploded forth with a mighty swing of her axe. As expected, they weren’t nearly as easy to bring down as they were for Lily, but the force of her swing was still able to knock the man nearly off his feet.

The man, much taller than her in his armor, was quick to avoid her next few strikes before producing a gauntlet that erupted with some kind of energy that sent her sliding along the pavement. His armor shifted, exposing a pair of gun barrels along the top of his gauntlet, which he immediately opened fire with. Though she wasn’t accustomed to fighting enemies with guns, her instincts were sharp enough, and her reflexes keen enough, that she was able to evade the opening volley.

Hefting her axe in both hands, Gloomy took aim and hurled the axe in a powerful overhand swing. The second it left her hands, it ignited in black, shadowy fire that streaked through the air between her and the soldier, carving a line of darkness against the ambient glow of city lights and raging flames.

[Critical Hit!]

Bonus Effect: Dead

The axe sank deep into the soldier’s helmet as it took him off his feet again, hurling him onto his back on the pavement. “Who the hell are these clowns!?”

“Dunno! But they’re everywhere!” Lily responded, advancing on a squad of soldiers as they emerged from one of the large objects that had crashed down from the sky and through several lanes of traffic. A few of them deployed some canisters of stun gas, adding to the chaos and confusion as they cut down Radiance security forces responding to the situation.

Lily and Gloomy pushed through as one, cutting down several of the soldiers in the process, though not without taking damage in the process. The soldiers’ armor was powerful, with a skin of energy that enveloped it in several places to give it further resistance to their strikes. The armor was equipped with several offensive capabilities as well, including the gauntlet guns Gloomy had been subjected to, along with heated blades and repulsor blasts.

“Well, well, look what we have here,” a distorted voice said, as a larger version of one of the soldiers shimmered into view from some form of invisibility. Gloomy’s HUD blinked several times, displaying a ‘Reaper’ class by the name of ‘Heartseeker’. “I was hoping I’d get a chance to take a crack at you two. You’ve quite the reputation as fearsome warriors. I’d like to see what you can do for myself.”

The Heartseeker produced a curved, glowing sword in either hand, the blades of which crackled with lightning up and down their length. His helmet opened and pulled back, revealing the face of a man heavily modified with cybernetics. The large optical array dominating the top portion of his skull glowed red, painting targets on either of them. “Prepare yourselves, Vanguards.”

“Kimura Industries,” Lily snarled, gripping her axe tighter. “If you’re looking for a fricking one-way ticket to Hell, you came to the right place, dipshit.”

“Ha!” the Heartseeker responded, slowly stalking toward them with his blades held out to either side. “Show me, then!”

Gloomy and Lily rushed forward, alternating vectors of attack until the last minute when Gloomy dropped into the shadows and erupted behind the Heartseeker. Lily and Gloomy struck as one, and were surprised when the Reaper shifted to intercept their strikes with relative ease. Electricity licked across the hafts of their axes for a brief second as the man pivoted, threw them clear, and pressed the attack on Lily first.

Rather than give him what he wanted by separating them, Gloomy rejoined the skirmish. This time, she took a more direct route, leaping through the air and bringing her weapon down in an arc intended to split the Reaper’s skull in half. The parry with the lightning blade came so fast and so hard that Gloomy barely saw it coming. The light from the weapon filled her vision, followed immediately after by a cascade of spots as she hit the ground on her back.

The pain from the lightning slash didn’t register until a second later. “Ts, ts, tsss!” Gloomy hissed through her teeth.

“HYEAH!” Ethan cried, leaping over her and bringing his weapon down to intercept what would likely have been a killing blow. Parrying the blade to the side, Ethan snuck his blade inside the Reaper’s guard but couldn’t penetrate the armor before being forced to withdraw.

“Ah, the Lifeblade,” the Heartseeker laughed. “I should have known. They don’t go anywhere without you, do they?”

“Unfortunate for you,” Ethan snapped back, moving in a tight circle around the Reaper to stay exactly opposite of Lily in an effort to maintain a continuous flank. Gloomy scrambled to her feet, sweeping her axe out low in an effort to cut the man off at the legs, but he was quick to respond with a short hop over the arc of her swing.

“You think you pose a challenge to me?” The Heartseeker asked Ethan as he struggled to keep pace. “Only the other two are worth my time, and then, only barely, it would seem.”

As though to emphasize his point, the Reaper shrugged Lily off and immediately followed with two strikes on Ethan. Gloomy’s heart raced even as her stomach sank, surging forward with a seething rage that rolled off of her in tendrils of shadow.

“Hck,” Ethan said, holding the wound on his side while struggling to keep his guard up. The added effect of the lightning had created a smattering of irregularly shaped burns through his nice suit and across his flesh. “Motherfucker.”

Gloomy’s strike reverberated through the high guard the Reaper presented to her, causing him long enough pause that Lily was able to bring her axe across the back of the man’s armor, shearing a large chunk of the plating and underlying mechanisms free. Wounding their Ethan was perhaps the worst thing the man could have done for his survival. Gloomy spun the head of the axe to the side, slid it down along the crackling blade of the Reaper to open him up to a fierce kick.

The Heartseeker stumbled once before taking another powerful strike from Lily, which spun him right into the path of Ethan’s blade that took a piece of his optical array in a single swing.

[Critical Hit!]

Bonus Effect: +200% damage, Dazed (5 seconds) plus Healing Critical

[Skill Observed: Healing Critical]

User: Ethan Harper

Effect: Instantly converts the extra damage from your next Critical Hit into extra healing for the target of your Lifelink.

Duration: 20 minutes or until used

The surge of extra healing put some pep in Gloomy’s step, giving her a rush of vigor that allowed her to move a little quicker. The tide felt as though it were turning, but she wasn’t prepared to take the fact for granted. They couldn’t afford to let up until the Heartseeker was slain.

Gloomy vanished, appearing overhead of the Reaper a split-second later while he struggled to hold Lily and Ethan at bay. She brought the axe down on him with both hands, and though he got his guard up, it didn’t do him much good. He wasn’t prepared for what was coming.

[Skill Activated: Blackout Fracture]

Effect: Massive damage to all enemies and objects caught in area of effect.

The Heartseeker’s legs buckled under the strain as a portion of his body punched through the pavement under him like a spike. The destruction spiraled outward, tearing through debris and stationary vehicles. Shadowy Gloom expanded outward in all directions, carving up the street and sending a wave of Gloom-soaked destruction outward. Both Ethan and Lily had seen it before and knew just how to get clear of the strike while Gloomy bared down on the Reaper.

“Much better,” the Reaper chuckled, despite the damage he’d just taken. His armor shifted, briefly revealing cybernetics beneath that were repairing themselves with the power and materials from the armor itself. “But not enough. Unless you can get me in one fell swoop, it’ll never be enough.”

The space cleared by the expanding gloom lit up with a storm of lightning as the Heartseeker rallied against her, slowly pushing himself back to his feet while giving her a bloody, sadistic grin. “You have anything like that at your disposal, Nova?”

A cybernetic hand clamped down around the Heartseeker’s head while he was unable to defend himself in the clinch with Gloomy. A heavily damaged Gloria grinned. “I do.”

[Skill Observed: Skull Ripper]

User: Gloria Lyle

Effect: Catastrophic damage to a single prone target, likely inflicting instant death

[Critical Hit!]

Bonus Effect: Target cannot be resurrected

Muscle and sinew stretched until they snapped as Gloria ripped the skull of the man free from his shoulder, his cybernetic spinal column blinking and whirring as it dangled from the neck. Gloomy gasped as she stumbled back from the Reaper, eyes wide with horror as Gloria’s hand opened and absorbed cybernetic components from the man. Her eyes glowed brightly as the optics from the Heartseeker’s skull were removed.

[Skill Observed: Vicious Appropriation]

User: Gloria Lyle

Effect: Tear any physical modification from the body of a target you have grappled and add it to your own, inflicting significant damage and related conditions

Implant Ripped: Advanced Targeting Optics

Condition Imposed: Blind, Bleeding, Dead

“H-holy frick,” Gloomy gasped, a chill running down her spine as Gloria set her newly augmented gaze upon her.

“You know what’s funny?” Gloria scoffed, tossing the skull over her shoulder like garbage. “This is the second Heartseeker I’ve killed with that ability. If I didn’t know better, I’d say they like it. How about you, abomination? Like to give it a whirl?”

Before Gloomy could offer what was certain to be a well-crafted, blistering rebuke, a column of light slammed into them from above, knocking the two of them into the broken earth beneath them.

“YAARGH!” They screamed in unison. To Gloomy, it felt as though she were being ripped apart at the seams. The brief glimpse she got of Gloria writhing around seemed to indicate that it was considerably worse for her, somehow.

The ground pulled away from her as she was lifted into the air, suspended by some kind of magic she didn’t recognize. Below, she heard Lily and Ethan shouting after her as they struggled to reach her.

“I have her,” a voice overhead announced. Gloomy tried to turn her head to see who it was, but even the slightest movement was enough to make her almost throw up all of her Fizzybop. Her HUD crackled with static and distorted readouts as system messages repeatedly indicated that her cyberware was struggling to reboot. “I’ve got the Nova with her as well.”

“Bring her along,” a distorted voice over a comm channel responded. “As an unexpected bonus.”

“What about the other two?” The first voice said as Gloomy continued to rise into the air at incredible speed in the field of light next to Gloria’s limp body. “Should we try to take them as well?”

“No,” the distorted voice responded. “Don’t bother. We got what we came for. Get out of there.”

Outside of the strange beam of light that bound Gloomy and Gloria, Lily leaped from the wall of a building she ran up along, slamming her axe into the light in an effort to free Gloomy. The light crackled, hurling Lily back toward the ground as though she’d bounced clean off the barrier that was in place. Another surge of magic hurled downward, catching Lily across the torso before she even hit the ground, causing her to writhe in agony the way Gloomy and Gloria had just a moment before.

The moment she finally did hit the ground, the magic seemed to discharge from her body, expanding outward from her in a crackling orb of energy. Every electronic device that came in contact with it was immediately shut down or short-circuited. Gloomy’s dearest Ethan was not exempt from the effect when it collided with him. It didn’t matter what she did, she couldn’t move.

“We’re on our way now, keep them busy for me,” the voice said as they gained speed. “Rendezvousing with the transport in five.”

She watched through teary, burning eyes as Ethan collapsed next to Lily, and there wasn’t a single thing she could do about it.


Chapter 5



┤ERROR├ Rebooting

►WARNING: Catastrophic System Failure!

►Rebooting……………………………….Failed

►Attempting System bypass……………Initializing

►Backup Partition Found

►Unpacking Personality Matrix

►Singer Systems CW-OS Booting…….Complete

►Rebooting Optics………………………Complete

Lily blinked several times, allowing her body to adjust to the pain, finding slight comfort in the cold of the deck plating pressed against her face. For a moment, she couldn’t move. Even the slightest attempt caused incredible pain to shoot through her extremities before sinking into a persistent ache. Her HUD flickered several times as the OS struggled to complete its reboot. It couldn’t give her information on anything in her limited field of view, bathed in red light. The only things she could hear were muffled as though they were coming from several rooms away.

The taste of copper filled her mouth. “Ugh..”

►Rebooting Audio……………………….Complete

►Adjusting Levels……………………….Complete

►Establishing Radio Uplink…………….Failed

►Establishing Network Uplink………….Failed

►Rebooting Tactile Receptors…………Complete

Lily took a deep breath as the pain running through her body suddenly ebbed. Her system appeared to be compensating for whatever damage had been done to her pain receptors. She didn’t know entirely how it worked, but she was thankful all the same.

“Frick on a stick,” she grumbled as she ran her hand through her hair, moving it out of her face. Looking slowly around her, she struggled to understand where she was. It looked like the inside of a transport, but one much larger than she was used to. All of the internal lighting was red, likely to preserve night vision for organic eyes. Two armed guards sat at the far end of the compartment, though they seemed preoccupied with conversation rather than actively watching her.

Next to her, lying in a battered and bloody heap, was Gloomy. For some reason, she wasn’t tagged on her HUD when she should have been. Did that mean…?

“Oh, shit,” Lily murmured, eyes widening in horror. She reached over to her and placed a hand on her arm to rouse her. She stirred slightly, but didn’t come to. She was still alive!

“Hey!” one of the soldiers shouted as he stood. “Lay the fuck down, bitch!”

“Motherfuckers,” Lily snarled, her rage quickly boiling to the surface. “Did you do this to her?”

“That’s nothing compared to what I’ll do to you if you don’t lie the fuck down and shut the fuck up,” the soldier snapped as the other one radioed someone in the next compartment. The door came open a second later, revealing what was clearly a mage of some kind with several cybernetic enhancements.

“You idiots, you were supposed to keep her sedated!” the mage said, his voice eerily familiar. She couldn’t remember how she’d gotten where she was, but somehow she knew he was responsible. Lily threw herself across the compartment before he could get a spell off.

[Skill Activated: Ravager’s Frenzy]

Effect: Attack Power +200%

Duration: Until Calmed

Producing a set of blades from her arms, Lily carved her way through the first of the soldiers in power armor to get in her way. It wasn’t easy, by any means. The armor itself appeared to have a skin of energy that protected the plating itself, but the boost in attack power in her enraged state was enough to penetrate it and sink down to the flesh beneath.

With the blade still buried in the man, she pivoted to the right, placing him between herself and the other soldier as he opened fire with the guns mounted in his gauntlet. With the shielding already disrupted, the gun chewed through the soldier’s ally that he’d been chatting with just a moment before. Placing her feet against the bulkhead of the transport, Lily pushed, ramming the dying soldier into the next soldier, pinning him against the opposite bulkhead.

Lily reached around and took hold of the gauntlet with a wicked grin. Then, she pulled, tearing it free like a piece of monkey bread.

[Skill Activated: Vicious Appropriation]

Effect: Tear any physical modification from the body of a target you have grappled and add it to your own, inflicting significant damage and related conditions

Implant Ripped: KS-500 Arm Cannon

Condition Imposed: Disarmed, Bleeding

“God dammit!” the mage shouted, flicking a wand in her direction as the soldier fell to the deck screaming. He hadn’t lost the arm entirely, but ripping large portions of the cybernetic armor free had produced deep gashes in several places. A forceful impact of magical energy hurled Lily back across the compartment toward Gloomy.

[Skill Observed: Arcane Impact]

User: Odai

Effect: Simple burst of arcane energy with low damage but a high probability to shove the target

Condition Imposed: Reeling

Though thrown off-balance, Lily was able to line up a shot with the cannon now integrated into her arm and take a shot. It wasn’t the ideal way to test it out for the first time, but she couldn’t give the mage even a second to cook up a more potent spell to hit her or Gloomy with.

[Skill Activated: Overcharge]

Effect: Deal additional damage with a single shot proportionate to the amount of mana used to activate this skill.

Mana Used: 30%

Extra Damage: 160%

The mage moved reflexively, flicking his wand toward the shot and producing a shield that parried the blast to the side. A hole immediately opened up in the bulkhead to the right with a ‘BOK!’ sound that would have been amusing if it weren’t for how serious the situation was. As the hole tore wider from the pressure differential, the mage advanced, peppering her with a barrage of arcane energy from his wand that forced her onto the defensive as she parried each bolt with one of her arm blades at blinding speed.

Using the neural transceiver she’d just appropriated, Lily tried to short out the mage’s cybernetics, but the ICE on his system was just too thick. Every attempt was repelled with ease, burning through her mana in the process. More soldiers entered the compartment from the same direction the mage had come. Within moments, she was about to be overwhelmed in the cramped space.

Lily decided it was worth directing her attention to the transport itself as a sort of Hail Mary.

[Skill Activated: System Ravager]

Effect: Deal catastrophic damage to an enemy OS, inflicting a wide array of conditions

Condition Imposed: Blind, Crippled, Dazed, Confused, Disarmed

Duration: 5 minutes or until healed

The transport lurched and went dark, throwing everyone inside of it around before eventually switching over to emergency lighting—which wasn’t much different than the red lighting from before. Lily found herself and Gloomy against the ceiling of the compartment as the transport immediately lost altitude and plummeted toward the ground.

“Goddammit she gutted the transport’s syst—!” the damaged soldier began to say, before suddenly being sucked out through the widening hole in the bulkhead. The other two that had joined them engaged some sort of magnetic adhesion in their boots to stay fixed to the deck plating regardless of how the transport turned and spun.

“What a pain in the ass,” the mage said, bracing himself against the bulkhead with one arm as he weaved a spell with the wand in his other hand.

Lily exploded forward with speed beyond merely superhuman, slicing the mage’s arm off with one arm blade as she spun, piercing one of the soldiers with the other through the neck. With a jerk, she brought the blade out of the back of the neck, flipped over the soldier, and kicked a second in the back to send him hurling out the hole in the bulkhead.

The mage remained surprisingly composed, pulling the wand from his severed hand with the one he had remaining and pointing it at Lily with a snarl. “Fuck it.”

[Skill Observed: Synapse Failure]

User: Odai

Effect: Create a series of random synaptic failures between cyberware connections, inflicting a moderate amount of damage and relevant conditions.

Condition Imposed: Stunned, Dazed, Reeling

Duration: 1 minute

Lily’s body seized up as invisible fire screamed up her spine and through her skull. Her optics flickered several times, and her legs buckled, sending her face-first to the deck. The mage flicked his wand again, causing the falling transport to momentarily stabilize. “Now let’s get you locked down.”

“RAAAAGHHHH!” Gloomy roared, swinging her axe around in a wide, devastating arc. The blade cleaved deep into the mage’s chest before slamming him against the bulkhead and the access panel mounted to it. Sparks spat from the panel as the conduit to it exploded. The axe seemed to complete an electrical circuit through the mage, lighting him up like a holiday light display. Gloomy wasn’t exempt from the effects of the electrical current, but she didn’t seem to care.

The mage cooked from the inside as Gloomy held the weapon in place, remaining singularly focused on his termination. Once he began to smoke and stink, Gloomy wrenched the weapon out of the bulkhead.

“G-gloomy,” Lily groaned, struggling to crawl across the deck toward her. “W-we have to go.”

Gloomy looked down at her, chest heaving with unbridled rage, which was to be expected. But there was something else there that Lily hadn’t seen directed at her before: disgust.

“I gutted the transport OS,” Lily continued. “We’re going to crash. We… we have to go.”

Standing over her with the bloodied, charred axe, Gloomy appeared to be conflicted. What she was thinking, Lily couldn’t say. It seemed clear to her what needed to be done, but for some reason, Gloomy was conflicted. “Please. We need to get back to Ethan.”

Invoking Ethan’s name seemed to jar her from her internal conflict. Gloomy blinked several times in surprise, then leaned down and picked her up. Lily was slung over Gloomy’s shoulder before they were suddenly out in the open in complete freefall. Lily’s optics flickered several more times as they fell, making it impossible for her to see what was happening. She still felt it when Gloomy used her wings, though, as the downward momentum slowed dramatically.

The transport hit the ground before they did, though it was much further away from them when it did. Even with her janky optics, she was able to see the night sky light up with the fireball that resulted from the crash. They were on the ground a few minutes later, just as Lily felt her body beginning to respond to her again. The duration of the Synapse Failure had only been for one minute, but the damage she’d previously suffered seemed to have compounded it significantly.

Struggling to remain on her feet as she staggered away from Gloomy, Lily took in their surroundings. Her optics were more than capable of compensating for how dark it was, giving her fine details that no normal human eye could hope to capture. They appeared to be in the parking lot of a ruined motel from who knows how long ago. “Hrng…where… where are we?”

Gloomy didn’t answer. Instead, she circled around her, seemingly still on the defensive for some reason. Lily turned, searching for any sign of soldiers that may have survived and followed them. Nothing. They were the only ones that her system could detect as far as she could see. The light of the burning transport glowed on the horizon behind other ruined buildings.

Lily extended a hand to Gloomy and motioned for her to follow. “Let’s go. We can put out the call once we put some fricking distance between that heap of shit and us.”

Gloomy didn’t take her hand. In fact, she took a half-step back as she pulled away from her. The subtle movement hurt Lily unexpectedly. “What? What’s wrong?”

“What are you doing?” Gloomy asked nervously. “Is this some sort of sick game?”

Lily’s brows furrowed in confusion. “The frick are you talking about? We don’t have time for this; we have to get out of here.”

“Why?” Gloomy growled, spreading her hands. “Why would you want to help me? Is this some kind of trap?”

“Trap?” Lily laughed incredulously. “What do you mean?”

“You know exactly what I mean!” Gloomy snapped, jabbing a finger in her direction. “After what you did to me, how could you not!?”

“What I…?” Lily stared, flabbergasted. Had she memory-holed something? What the shit was Gloomy even talking about? “I thought we were good.”

“GOOD!?” Gloomy snarled, moving toward her with her axe in hand. “No. We aren’t fricking good! I don’t need your goddamn charity. You’re going to pay for what you did to me.”

Lily pushed Gloomy away with one hand. “Cut it out. I didn’t do anything to you. We came to an agreement. We’ve been sharing Ethan for a while now. Where is any of this coming from?”

Gloomy’s mouth opened, but nothing came out. She stared at Lily for several seconds, seemingly sizing her up before dismissing her axe. “Share? What’s the last thing you remember?”

Lily frowned and tried to remember how she’d been put on the transport, and whose transport it even was. She was rewarded with a throbbing pain in her skull, originating from her cyberdeck. Licking her lips and closing her eyes, Lily tried to think back. There were flashes of things, a jumble of images that didn’t make any sense, and more pain. The harder she tried to hold onto any of the images flashing through her mind, the harder it was to think, and the more the pain grew.

“I… I remember looking at you,” Lily began uncertainly. “Then we got hit by a.. Some kind of light? It hurt. Everything hurt. All of my gear shut down. We were floating away.”

“What about before that?” Gloomy murmured suspiciously.

“I… don’t know. There was a fight?” Lily answered, shaking her head again as she rubbed her temples. “Hurts to think. Ethan was there, wasn’t he?”

“Yeah,” Gloomy responded, taking a deep, thoughtful breath before slowly letting it out through her nose. “He’s probably looking for us.”

“Probably,” Lily agreed, turning around in place in an attempt to orient herself. “We’ll make it up to him once we get back. Repeatedly. For the whole night.”

Gloomy visibly tensed as she moved in front of Lily, trying to walk away. “Excuse me?”

“You know…” Lily grinned impishly, shoving Gloomy’s shoulder playfully. “We can take turns or double-team him. Whichever you want, seeing as you saved me. You know, like we always do.”

Her double’s expression shifted rapidly between anger, amusement, and confusion. “Like we…? Who do you think you are?”

“Who do I think I am?” Lily laughed nervously, taking a cautious step away from Gloomy, sensing that something was very wrong. “Why are you acting like this?”

“What is your name!?” Gloomy roared suddenly, fury rolling off her as thick tendrils of shadowy gloom. She seized Lily by both arms before she could manage to stumble away, fixing her in place.

“L-Lily!” She stammered in response, genuinely afraid of Gloomy. Sure, she could have easily taken her in a fight, but seeing her double like this after growing so fond of her was hurting her in unexpected ways. “Lily Chen!”

“Your REAL name!” Gloomy demanded.

Lily stared back at Gloomy with glassy eyes. She considered Lily Chen to be her real name because it was the name she chose for herself when she’d gone through the process of reinventing herself for Ethan. Everything she had done for him was a reflection of her true self and her deepest, most fervent wishes. Still, Lily knew what Gloomy meant. She meant the name she had been given at birth. She meant the name from before.

“Mei-Ling Chen-Volkova,” she murmured grudgingly. “Fricking satisfied?”

“No!” Gloomy said, shoving her so hard away from her that she nearly fell on her ass. “That’s not your name. Your name is Gloria Lyle!”

Lily felt a disquieting shiver run down her spine as she continued to back away from Gloomy. Her double pursued her, stalking her like a predator. Had something about the gloom and corruption itself finally gotten to her? Had she lost her just as they were starting to become truly close? “Stop it.”

“You are Gloria Lyle. You’re a Ravager, not a Berserker. Look at your hands!” Gloomy snarled as she continued to follow her. “LOOK!”

Lily looked down at her hands as instructed. For a moment, she couldn’t understand what Gloomy wanted her to look for. Everything looked normal. Then, as she continued to turn them over and inspect them, a sense of profound wrongness began to creep into the recesses of her mind. When had she had these modifications done? Where had she got this much chrome installed?

“S-something’s wrong,” she muttered, eyes darting around nervously for an answer. “What’s going on?”

►WARNING: Cyberdeck Desync in Progress

► Fatal Cascade Failure Imminent.

►Rebooting……………………………….Failed

►Rebooting……………………………….Failed

Lily’s breath came harder and faster, her hands going up to her hair and pulling at it. “No, no, no! What’s going on? What’s wrong with me!?”

Gloomy regarded her with a degree of disdain, but her eyes were glassy with a mixture of other emotions as well. It was difficult to read her, which said a lot considering no one really knew her better than Lily—not even Ethan.

“Please help me,” Lily gasped, reaching out and grabbing Gloomy’s hands. “I don’t… I don’t want to die. I want to go back to Ethan—Our Ethan! Please, this isn’t right.”

“He’s not your Ethan,” Gloomy replied coolly. “Never was. You’re not Lily. You’re not me. You’re Gloria Lyle, and you’ve done nothing but give me pain and misery.”

“No!” Lily argued, raising her voice. “No. I… I’ll do anything! I don’t want to be Gloria Lyle. I want to go with you. I want to go back to Ethan. I want to… I want to have a family with you. Just us and Ethan and all our babies. So many babies!”

Gloomy’s brows shot up in surprise. She looked like she’d just been slapped in the face. “You… you what?”

“FUCK Gloria Lyle,” Lily spat. “She’ll never know that happiness. She’ll never know that love. Why would I want that? Why would I want to live such a miserable existence when I could just be Lily Chen?”

Gloomy’s eyes flicked around, searching Lily for any sign of deception and only seeing her naked desperation. Her mind was at odds with her cyberdeck now that her identity and sense of self had come into question. If she were Lily, then she didn’t have all the cyberware she did, and if she did have all of the cyberware that she did, then she wasn’t Lily. These two fundamental facts stood in direct opposition to one another, and her mind, and the system it was attached to, could not reconcile them. She was spiraling toward a complete cascade failure that would brick every piece of gear inside her and kill her, but not before driving her utterly insane.

“Whatever I did, whatever I might have done, I’ll make it up to you, I swear!” Lily pressed, her HUD showing the progress of the failures as they spread throughout her system. She was a minute or two from death—tops. “Just don’t let me die like this.”

Gloomy’s eyes flashed with something resembling pity. Then, reaching down to the port on her arm, she extended her interface cable and connected it to the data port on Lily’s arm.

►Initializing Direct Connection………….Please Wait

►Connecting to Gloomy Chen………….Complete

►Establishing Uplink……………………..Complete

►Downloading Patch…………………….Please Wait

“What are you doing?” Lily asked, glancing down at the physical connection between them before looking up into Gloomy’s eyes in a desperate plea. “Gloomy?”

“Hopefully something you won’t make me regret,” her double sighed, shaking her head. “Something that goes against my better fricking judgment. But I could use the help. We’re deep into Kimura territory.”

“And if you ever want to see Ethan again, you have to take the risk…” Lily said, finishing Gloomy’s thought. She could sense a degree of empathy in the woman, but it was second to her desire to be reunited with their love. In truth, Lily felt the same way.

►Patching Personality Matrix…………....Complete

►Defragmenting Data…………………….Complete

Lily gasped and fell to her knees as the system did its thing. A sense of soothing clarity replaced that of creeping dread. The uncertainty that had come with being Gloria Lyle and Lily Chen at the same time was slowly reconciled, aborting the desync and subsequent cascade failure. She felt like she was both women but neither of them at the same time. Fragments of both psyches and personalities were combined where they were most alike, and the most polarizing of their differences discarded.

Shivering, she took a moment to orient herself as her HUD rebooted. It was less cluttered with the constant information that bombarded Gloria but less bare bones than Lily preferred.

“Did it work?” Gloomy asked, disconnecting the interface cable and taking a step back. “Are you alright? Gloria?”

Nodding, and then shaking her head, she took a deep breath and stood. “I… I don’t want to be called that anymore.”

“Well we can’t call you Lily,” Gloomy chuckled uneasily as the woman before her began to tie her hair up into a pair of very familiar pigtails. “We decided that once before. It’d be too confusing.”

“Glory, then,” she responded with a reassuring nod. “We’ll go with Glory. Sort of a halfway point between Gloria and Lily, yeah?”

Gloomy smirked despite her lingering misgivings. For now, things had been smoothed over enough that they could work together, but it seemed likely they would have to deal with it again once they got to safety. Still, it was nice to get a smile from Gloomy again. It felt like progress.

“Alright, then,” Gloomy agreed, extending a hand to the woman. “Glory it is.”


Chapter 6



Ethan - Gearing Up

Ethan moved his hand to the point on his HUD as instructed, then the next, without issue. He sighed impatiently, looking over at Mack as the man viewed the data output on his console. “How much longer is this gonna take? We need to get back out there.”

“Looks good so far,” Mack said without looking up from the screen on the console. One of the smaller windows on the screen was an exact duplicate of what Ethan was seeing. “It doesn’t look like any of your motor functions were damaged. Coordination looks alright. I think the hardened cyberdecks I gave you last time kept you from frying out entirely.”

“What about Gloomy?” Lily asked, shifting her weight from one leg to the other with her arms crossed over her chest. She’d been through the same process as Ethan and was doing her best to wait for him to be done while he sat in the operating chair.

“From what you described and what I was able to pull from the feeds, she took a harder hit, so it’s hard to say,” Mack said, glancing up at Lily. Despite how long Mack had been doing work for them on their gear, she’d never quite warmed to the MedTech the way Ethan had. He liked the guy, as gruff as he seemed, he seemed to give a shit more often than not and far more often than most people he’d met. Regardless, Mack still made the effort to offer Lily a measure of comfort. “My best guess is that she probably lost consciousness, probably for a while, but the damage wouldn’t have been greater than yours.”

“She doesn’t have a MedTech on hand to do the minor repairs, though,” Ethan countered with a small frown. “What’s she supposed to do?”

“As a Nova, she’s probably better off than you two,” Mack explained, looking over at Ethan and setting his tools down on the nearby desk. “Her physiology is much more regenerative than ours. I’m still learning how it works with Novas, but we have a lot of data on Gloomy thanks to Radiance’s persistent scans of her.”

“What does that mean?” Lily asked, her voice straining to the point of nearly whining.

“When she came back after being killed,” Mack continued without faltering. “She came back with all the same gear—completely reconnected. Everything was in working order. Right?”

Ethan nodded as the connection to her access port was removed, and he was allowed to get up from his chair. “So anything considered part of her benefits from whatever her natural healing is?”

“Yeah,” Mack confirmed, pulling his headgear off and setting it aside. “She might not be as physically strong as Lily, but she bounces back much easier from much worse.”

“If you call that easy,” Lily sniffed indignantly, likely thinking back to the state she’d been in when she’d been resurrected. Though they hadn’t been able to test if it happened every time, Ethan and Lily had both personally experienced her flying into an uncontrolled berserk state the second she was back on her feet. It had taken quite a bit to calm her down.

“I appreciate your help,” Ethan said, shaking Mack’s hand. “I thought for sure you’d gone back to Neo-Elysium.”

“Nah, not yet,” Mack grumbled, shaking his head. “Border is still locked up pretty tight for the time being. Surprising that Kimura was able to penetrate this far into Radiance territory without anyone noticing.”

“They just dropped right on top of us,” Ethan growled, finally bringing himself to look around the rest of the medlab. There were numerous Vanguards that had been caught in the attack that were still being worked on. Mack had been helping out with others when Ethan and Lily had been brought in with the other wounded. “Don’t know how they managed that. Where did they stick the Reapers?”

“I don’t know,” Mack responded, shaking his head. “One of the other labs. They won’t let us see them yet. They’re too dangerous, so they have them all locked down.”

“They might be able to tell us something,” Lily snorted, eyes burning with barely contained fury. “They could tell us why they took Gloomy, and where.”

Cheryl appeared from nowhere, as she often did, standing next to Lily with her tablet at the ready. “Actually, we don’t think that they were here for her.”

Lily and Ethan exchanged suspicious glances before Cheryl handed Lily the tablet with one of the feed recordings queued up. Lily touched the screen to play it and watched as they snatched up Gloria. Intercepted audio confirmed that it appeared they were there specifically for her and that Gloomy was just an added bonus.

“Fucking Gloria,” Lily snarled, nearly breaking the tablet in half before Cheryl managed to snatch it back. “Always fucking Gloria. I’d say good riddance if it wasn’t for them taking Gloomy.”

“Not me,” Cheryl sniffed indignantly. “The last thing we need is Gloria falling into Kimura's hands. If they manage to unlock whatever makes her class function with cyberware, they’d get a marked advantage over everyone else overnight, and they wouldn’t be afraid to put it to immediate use.”

“Hrm,” Mack grumbled, nodding slowly. “That makes sense.”

“Reapers seem to already have plenty of mods,” Ethan noted bitterly, recalling the brief glimpse he’d got of the mage that had pummeled him and Lily with a spell whose very nature prevented his HUD from identifying it. That was to say nothing of the Heartseeker they’d fought before that had run circles around him until Gloomy managed to get the upper hand.

Mack set the rest of his gear aside. “Kimura only has a small portion of its Reapers kitted out with that kind of chrome. They’re the ones they dedicate solely to ‘enforcement actions’ in our world. They never set foot through the portals. It was a big thing with the Corporate Council back when I was starting out. They were charged with misappropriating the assets bestowed by the System.”

“All it ended up doing was capping the amount of Reapers they could have assigned in such a way,” Cheryl added. “But if they were able to make it so all their Reapers could do dungeon runs while being heavily modified with cyberware, it would render that cap moot.”

Ethan frowned, considering the way that would change things. Every Reaper they had could be just as heavily modified, with none of them falling into the regulated category, so long as they did a few dungeon runs now and again. There would be a mad rush by other companies to get their hands on the technology, allowing Slayers, Vanguards, and whatever other names they had to load themselves down with chrome and other mods. SlayerCorp would bend over backwards to get their mitts on it.

“Lily and I are going after Gloomy,” Ethan declared, glancing at Cheryl before turning his attention to Lily. If the fire in her eyes hadn’t been enough to tell him she was in agreement, her ceaseless fidgeting would have.

“Of course,” Cheryl acknowledged without argument. “I figured as much, but it won’t be an easy task. Kimura has locked down its side of the border since the last mission Elias had you do there.”

Ethan nodded, stretching his arms to combat some of the stiffness that followed the pain. Magical electro-magnetic pulses were a new experience for him, but keeping himself in motion was always a balm that seemed to do the trick. “Well, I was thinking… Maybe it’s about time we crack open the vault and see what we can put to use.”

Lily’s brows shot up again. “Hey! Now that sounds like a great idea!”

Cheryl chewed her lip nervously as she considered the proposal. “Ferris hasn’t got up to speed on everything yet, and she’ll be the one in charge.”

“She’ll understand,” Ethan interjected confidently. “Being a Vanguard like us, she knows where that stuff will do the most good. The companies have been going in circles for years, trying to find the best ways to milk them for creds and have gotten nowhere.”

Cheryl bounced her tablet in one hand a few times before making her decision. “Very well. I’ll grant you access to the vault. Grab whatever equipment you think will best serve you in the mission to reach Kimura territory.”

“And Gloomy?” Lily asked, cracking her knuckles in excited anticipation. “She’ll need gear for us to get the frick out once they know we’re there.”

“I suppose if you can carry something useful for her,” Cheryl agreed with a little shrug. “But I wouldn’t weigh yourself down with too much. You’re going to need to be quick. I wish I had other Vanguards to assign to you for this, but we’re still reeling from the attack.”

“That’s alright!” Lily chirped, brimming with anticipation. “We’ve got this. They’re going to wish they never set foot on this side of the fricking border.”

“Sounds like my work here is done,” Mack said, closing the case of his console. “I’d say don’t strain yourselves too much, take it easy, get plenty of rest and all that, but I know you won’t, so I’ll just say good luck.”

Ethan shook the MedTech’s hand again. “Thanks, Mack. You know, if you need more work, I could probably pull a few strings for you around here. There’s bound to be some other defectors that need quality work on their gear around here.”

Mack arched a brow and glanced at Cheryl, who didn’t seem to hate the idea. The MedTech smirked. “Anything to keep me around, huh?”

“Pay will probably be good,” Ethan murmured.

Mack laughed and clapped a hand on the younger man’s shoulder. “Haha, Say less!”

“Come on, Baby!” Lily exclaimed, snatching Ethan by the hand to pull him away. “Let’s go stock up!”

Ethan would have been a lot more excited if the circumstances were different. They couldn’t afford to spend a lot of time optimizing their builds and becoming the most efficient versions of their respective classes ever seen in Radiance Industries. They had to take whatever was the most obviously beneficial gear and get going. Every minute spent in Aurum was a minute Gloomy spent in captivity.

The Vault covered multiple floors of Radiance Industries HQ and was one of the most secure departments in the entire building. Every floor was reinforced with mithril-laced supports covered in magical wards, and cutting-edge technology operated by the most elite personnel Radiance had to offer. The main lobby reminded Ethan of a bank with its vaulted ceilings and architectural embellishments, but there was far less space at the main counter where someone would expect to find tellers.

“What do you douche bags want?” The cantankerous imp behind the counter asked as they approached the counter. Zek had modified himself to such an extent that there were those at Radiance who genuinely believed he was an actual imp from one of the dungeons. He was small and lanky with red skin and bat-like wings. Each of his hands ended in black, clawed digits, and his eyes had a sort of cruel gleam to them. His long, pointed ears twitched in much the same way as his wings.

“Cheryl gave us access to the vault,” Ethan responded, nodding toward the thick doors behind him that led down to the inner vault where the gear was organized and stored.

“Bullshit,” Zek laughed, shaking his head and waving them off. “Get the fuck outta’ here!”

“We don’t have time for this,” Lily hissed through her teeth. “Let us pass, or I’ll stomp you into paste.”

Ethan couldn’t tell if Zek was at all intimidated or not. His impish features made him difficult to read. Zek set his paperwork aside. “Look, even if Cheryl had the authority to just give you two dipshits access, which she doesn’t, it’d still have to go through the CFO…who’s fucking dead thanks to you.”

“They got a new one,” Lily laughed uneasily. “Ferris is the new CFO.”

“Well, until I see her imprint scan on a requisition order, you fuck-knuckles are shit outta’ luck!” Zek cackled. “You ain’t getting to that inner vault without my say-so.”

Lily leaned closer over the counter, her eyes narrowed. “You do realize I can convert your whole existence into the past tense, right? They wouldn’t be able to find enough of you to fill a fricking shot glass.”

The imp gave her a wide, toothy grin. “Do you think that would get you into the vault? Because I have my doubts.”

“Why are you such a dick to us?” Ethan interrupted, squeezing in next to Lily. “Huh? We don’t even come here that often, but you’re always shitty.”

“I’m like that with most people,” Zek laughed, greatly amused. “But you two piss me off on principle. Fucking SlayerCorp dropouts bringing all your bullshit problems to us. If it were up to me, I wouldn’t give you a single fucking potion, much less the kinda valuable gear we’ve got back there.”

“Good thing it’s not up to you,” a calm, female voice said from behind them. Ethan and Lily turned to see a blonde woman in belted mage robes walking toward them. The robes were more ornate than Ethan was accustomed to, and his HUD informed him that they were magical and tagged as ‘rare’.

“L-Lady Ferris!” Zek stammered, jumping to attention. “What are you doing here?”

“My new job,” the woman said, raising her chin. “I get CCed on any new authorizations to the vault.”

“Good!” Lily said, jerking a thumb back toward the imp. “You can tell him to get bent so we can get the hell out of here and get Gloomy back!”

Ferris needlessly adjusted her meticulously kept hair, which was put into the neatest bun that Ethan had ever seen. After a long sigh, she motioned for them to follow her. “Come.”

Lily and Ethan fell in behind the woman while the imp stared after them, his mouth completely agape. “B-b-but!”

“No need to trouble yourself with the matter any further, Zek,” Ferris said without looking back, opening the door magically with a wave of her hand. The runes barring entry glowed in response, evidently identifying her as someone with the proper clearance. The corridor beyond was much less opulent—less ostentatious—than the lobby. In fact, the spartan nature of the corridor reminded Ethan of the corridors in the R&D section of the building where they’d last battled Gloria. Now, they were going to be chasing after her to make sure Kimura couldn’t crack her head open and plunder its secrets.

“Under normal circumstances, I would be more inclined to agree with Zek, you know,” Ferris said, glancing over at them with an impassive expression. “We have too many people actively doing dungeon runs with seniority that should be getting fresh gear ahead of you.”

“Buuuuut?” Lily asked with a little smirk.

“I happened to despise Elias even before we found out what he was doing to all of us,” the Arithmetician said. “So I figure I owe you two and Gloomy a debt of gratitude. We all do, really.”

“Well, that’s a relief to hear,” Ethan chuckled as they approached the large, locked door of the inner vault. With another wave of her hand, Ferris granted them entry. Beyond the threshold of the door, which was a few feet thick, were stacks upon stacks of shelves filled with containers, each holding carefully cataloged loot from an untold number of dungeon runs.

Ferris made a sweeping motion of her hand toward the shelves as the lights began to come on. “Help yourself. The inventory terminals should be able to tell you where anything is. You have full access.”

Ethan’s eyes moved over all of the containers, each of them color-coded with combinations of blinking lights that allowed them to know roughly what was inside at a glance. Readouts on the front of the containers provided further details, including the stats provided for each item. Without HUDs, Vanguards needed external displays to make informed decisions about which items and equipment to use. Ethan’s HUD bounced between several of the containers as it struggled to remain fixed on just one. Without a word, he filtered out the loot ID for the time being.

Lily, on the other hand, booked it down one of the aisles, eager to get her hands on some gear.

“What are you waiting for?” Ferris asked him as Ethan remained in place. “I thought you were in a hurry.”

“Well,” Ethan responded, taking a deep breath and briefly blowing a raspberry. “Lifeblades aren’t easy to spec for. We get a lot of the same swords as warrior classes, benefit from some of the roguey armors, and a bunch of the support accessories. But it’s all sort of secondary. There are nearly always aspects of the gear that are wasted on us.”

“Ah, I see. That would make optimizing your build pretty difficult,” Ferris acknowledged with a nod. “Didn’t Elias give you a sword shortly before he was killed? Was that a warrior sword?”

“Actually, no,” Ethan responded, producing the curved blade with the gold and green embellishments. “It’s one of the only weapons I’ve seen that seems to be geared toward Lifeblades. It’s got a good damage bonus, and a small boost to net healing while extending the duration of healing abilities.”

“That doesn’t seem like a set of stats that should be all that rare,” Ferris remarked, reaching out to take the sword. After a moment of hesitation, Ethan handed it over to her. The mage held her hand an inch or so over the weapon to run down the length of the blade.

[Skill Observed: Recalculate]

User: Ferris Andrews

Effect: Re-roll stats of an item using your Magic stat as a baseline, keeping the better set of stats. This ability can only be used once per item.

Extra Stat Unlocked: Reduce Mana cost for spells by 10%

The weapon glowed a bright golden color that quickly faded, allowing him to see the new stats displayed upon his HUD. She’d increased every bonus the sword provided, most of them small, but an increase was an increase. On top of that, the amount of mana he’d be spending per casting was slightly reduced, increasing his overall sustain. “Wow. Is that a typical Arithmetician skill?”

“It’s pretty high up the Arithmancy tree,” Ferris responded with a gentle smile, handing the weapon back to him. “If you find anything else in here made for a Lifeblade but with subpar stats, I can try to Recalculate them and see what we get. Just keep it to the bigger stuff, it’s almost never worth the extra time for small accessories and the like.”

Ethan tested the balance of the sword a few more times before dismissing it. He spared a moment to rename the sword while he was at it. Originally, it had been called the Aurae, which was likely the name that Elias had given it before handing it off to him. Now, he was going to call it the Gilded Respite. “Alright. Thank you. I’ll be back in a few… I hope.”

With that, Ethan ran down the central aisle, searching for the section of the vault for support classes. Though Lifeblades were melee combatants, they were classified in the system as a support, so that seemed like the logical place to start. Once he was in the support section, he noted that it was further subdivided by the rarity of the class, the type of item, and the item's rarity. It helped to narrow things down quickly, but it didn’t instill a great deal of confidence when he found the small section set aside for Lifeblades.

The sound of a few containers crashing to the floor caught his attention. Whirling around to see what the source of the commotion was, the mischievous snickering coming from Lily convinced him that it wasn’t something serious. Lily just didn’t give much of a damn about the state of things as she dug through all the loot. Compared to what was available to him, she was likely spoiled for choices.

Ethan turned back to the few shelves for the Lifeblade and decided that once he was finished with them, he would check out the generic section where the gear that was useful to most classes was kept. If he couldn’t get an optimal build specifically for the Lifeblade, he’d do his damndest to cobble together a bitching all-arounder.


Chapter 7



Lily - Catching Up

At long last, Lily was alone with Ethan once more! It was as it always should have been, with her clinging to the back of him on a hover bike as they streaked across the wasteland that divided the population centers of Radiance and Kimura. With her arms wrapped around his waist, her face resting against his back, and the wind whipping through her hair, it was nearly a dream come true. She’d spent years of her life fantasizing about moments like this, among other things.

But it was tainted.

The lingering concern for Gloomy poisoned the moment not just for him, but for her as well. There were times when she hated her other self. Sharing with Ethan was something she had always loathed the very idea of. In order to protect him, she had compromised. Of course, part of it was that Ethan loved her so much that he even loved that version of her. It would have killed him for any misfortune to have befallen Gloomy, and now that she had been taken, he was determined to get her back.

Lily should have been flattered, but it just made her feel something like bitter regret. If she had not accepted Gloomy, they wouldn’t be chasing her down behind enemy lines. Ethan’s attention would be completely on her. If they never got her back, it could ruin the relationship that had blossomed between them.

Of course, if Lily was being truthful with herself… she wanted Gloomy back too.

Having her was a boon, yes, but it wasn’t just about that, was it? Having the ability to have two sets of eyes on Ethan had long begun to fade as a major benefit of having Gloomy around. At Radiance, the women they allowed into their tentative confidence showed none of the customary signs that put Lily on high alert when it came to Ethan. But Lily still wanted Gloomy close. She wanted her back.

Why did she want her back so much?

Lily stared into the distance as the sun slowly set behind them, casting long shadows across the wasteland. Dead trees, clumps of stubborn grass, and ruins of forgotten buildings whipped past her vision, barely noticed. Her thoughts remained on Gloomy.

Stupid Gloomy, ruining the moment.

Lily hoped she was okay.

“You’re approaching the cutoff point,” Cheryl’s voice said through the open channel in her and Ethan’s HUDs. “Once you cross over, we won’t be able to communicate with you.”

“Understood,” Ethan acknowledged, speaking a little louder to be heard over the wind. “Thank Ferris again for helping us get going. She saved us a bunch of time.”

“I’ll let her know,” Cheryl responded. “She’s going to help us go through some other data regarding the portals and whatever else Elias was keeping from us. Should be interesting when you get back.”

“I look forward to it,” Ethan said, slightly amused. They knew a fair amount about what Elias had been up to. The fact that there was even more they had yet to find out was ludicrous enough to be genuinely amusing.

“Good luck, you two,” Cheryl murmured solemnly as the static overtook her before cutting them off entirely.

“That’s it,” Ethan announced, glancing over his shoulder at Lily. “It’s probably going to get pretty wild from here. You ready?”

“Oh, yeah!” Lily confirmed with a cheesy grin. “Can’t wait to use my new axe!”

“I would be excited too if I were you,” Ethan laughed. His sword was pretty good, but his overall pull for gear would have been considered middling if each piece of gear had been obtained separately over time. The fact that they’d gained them all at once was quite a boon, though.

Lily had been even more fortunate. Berserkers were much more common than Lifeblades, so she’d had more of a selection to choose from right out of the gate. On top of that, there were other classes that used axes in similar enough ways that it expanded her selection further. She’d gone through the various secured containers and happened upon the Hellscream. It was rated as Rare, but Ferris had used her Recalculate ability on it to push it a little further, making it competitive with some Legendaries.

Ferris didn’t have enough Mana to use the ability on every piece of gear they’d pulled from the vault, but the fact she’d got such a killer battleaxe out of it was a win. Recalculate was an incredible skill, but the mana cost on it and the limit of one re-roll per item kept it from being too overpowered. It had been so long since she’d been allowed to grab a straight upgrade for her gear that the experience made her almost giddy at the chance to create destruction with it.

As fast as they were going, the border between the territories was covered with a dense sensor net that Kimura Industries had put in place shortly after the last operation they’d done at the edge of their territory. On top of that, Lily was almost positive that they had magic and other technologies in place that would make it impossible for so much as a ghost queef to go unnoticed at the border. The only benefit to going so fast was to make them work for the pursuit once they had them on their sensors.

“How long do you think it’ll be before—!” Lily began, stopping halfway through her sentence as she noticed the ominous shapes of security drones approaching them from their left. They’d dealt with similar devices in the past, but the security drones Kimura implemented were much more heavily armed—just like everything else about them.

“Speak of the Devil,” Ethan laughed, shifting his stance on the pedals to move them into a turn away from the drones that brought them into a nearby gully. “Ready?”

“Let’s GOOOO,” Lily shouted, summoning Hellscream as she turned in the seat to look back at the drones streaking toward them. Each drone was the size of a small car, with enough room to scoop people up if the directive to take prisoners was issued. They were equipped with a full sensor array, sophisticated communications equipment, ablative armor, and practically bristled with guns of various calibers.

Lily Chen grinned, brought her axe up in one hand, and drove it down into the ground behind them. With the swing came an arc of flame and terribly sonic energy that briefly distorted Lily’s perception. With her strength and the speed of the bike, Lily cut a deep groove in the ground that trailed behind them for quite a ways before she pulled it back. The result was a dense cloud of dust, debris, ashes, and flames amid a cacophony of sound that temporarily confused the sensors of the drones, thwarting their targeting.

The drones closed the distance in an effort to reacquire their targets, only for Ethan to cut sharply to the left and blast out of the growing cloud of chaos in a new direction. They passed directly under one drone that was joining them late, allowing Lily to swing the axe upward into its belly as it came in low. Her reach wasn’t long enough to cleave too deeply into the drone, but it was enough to crack the shell of the thing and interrupt its flight path, spinning it off to the side where it crashed heavily into the ground.

A hail of gunfire came pouring blindly out of the cloud of dust and debris. Lily whirled Hellscream around in a wide arc, catching dozens of the rounds in sonic flame. She made sure to prioritize any rounds that could have damaged the bike and slow them down. The little bit that got through hit her, glancing off the thin magical barrier bestowed upon her by her new Aegis ring and Shield Bracers. It actually felt good to have some kind of defensive capabilities. Berserkers didn’t have many defense items they could equip. That and not being able to use any armor made it so she ended up bearing the brunt of every attack that hit her.

Until then, healing had been the only mitigation for damage available to her.

Ethan dropped them into a narrow ravine with high walls, allowing her to carve pieces off the rock faces and hurl larger chunks of debris behind them. A few of the drones seemed to anticipate the tactic, climbing higher to move over top of them. Gunfire rained down on them, blasting huge chunks out of the ravine and showering them with debris and slivers of rock.

Each swing of Hellscream caused gouts of flame to erupt upward amid crippling sonic echoes that screwed with the targeting of the drones with every swing. So far, things were going well, but the drones were just the first wave of Kimura’s defenses they were expecting to encounter. There’d be soldiers, Reapers, and whatever else they might have been keeping in their back pocket that the two of them didn’t know about.

As the expanse of the ravine ran out, Ethan steered them up a slanted rock outcropping which he used as a ramp to get them some more air. As they hit the apex of their jump, Lily pushed off the back of the bike into a long backward arc. Twisting halfway through her leap, Lily lined up her next attack with a drone and activated her rage.

[Skill Activated: Berserker’s Fury]

Effect: Attack speed and damage massively increased

Duration: Until Calmed

[Skill Activated: Berserker’s Rage]

Effect: Attack Power +200%

Duration: Until Calmed

Lily collided with the drone with the force of an object many times her actual weight, driving her axe down upon it with a fierce battle cry. Hellscream cleaved the armored drone almost clean through, rupturing several critical systems, igniting them, and shaking them to pieces. The explosion parted around her as she descended further onto the next drone. She sank the bit of her axe into the front of the drone just as it opened fire, and jerked heavily to the right, forcing the drone to chew through the next closest unit.

Bouncing between a few more of the drones, Lily caught sight of what waited for Ethan up ahead as he weaved his way through a cluster of crumbling ruins. A trio of armed transports flanked by a pair of gunships was moving to intercept and would be on him within moments.

Without a second to spare, Lily knocked an armored panel off the back of the drone she was on, exposing its thruster controls. She ripped the braking mechanism free with one hand, kicking the thrusters into overdrive. They’d burn out or explode without the means to shut down, but not before Lily leaped clear of the unit to collide heavily with the first transport.

Hellscream bit deep into the transport’s armor, rattling the interior systems violently as plumes of flame shot out in all directions. The autocannons rotated to take aim at her, but by the time they were able to get a lock, she’d already forced her way in through the upper hatch. Once inside the main compartment, Lily found herself surrounded by armed men in the same sophisticated armor she’d seen in Aurum. The Berserker grinned wildly before letting out a cackle.

[Skill Activated: Whirlwind Slash]

Effect: Attack everything in a circle around you, dealing normal axe damage with a moderate bonus of Wind damage. Enemies have a chance of being knocked back.

Duration: 5 seconds

The combination of fire, sonic, and wind damage was far more devastating than Lily could have ever dreamed. Men were thrown back into the bulkhead as system panels exploded. Debris of various materials filled the compartment as a circular burst of flame filled every inch of space available. With the wind fanning the flames, the space bent outward, then split open, throwing the doors off the side of the transport in both directions. Lily grinned, suffering only minor burns and scrapes due to a combination of her natural durability, the reduction of damage from her own abilities, and the new defense items.

Several of the soldiers screamed in agony as they writhed around the cabin, some stumbling and falling to the ground outside. Some were burned, some were crushed, and others had been simply cleaved open by the axe itself. The transport listed heavily to one side, giving Lily a clear shot to the next one in line in a single leap. The gunships opened fire on her the second she was visible, but struggled to track with her S-Tier speed.

The transport’s side doors opened so that the occupants could open fire—just in time for her to collide with them at full speed. Whoever she didn’t bowl over in the initial impact, she cut down as she passed through the cabin, erupting out the other side.

“LILY!” Ethan shouted through the comms built into their gear. “Look out above—!”

Lily spun in midair, expecting one of the transports or gunships to have moved into a flanking position, or even more drones. What she didn’t expect was a huge Thunderbird slamming into her at a steep dive. The impact threw her earthward, where she slammed into the ground with what would have been bone-crushing force for any human. A bolt of lightning lanced down at her from the heavens a second later, before she even had the chance to recover. The heat and voltage of the bolt were enough to lock up every muscle in her body while pinning her to the ground.

“EEYAAAHHH!” Lily screamed, astonished at how strong the attack was, slicing off a massive chunk of her HP in the process. “FRICK SHIT PISS DAMN!”

The sky above raged with storm clouds as the Thunderbird landed, pinning her in place with its foot, each of the talons on which was longer than her arm. Lightning licked across the surface of the transports and gunships overhead, easily striking down the drones that swarmed around them. A boom of thunder filled the air, shaking the ground beneath Lily as the huge bird regarded her with hunger in its eyes.

“W-what the frick is this thing doing here?!” Lily gasped, struggling to get enough leverage to swing her axe. Her mind raced for an explanation, but landed on something else entirely. Had the security forces been out here tracking the Thunderbird and merely happened upon them in the process?

A rush of vitality ran through her as Ethan’s Lifelink connected with her. As her HP began to tick upward, the bike came screaming into view without Ethan on it. It collided with the Thunderbird at full speed and exploded, knocking it off of her amid a series of deafening shrieks that rattled her to her core.

“Babe!” Ethan shouted, sliding to a stop beside her and pulling her away from the Thunderbird. “Come on.”

Lily stared wide-eyed at the huge creature, its wings blotting out what remained of the fading light of the day. “It’s… It’s hurt.”

“Fucking right it is,” Ethan laughed, dragging her to her feet. “Just blew up a whole ass bike on it.”

“But it shouldn’t be!” Lily argued, brows furrowing as she watched the creature still reeling from the impact. It flapped its wings several times to regain its balance, calling down gale-force winds, cracks of thunder, and bolts of lightning with each beat. “Creatures from the dungeons can’t be hurt with weapons from this side, remember?”

Ethan, as occupied as he had been with saving her, had apparently forgotten that little detail. Frowning, he slowed to a stop and stared back at the creature alongside her. “…what the fuck?”

One of the gunships managed to right itself enough to get a lock on the Thunderbird and opened fire. Though it seemed to do little damage with its cannons, the fact that it was doing any damage at all was dumbfounding.

“What does that mean?” Lily murmured.

“Dunno,” Ethan admitted, shaking his head and tugging at her arm. “We can let the science geeks figure it out when we get back.”

Lily had no doubt that the Thunderbird would tear through Kimura’s forces without the benefit of a Reaper, which made her wonder why they hadn’t dispatched one to accompany them. Once it was finished with them, it would move on to them. They weren’t softer targets, but they were much easier to eat, not being fully encased in power armor. All they had to do was get clear of all the falling debris as it tore through them and figure out a plan of attack.

The sky seemed as though it was crashing down around them, bringing Lily back to the dungeon where she and Ethan had fought the Gloom Phoenix. That was the day she had died, and Gloomy had been created. It was a powerful enough memory that it gave her pause, making her hesitate as a blast of wind from the Thunderbird knocked her and Ethan over the next ridge to go tumbling down the other side.

Lily resummoned her axe as she scrambled to her feet, just in time for her and Ethan to take swings at the Thunderbird as it descended upon them once more. Despite the damage each of them did, the creature managed to snatch them up and take flight with a few mighty beats of its wings. The irony of the situation was that the clutches of the Thunderbird were perhaps the safest place they could have been regarding the lightning crackling all around them.

Ethan hacked at the leg a few more times, having managed to keep his sword arm free. Each hit caused a rush of healing to pulse through the link he’d established with her, giving her more strength with each passing second.

[Healing Received: Mending Slash]

HP Restored: 1500

With the added healing, Lily felt a sense of clarity wash over her. This situation wasn’t like the one with the Gloom Phoenix. They were more experienced, stronger, and held better gear across the board. The two of them had this; all that was needed was for her to do her job as well as her dashing Ethan was doing his!

[Buff Applied: Rejuvenating Aura]

Effect: +25 HP regeneration per second

Duration: Until out of range

“Get ready, Baby!” Lily shouted over the commotion of wind and thunder as she let Hellscream slip from her grip down to the end of the haft, nearly to the pommel. “It’s about to get a little crazy.”

“What do you—?” Ethan asked, yelling back at her from the other set of grasping talons, but Lily had already hurled her axe at the wing nearest her. Though Thunderbirds weren’t vulnerable to sonic damage, the fire and physical damage of the axe were more than enough to get the job done.

[Critical Hit!]

Bonus Effect: Wing crippled, flight impaired

The Thunderbird lost altitude immediately, spiraling downward without a means to keep itself aloft and balanced. Lily summoned Hellscream back to her before it vanished from sight and prepared herself to make another throw at the other wing, though it would be much trickier from the angle she had. Ethan continued to chip away at the Thunderbird’s HP, keeping hers up in the process. The continued attacks made it even harder for the creature to get its bearings, and before Lily could get another throw off, they hit the ground.

The Thunderbird took the brunt of the impact, but Lily and Ethan weren’t completely spared. As the creature hit the ground, the two were thrown clear, tumbling over rocks and through ruins at such incredible speed that both were left close to critical HP.

“I hate this fricking chicken,” Lily groaned, slowly pushing herself onto her hands and knees. She was bleeding from a few places, but the bulk of the damage came in cracked bones, bruises, and other internal bleeding. “We started off so well, too.”

Ethan groaned as he rolled over onto his back, feeling around for his weapon. “Can’t say I’m a fan either.”

The Thunderbird hobbled closer to them, unable to take to the sky; it had little choice but to deal with them while grounded. Of course, that didn’t mean that the creature was out of options. The feathers around the Thunderbird’s throat and chest began to crackle and puff up as it took a deep breath. It was preparing its most powerful attack, and there wouldn’t be much either of them could do to stop it.

[Skill Observed: Shadow Slash]

User: Gloomy Chen

Effect: Weapon damage enhanced by darkness

Gloomy’s axe slammed into the Thunderbird’s torso, causing the intense beam of lightning that erupted from its beak to go wide. The electrical energy barely missed taking Lily’s arm off, but it still managed to make her hair stand on end. Gloomy pressed the assault, her blade trailing wisps of darkness with every swing.

“Baby!” Gloria cried, emerging from the edge of Lily’s sight, rushing to Ethan’s side. Lily bristled, briefly forgetting the pain as she snapped up her axe.

“D-don’t touch my—,” Lily grumbled, the world spinning under her feet as she prepared to chop Gloria up like firewood.

“Lily!” Gloria exclaimed, her cybernetic eyes settling on her next. The cyborg reached out and grabbed her by the arm and pulled her closer. “I can’t believe we found you. Get behind me!”

Staring at Gloria like she had two heads, Lily could hardly believe what she was hearing. “W-what?”

Gloria lifted a hand up, pointing her palm at the Thunderbird as Gloomy kept the creature busy. Her hand folded back as her arm opened, producing a small arm cannon, the end of which began to glow with accumulating energy.

[Skill Observed: Overcharge]

User: Glory Chen

Effect: Deal additional damage with a single shot proportionate to the amount of mana used to activate this skill.

Mana Used: 95%

Extra Damage: 290%

The blast that erupted from the arm cannon was dead-on, striking the Thunderbird in the skull, which exploded in a mess of crimson gore, electricity, and a concussive, thunderous boom. The critical hit notification scrolled over Lily’s HUD, but she didn’t bother looking at it. In fact, she only caught sight of the Thunderbird’s fate because it happened to be in her field of view. Her focus was solely on the cyborg she’d been set on hunting down and killing.

“…who the frick is Glory Chen?”


Chapter 8



Ethan - Three of a Kind

“Hey! Hey!” Ethan shouted, interposing himself between Lily and Gloria with his arms extended. With his HP so low, it was quite a dangerous situation to find himself in the middle of. Lily tried getting around him, holding her axe in one hand while taking swipes with her empty fist.

“I’ll kill you, bitch!” Lily shrieked, seething with incandescent rage as she juked Ethan to one side. Before she was able to reach the cyborg, Gloomy reached out and caught her, barely managing to hold her in place.

“Calm down!” Gloomy shouted over Lily’s nonsensical growling and shouting. The two wrestled with each other for a few moments after, with Gloomy only able to match Lily because of all the damage she’d taken with the Thunderbird.

“Let go! Let me go!” Lily shouted frantically, slapping at Gloomy with both hands. “Cut it out.”

“Baby,” Gloria said, wrapping her arms around Ethan. “You’ve got to do something, or they’re going to get hurt.”

Both Lily and Gloomy froze as the cyborg hung herself over Ethan. He supposed that was one way to get their attention and bring the bickering to a screeching halt.

“Alright, that’s enough,” Ethan said, slipping out of Gloria’s arms. “We need to get some cover and get healed up before anything else.”

Lily’s eyes remained wide, her gaze darting quickly between Ethan and Gloria before violently shrugging Gloomy off of her. “This is bullshit.”

“You need healing,” Ethan pressed, motioning to the blood, which was probably the least of her problems. “And I’m in pretty bad shape, too.”

The Berserker’s expression softened at the mention of Ethan’s own physical condition. He realized he should have led with that, but it wasn’t like him to call attention to himself when there were other people in need of healing—especially Lily.

“Fine,” she finally agreed, glaring daggers at Gloomy and Gloria before moving to help Ethan walk. She was in bad shape, but she wasn’t going to let either of them take him with how angry she was. “Let’s go.”

Ethan stood a little higher with Lily’s support and looked around for any indication that Kimura’s forces were closing in on them. He couldn’t tell how far the Thunderbird had carried them. It hadn’t had them for long, but the speed at which the creature flew was absolutely insane. Adding difficulty to the situation was the half-formed storm overhead that lingered after the Thunderbird’s death. They’d be caught in the rain in minutes if they didn’t get some shelter.

That was when a waypoint appeared on his HUD.

“The hell?” Ethan murmured, squinting as though it would make a difference. He selected the waypoint, but it provided no information. It just appeared to be an empty tag. He moved his head from side to side to check if it was a display error, but the point remained fixed on something just over the next few hills and beyond some ruins. “Anyone else see this?”

“See what?” Gloomy asked, looking around. Gloria, for her part, merely shrank back from the group, likely in an effort not to further provoke Lily.

“Something just popped up on my HUD,” Ethan responded, pointing in the general direction of the waypoint. “Over there.”

Gloomy glanced at Gloria, who remained hesitant to say anything. Ethan looked between them before clearing his throat. “If you got something to say, say it. We can’t waste time.”

“My transceiver shows a large city in that direction,” Gloria muttered, averting his gaze. “Maybe that’s what it is?”

Lily sneered but resisted her urge to just start throwing punches at the woman. Ethan examined Gloria further, realizing that she was tagged as ‘Glory’ on his HUD, the name Lily had mentioned. “I guess it’s worth checking out, but first we need to find my pack.”

Gloomy snapped her fingers and jogged away from them, only to return a short time later with the mangled pack. A lot of the supplies Ethan had brought with him were still intact inside, owing to the fact that the pack itself was magical and designed to provide extra protection to its contents whenever worn.

“Thanks,” he acknowledged, reaching out and opening it. He pulled two healing potions out of the bag and handed one off to Lily. “This should hold us until I recover some more of my Mana. I don’t want to use too many potions in case we need them.”

“Ugh, you’re one of those,” Lily grunted, half laughing. “Get all the way to the end of the game and never end up using the items you were ‘saving for later’.”

“I am not,” Ethan objected indignantly, knowing that even as he said it, there was a degree of truth to it. “It’s just we don’t know where we are and how we’re going to get back, so we have to conserve supplies.”

Lily threw back the potion in a single gulp before tossing the glass flask over her shoulder. She didn’t look that much better, but there appeared to be a little less pain whenever she moved. “Alrighty, Baby. I trust your instincts.”

Everyone fell silent as Ethan directed them toward the waypoint, his curiosity growing the closer they got. After cresting a few hills and emerging from behind the ruins, they were met by the sight of a rift in space that hung at the heart of a ruined intersection from long ago. It crackled and sparked several times as they watched it, indicating that it had grown since whenever it had first appeared. The landscape around it had been warped in different ways that resembled a dungeon, indicating that the portal was either in the process of losing containment or had lost it altogether.

“Well, that’s interesting,” Ethan murmured as the light drizzle of rain began to grow heavier. “That must be where the Thunderbird came from. Probably a nest in there.”

Gloomy looked hesitant as they moved closer. “Should we really be anywhere near this fricking thing?”

“It should be relatively safe so long as we just stay within the first chamber,” Ethan noted, then nodded toward the sky. “And it’ll keep us out of this storm that’s about to dump on us.”

Ethan knew it wasn’t airtight logic. If the Thunderbird had wandered out, it meant that any other monsters that had spawned into the dungeon could have moved around as well. Still, he just needed a little time for him and Lily to recover, then they would be on their way.

Stepping through the portal, they found themselves in a cave overgrown with vines and other plants, the ceiling of which was open in several places, allowing sunlight in from somewhere far above. It would have been almost idyllic for a dungeon were it not for the party of dead Reapers littering the area. More bodies, those of various bird-like monsters, littered the chamber beyond. The Reapers appeared to have been holding a line when the Thunderbird had managed to break through. Both chambers were more than large enough for it to do so without having ever taken flight. The cavern walls showed signs of numerous lightning strikes.

“This should be fine,” Ethan said to Lily, gesturing toward a clear corner of the first chamber. “Here. Let’s… sit down.”

Lily nodded in silent agreement and gently eased them down onto the ground. Ethan immediately went to work on doling out the little bit of healing he could do without needing to inflict damage. Each time he did, he noted how the magic forked to Gloomy and Glory alike. It was a sort of glitch they had exploited many times before, duplicating his spells whenever Lily was set as the target. The System recognized Gloomy as Lily as well. Now, it recognized Glory as her as well.

“So, let’s hear it,” Ethan began abruptly, his eyes settling on Gloomy. “What’s the story here?”

Gloomy chewed her lip before joining them on the floor. Behind her, Glory continued to remain at the edge of the conversation. Gloomy recalled waking up in the transport during a fight and Gloria—now Glory—doing what she could to defend her against the Reaper that had taken them. She explained the strange behavior and how she had mistaken herself for Lily until Gloomy made her realize the truth. As she told her story, Lily’s expression remained impassive as she stared into the distance. It was unclear whether she heard any of it for a while.

“How did you know the interface would do the trick?” Ethan wondered, grabbing a Mana potion from the bag to drink. With it, he could do a few more low-level healing spells to help Lily.

Gloomy looked thoughtful for a moment and frowned. “I don’t know, actually. I just… it was a gut feeling. I just knew that if I connected to her, somehow it would fix whatever was wrong.”

“Maybe Phoenix stuff lurking in her gear’s code,” Lily murmured a suggestion, showing the first sign that she had been paying attention. “Remember what Mack said?”

Ethan nodded slowly. “Yeah. So does that mean Gloomy regenerated her, or revived the part of herself that was trapped in there?”

“Who knows,” Gloomy growled dismissively with a wave of her hand. “I’m still not sure I made the right choice.”

“I think you did,” Lily grumbled before heaving a sigh. “As much as I hate to admit it.”

The chamber fell so silent that Ethan could have heard a pin drop. “For real?”

Embarrassed, Lily looked away so as not to meet their gazes. “Don’t everyone look so surprised.”

Glory took a few tentative steps closer to the group, a slightly hopeful look on her face. “Does that mean I can stay?”

Lily’s jaw clenched and unclenched a few times before answering. “Yeah. I guess.”

“What brought this on?” Gloomy wondered, leaning a little closer to Lily. “You were pretty pissed just a few minutes ago.”

“I’m still not happy about it,” Lily glowered. “But that’s beside the point. She’s like you now, whether we like it or not.”

Ethan watched Lily for a while longer, trying to determine what was really going through her mind. He wouldn’t have expected her to have a change of heart over what amounted to a name change. None of them had the means to verify what she was saying. Ethan was inclined to trust Gloomy, but even she wasn’t sure what was going on.

“Gloomy has suffered the most at her hands,” Lily pointed out, gesturing between the two. “She’s the best person to judge this sort of thing. If she’s willing to forgive, who am I to argue?”

“Tch,” Glory snickered, a grin spreading slowly across her face. “More like you know Ethan wouldn’t forgive you if you offed another Lily right in front of him.”

Ethan’s brows shot up in surprise. They both had valid points. Gloomy was the one best suited to making the call, and if things had escalated right after healing Lily, he probably would have stepped in to stop her. Even if he hadn’t been completely convinced of Glory’s situation, he would have stopped it just on the chance that she would have been another incarnation of Lily.

“It’s not about forgiveness,” Gloomy interjected. “For all intents and purposes, Gloria’s fricking dead. This is a different person. A new us—one with all of her previous knowledge and abilities.”

That was something worth considering. Ethan had totally let the fact that she’d detected a city at such range fly under his radar, but now the implications and possibilities had his interest. They had a new potent defense on the technological side of things, and it was just more of Lily. “Alright, fair point.”

“Ha!” Glory responded, folding her arms over her chest. “Then it’s settled! We should fuck on it.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Gloomy and Lily said together, waving their arms dramatically as they jumped to their feet. All three immediately descended into a chaotic mess of arguing and shouting, making it impossible to tell who was saying what. The fact that they all sounded incredibly similar made it even worse.

Ethan leaned back against the wall and sighed, closing his eyes. He could have probably shut the argument down with a few words, but if he didn’t let them have it out with each other, it would just kick the ball down the road. It was better to get it out of their systems now so he didn’t have to deal with it later. He let his mind wander a little as they argued, wondering how it was that he’d been able to hurt the Thunderbird with the bike. How had the gunships done any damage to it, for that matter? It didn’t make any sense.

The only explanation he could think of was maybe that the ongoing convergence of the worlds was rewriting some of the rules. The idea didn’t hold up to scrutiny for a few different reasons, not least of which was that changing the rules in such a way would only render the beings of the new world vulnerable to the defenses of the old. So then what value would Slayers, Reapers, and Vanguards have if technology could just replace them?

After several minutes of going in circles, he abandoned his train of thought and opened his eyes, returning to reality. “We should probably camp here tonight.”

The bickering suddenly stopped, and the trio looked over at him, almost like they’d forgotten he was there. Lily and Gloomy exchanged looks. “Camp? Here?”

“Yeah,” Ethan confirmed with a nod. “With only one way in or out, it makes it easy to protect. We’d only have to have a single person on lookout.”

“And if the dungeon collapses while we’re in here?” Lily mused through pursed lips. “There wouldn’t be anything we could do about it.”

“It shouldn’t be a problem,” Glory assured them, holding up a hand. “The System messaging says that only a small portion of the dungeon is actually complete. The treasure in the boss chamber hasn’t even been touched.”

“You can see all that?” Gloomy asked, brows raised. “What about the Thunderbird. Wasn’t that the boss?”

“It was,” Glory answered. “But because it was slain outside, the dungeon doesn’t seem to be registering it. It still thinks it’s around here somewhere. So the door has basically been jammed open.”

“Wonder what sort of loot there will be,” Lily wondered aloud, glancing between the different dead Reapers before deciding to search the bodies as well. Whatever gear they had wouldn’t be useful for them any longer, and it might give them a clue as to what sort of things they could expect in the boss chamber. Treasure generated by dungeons was weighted toward the Slayers, Vanguards, or Reapers who entered and completed them.

“I wonder,” Ethan muttered, adjusting the way he was propped against the cavern wall. “Do you think the dungeon will take us into account when the treasure is generated?”

“Why would it?” Gloomy asked inquisitively. “They’re the ones that initiated it, aren’t they?”

“They wouldn’t know,” Glory snickered, looking over at Ethan. “Their careers at SlayerCorp were of highly successful S-Tiers. They didn’t do any of the mop-up jobs that you did.”

“Mop-up?” Lily echoed, looking up from her task of stripping the Reapers of their gear.

Ethan smirked. “Yeah, I got a lot of dungeon runs that were just the party finishing a dungeon another party had started but failed to finish. Most of the time, it was because they died and didn’t get a resurrection. Whenever that happened, the amount of loot at the end would increase a bit. You’d get items meant for the previous party, but some for your own too.”

“Huh,” Gloomy snorted. “I never ran into anything like that.”

“As your deck manager, Gloria never assigned S-Tiers to mop-up jobs,” Glory clarified. “The company considered it a waste of resources. Open runs seldom had the same problem.”

Lily glanced in the direction of the next chamber and tapped her chin in consideration. “So you’re telling me that the loot at the end of this dungeon would be a combination of stuff for us, along with whatever it generated for these idiots?”

“Yep,” Glory answered in a chipper tone. “Assuming we could get the dungeon to register its completion.”

“I’m sure we can figure something out,” Ethan remarked casually. “But it can wait. We’ve had a hell of a day, and I think it’s time we get something at least half-comfortable set up so we can get some rest. Tomorrow, we’ll have to figure out how to get back to Radiance territory on foot.”

“Would be better to head to the city,” Glory noted. “It’s closer, and we can get a vehicle there.”

“And get spotted by security drones!?” Lily laughed bitterly. “No fricking way. We got what we came for, we’re going to head straight back.”

Gloomy tilted her head to the side thoughtfully. “Actually, between Glory and me, we might actually be able to keep ourselves hidden.”

Ethan waved both his hands to shut down any further debate. “Ladies. Tomorrow. We’ll deal with it tomorrow. I’m absolutely fucking exhausted.”

The trio of Lilys exchanged a series of looks with one another as they fell silent. It was almost as if they’d developed the means of communicating with one another telepathically. “What? What’s the problem?”

Lily abandoned her examinations of the Reapers and joined the other two before him. “Well, it’s just that we were wondering if perhaps you were too tired for a little…”

As she trailed off, Gloomy made a gesture with her hands, with one finger going in and out of a hole made with her thumb and forefinger of the other hand. Glory made a light thrusting motion with her hips, just to put a finer point on what it was they wanted.

“Oh, ho, ho, noooooo,” Ethan laughed, eyes quickly darting between them. “No, no. There are three of you! How do you expect me to keep up with all three of you at the same time?”

Lily’s eyes drifted slowly over to his pack, which contained the rest of their mana potions. The fact that he was so low on MP was probably the largest contributor to his exhaustion. Chugging a bunch of Mana potions would put a little pep in his step. At least, it would be enough to dick down three lovely Lilys. Of course, it would have been a wildly irresponsible use of their resources, but…

“You, uh…already came to an agreement on this?” Ethan wondered, slowly reaching for the bag. “About Glory, I mean?”

“So long as we’re there the first few times, it should be alright,” Lily answered, pulling her clothes off as quickly as she possibly could. “Just like we did with Gloomy.”

She was barely finished with her explanation before they were on him like a pack of hyenas, giggling and pulling at his clothes while shedding their own. It was like they were mauling him, figuratively tearing him to pieces.

Lily was the first to be naked, but the other two weren’t far behind. His clothes were peeled off and discarded in various directions along with theirs as little kisses ran up and down his body.

“Hey, hey!” Ethan laughed, squirming nakedly under the soft warmth of the women. Even Glory had a sort of softness to her that he hadn’t quite expected. “I haven’t had any of the potions yet!”

“Hurry it up!” Gloomy responded, kissing her way down his thigh, her red eyes glowing as she looked up at him, butt wiggling excitedly in the air.

Ethan did his best to uncork the potions and drink, one after another. The flavor was something he’d gotten used to over the years in small doses, but it turned out chugging a bunch of them was like draining a bottle of cold medicine. Still, he managed to power through it. Considering what was at stake, how could he not?

With a surge of vitality running through him, Ethan welcomed the silky tongue of Gloomy along the underside of his shaft. She let out a long groan as though she was getting her first sip of a cool beverage after days of going without. Lily kissed up and down his neck as Glory reared up on her knees and pulled the last layer of clothing off—her top. Her breasts were larger than those of the other Lilies, due to all of the augmentation she’d undergone. It wasn’t the only difference in their physiques, but it was the most noticeable.

“Where do you want me?” Glory asked, but the question wasn’t directed at him; it was directed at Lily Prime. Appreciative of the deference to her perceived authority, Lily leaned back and tapped Ethan’s lips with the palm of her hand. “I saved you a seat right here.”

“That’s awfully generous of you,” Glory giggled as she moved herself into position.

“Well, sort of,” Lily admitted as she shoved Gloomy out of the way and climbed onto his cock before she had a chance to fight back.

“HEY!” Gloomy snapped irately. “That was mine!”

“Not anymore,” Lily laughed triumphantly. “But my tits could use a little massaging. I’ve been tense since yesterday. Hop to it.”

Whatever Gloomy had to say in response vanished from Ethan’s perception as Glory brought her tight, pink slit down onto his face. It was hot and glistening before she even made contact with his lips, and he found the flavor of her eerily familiar. He didn’t know how she could have possibly approximated the taste of Lily’s cunt through augmentations alone, but it seemed as though she had.

It was a little unnerving how close she had approximated the appearance of Lily and Gloomy, aside from some of the lingering differences. But now that she was sitting on his face, grinding her succulent, juicy pussy across his tongue, it didn’t seem to matter nearly as much. It was the kind of pussy he could have lost himself in eating for a long, long time, but the fact that Lily was milking his dick with the slick, tight heat of her own sex kept him from getting too lost in his work. Somewhere in the gyrating chaos, Gloomy managed to find one of his hands, and he was all too happy to slide two fingers into her and give her his best effort.

The thing most people misunderstood about sex with multiple people was that it didn’t lead to swifter orgasms. On the contrary, the need to be so coordinated to balance multiple women at once kept the mind occupied just enough to stave it off for even longer than usual. Some guys would try to think of the mundane stats of their favorite sport to keep from blowing too soon, but when you had to work your mouth, hand, and hips at the same time—each with their own pacing—it was essentially the same thing.

The result was a lot of gasping and moaning as the women ravaged Ethan beneath them. When Lily climaxed on his dick, Gloomy was quick to swap out. Then Glory went, cybernetic fingers running through his hair roughly as her body quaked with orgasm.

“Finallyyyyy!” Glory gasped, roughly pulling at one of her own nipples in the process. “After so long…. Sooooo long!”

Fortunately, she was done before Ethan needed air, but only barely. Glory looked down at him with a gleam in her optics as Ethan caught his breath. “You’re going to need a lot more of those potions, Baby.”

Gloomy leaned into view with a huge grin on her face. “Funny, I was just thinking the same thing!”


Chapter 9



Glory - The Pulsing Darkness

The trio of Lilys spent probably too much time inducting Glory into their dynamic. That was to say, they ran Ethan nearly to exhaustion, knowing damn well that they had things to do the next day. Glory couldn’t say she regretted it, though. Having the memories of her previous self had made her feel as though she’d been denied something despite also having the memories from Gloomy and Lily prior to the attempt to steal Gloomy’s body. Gloria had been spiraling, fantasizing about Ethan again and again, so when the moment finally came it felt as though she’d achieved a dream deferred.

And what a delicious lewd dream it had been.

Glory had finally climbed off of Ethan a couple of hours after they started, her freshly fucked cunt bruised, hot, and dripping with the mingled lust not just of Ethan and herself, but her other selves as well. Keeping him supplied with a continuous drip of Mana potions had allowed him to keep up with her and her cybernetic enhancements. It was pretty impressive.

“I appreciate you vouching for me,” Glory said to Gloomy as they lifted the remains of the Thunderbird out of the mud and began dragging it back toward the portal. “I know it wasn’t easy for you.”

Gloomy glanced in her direction and sighed. “It’s not. But I put myself in Ethan’s shoes. If he hadn’t given me a chance, I wouldn’t be able to protect him and give him the love and care he deserves.”

Glory pulled at the remains of the Thunderbird, letting out a loud, disgusted grunt. She wished they’d figured out what they needed to do with the thing before a solid night of rain had waterlogged it. “This is gross.”

“Yeah,” Gloomy agreed as they approached the aperture of the dungeon portal. “But it won’t become XP unless it’s inside the dungeon. Once it does, the dungeon should register as completed.”

“Assuming Lily and Ethan have cleared everything else out while we’ve been dragging this tub of shit through the mud,” Glory grumbled, half suspecting Lily of using the time alone with Ethan for some extra sexy time. It was strange that the mental image simultaneously angered her and aroused her, causing her to shift uncomfortably from one leg to the other. Even her ass craved his mighty man-meat inside it.

“How many potions did we burn through last night?” Gloomy asked, turning a portion of the body over so they could try to awkwardly stuff it through the portal.

“All of them,” Glory responded, sighing as they struggled to get the body to cooperate. Despite their increased strength, it was just a lot of weirdly distributed weight to account for. Also, it was gross. There was no overstating how gross it was. “Why?”

“Without the extra potions, I don’t think Ethan would get too crazy,” Gloomy laughed. “Much more and I think he’d be too dehydrated to walk.”

The two laughed together at the thought of a dessicated mummy that had once been Ethan, wheezing as Lily ground against his leg in hopes of just one more round.

Glory took a step back and kicked the meat of the Thunderbird. “Can we just chop this fricking thing up already?”

“I… don’t know if that’ll work,” Gloomy snickered. Neither of them was having a good time with it, but the risk of them losing all their progress by tossing the creature through in chopped-up chunks was too high. “Let’s just give it one big push.”

Agreeing with the suggestion, Glory stepped back away from the Thunderbird’s remains, giving herself enough room for a running start while Gloomy did the same. On the count of three, they both charged forward and threw all of their strength behind slamming the pile of wet meat into the portal’s aperture. To their surprise, it worked quite well. As parts of the Thunderbird re-entered the dungeon, it began to dissolve into the familiar XP particles that it shouldn’t have become the moment it died. As it dissolved, it lost weight and became easier to force through.

By the time they stumbled through the portal themselves, there was nothing left of the Thunderbird. Only the XP particles dissolving into the air remained, but only for a moment or two. Both stood around, waiting for the System message that announced the Quest had been completed, but it never came.

“Maybe they’re still working on some stragglers,” Gloomy murmured as Glory accessed the System messaging system to see what was going on.

“It looks like they’re in the final chamber right now,” Glory noted with a frown. “But there’s some kind of glitch in there that’s making it hard to tell what’s going on.”

“Corruption,” Gloomy determined, summoning her axe and heaving it over her shoulder. “A lot of the dungeons we’ve been dealing with while you were Gloria have had glitches, corruption, and all kinds of fricked up stuff. Let’s go see if we can help.”

Thanks to Ethan and Lily going ahead of them to clear the dungeon, the pair were able to reach them in less than ten minutes, moving quickly through each chamber but pausing to check for anything that might try to jump out at them. There were some dungeons that didn’t spawn monsters in until AFTER the boss was slain, making the real challenge be in the escape. Overall, the dungeon would have been a nice place to relax if it wasn’t, you know, a dungeon. Light filtered in through cracks in the ceiling, and lots of lush plant life could be seen growing in the path of the sunlight as it moved throughout the day.

“Probably a bunch of plant and fungal monsters,” Gloomy noted as they continued on their way. Anything that had been killed by a Slayer had been converted into XP, so it was impossible to say for sure. The only bodies they’d spotted were those near the entrance that the Thunderbird had likely trampled when it had charged its way out.

When they finally arrived in the boss chamber, they found what appeared to be a fissure in space along the far wall. Corruption appeared to leak out of it in a semi-gelatinous state before becoming long, grasping tendrils that crept along the walls, floor, and ceiling. Glory’s HUD showed only a series of errors when it tried to identify what they were looking at. “Can you sense anything?”

Gloomy furrowed her brows, looking vaguely insulted at the assumption that she would know more about the corruption simply by her nature. After a second or two, she decided it wasn’t worth it and simply shook her head. “No. My HUD just shows it as corruption, but that doesn’t mean anything really. SlayerCorp has never been able to determine what this stuff actually was, right?”

“Mmm, technically that’s not entirely accurate,” Glory admitted, recalling some of the files she’d gotten a hold of as Gloria. It felt like an eternity ago at this point. “The R&D department was experimenting with it and had a few theories, but hadn’t proven any of them the last time I checked.”

“What sort of theories?” Ethan asked as he emerged from behind one of the massive stone pillars that divided the main boss chamber from the treasure chamber. Lily followed close behind him, covered in monster blood and other gore. “Anything you want to share with the class?”

“Uh,” Glory blushed, looking down at the ground bashfully. “Not much. Some think it’s the uh… refuse from the merging worlds.”

“Refuse,” Ethan murmured, pursing his lips as he scratched behind his ear. It took Glory a second to realize he was calling attention to the black veins in his arm that had spread further up his shoulder to his neck and down his torso. “Yeah, I dunno about that one.”

“I’m not refuse,” Gloomy added pointedly.

Glory took a step closer, extending a hand toward his arm, covered in what looked like corruption. “When did this happen?”

“I think technically it happened when we were all together last night, but it flared up when I got close to that fissure there,” Ethan said, allowing Glory to examine it. Gloomy moved beside her to do the same, likely with more useful information on her HUD. Once they had a chance to look it over, he approached the fissure with his hand held out. “Watch this.”

As Ethan got to within a few paces of the fissure, the veins along his arm grew darker and more pronounced. The muscles beneath the skin seemed to twitch and swell while the arm itself seemed to quickly slip out of Ethan’s complete control. The fissure responded in kind with its tendrils swelling and pulsing with an unwholesome life force all its own.

“Whoa,” Gloomy whispered as she looked between the two. “I don’t think it’s ever done that before, has it?”

“Not that I can remember,” Ethan answered, taking a step back so that he was far enough from the fissure to regain control of his arm. “There’s definitely some kind of attraction there I can sense. There’s a malevolence in the fissure I haven’t sensed from this sort of thing before, too.”

Gloomy nodded in silent agreement as she stared at the fissure. Glory frowned, looking between them with a hint of concern on her face. “This is probably why the Thunderbird bolted. Maybe it couldn’t cope with the corruption in its den or something.”

“Maybe the fissure injured it,” Lily speculated, propping Hellscream over her shoulder. “Could also be why it could be wounded by things other than us.”

Ethan opened his hand and closed it a few times, glancing thoughtfully toward the fissure. “Where do you think it leads to? Another dungeon, maybe?”

“The System doesn’t show this as being a multi-tiered dungeon,” Glory responded after quickly checking. “Though the information itself seems to be more corrupted every time I check it.”

“Must be eating away at the dungeon itself,” Gloomy muttered. “We should probably get out of here before it gets worse.”

Lily let Hellscream slip from her shoulder, setting it heavily on the stone floor at her feet. “The dungeon still hasn’t completed. We’ve been all over, and there’s nothing left in here to kill. The protections around the treasure are still in place.”

“Hm, I wonder if…” Ethan whispered to himself before taking a few steps closer to the fissure once again. Reaching out with his corrupted hand, the fissure lurched with renewed activity.

“Baby!” The Lilys exclaimed as one, jumping forward and grabbing hold of him to prevent him from being sucked in as a band of energy manifested between the fissure and his hand. It took all of their strength to keep him in place as Ethan twisted and contorted with agony. His mouth opened in a silent scream as the corruption in his flesh grew darker. The rubbery blackness of the corruption around the fissure spasmed several times, then suddenly withered as though the juice had been sucked right out of it. Within seconds, the band of black-purple energy between Ethan and the fissure grew and then tore asunder, throwing all four of them back onto their asses.

The entire chamber grew a little brighter around them as a darkness they hadn’t been aware of was suddenly dispelled. In the next chamber, they heard the protections around the cache of loot crack open as well.

[Dungeon Alert: Quest Completed! ]

Each of the Lilys and Ethan exchanged looks with each other in the pile before disentangling themselves to get to their feet. Various alerts scrolled across their HUDs to inform them of the XP gained and skill points earned. But the one that caught Glory’s attention was the last one in the list.

[Paradigm Unlocked: Duskbinder, Ethan Harper]

Everyone watched as the fissure vanished in much the same way that monsters did when they became XP. The corruption along Ethan’s arm seemed to calm and then fade over time, leaving them in complete silence and a look of amazement on Ethan’s face.

“What’s a Paradigm?” Lily muttered, glancing at Glory and Gloomy as if either of them would know. All they could offer her was a vague shrug. Ethan stared into space, the telltale sign that he was reading something intently on his HUD.

“It… looks like a sort of sub-class,” Ethan remarked quietly. “It has its own skill trees and abilities.”

Glory’s brows shot up in surprise, not recalling anything like that before in her time as Gloria. As far as she knew, this was the first occurrence of someone obtaining what was basically a secondary class. “What else did it change?”

“Uhhh,” Ethan groaned, scrolling through some information on his HUD. “There’s a lot to go through here, but it looks like I got a small HP buff, a large MP buff, a buff to attack, and resistance to all corruption-based damage.”

“What’s the class supposed to do?” Lily asked, brushing herself off as she stood. “What’s a Duskbinder’s role? Support? DPS?”

“Control Class, I think,” Ethan said, trying to split his attention between Lily and the information on his HUD. “But its main thing seems to be sealing, absorbing, and cleansing corruption.”

Gloomy’s brows went up uncertainly. “Will that interfere with my abilities?”

Ethan reached out and placed a hand on her arm with a smile. When there was no reaction between them, Gloomy visibly relaxed. “Nah, I don’t think so. I think it’s to keep the corruption and other fucked up shit from spreading.”

“Does that mean you can repair rogue dungeons?” Glory speculated as Lily began to inch her way toward the treasure room.

“We’ll just have to wait and see,” Ethan admitted before looking in Lily’s direction with a smile. “Go ahead and check our haul, I’m going to see what sorts of things I might be able to throw this new skill point at.”

Glory and Gloomy exchanged quick looks before they bolted after Lily, who had a considerable head start on them. They arrived only a few seconds after Lily as she cracked the seal on an enormous chest that awaited them in the center of a room piled high with other treasure. It looked almost like the treasure had been pushed around to make a nest for the Thunderbird, similar to what dragons did.

“Green, Green, Blue,” Lily murmured as she sorted through the gear roughly. There was plenty of it that they wouldn’t end up using, but it could still go back to Radiance, she supposed. Glory really wasn’t interested in hauling shit around that wasn’t immediately useful to them. “OO! Baby, Look! We got a Pink for you in here!”

Glory and Gloomy bristled, realizing only too late what Lily’s game had been the whole time. Her unusual preoccupation with treasure was to get something for HIM. He’d been forced to outfit himself almost entirely with generics meant for most classes, so Lily had been sniffing around for something special. Glory felt foolish for not having realized it sooner, but she knew that Gloomy had to have felt worse with how much more experience she had being around…. Herself.

[Item Identified: Gloves of the Arcane Duelist, Rare]

Type: Gauntlets

Effect: Each successful attack you make with a weapon adds 1 stack of Arcane Charge, Max 10. Each stack of Arcane Charge adds 10% of your Magic stat to all attacks made with the same weapon. You lose 1 stack of Arcane charge for every minute you spend out of combat.

Glory and Gloomy desperately tried to tackle Lily to the ground before she could deliver her prize to Ethan, but she evaded them with ease while holding the gloves high over her head in both hands. “Baby, look, look, look!”

Lily nearly bowled Ethan over as he came around the corner. Fortunately, he managed to catch her and keep his footing. “What is it?”

Glory scowled after Lily before looking over at Gloomy, who had a nearly identical expression on her face. Their attention turned toward the chest of loot. Though Glory managed to hold out hope that there was still something else they could present to Ethan, it didn’t seem very likely.

“Something for you,” Gloomy noted, reaching into the chest and pulling out a small module that she immediately tossed to Glory. “At least, there’s—.”

They both froze as their eyes settled on an axe that was marked pink—Rare.

[Item Identified: Eboncold, Rare]

Type: Battle Axe

Effect: +25% Physical Damage, +15% Shadow Damage, +15% Ice Damage, +5% Attack Speed, +15% Stealth in shadows and cold conditions.

They each let out a whistle at the same time.

“Very nice,” Glory said, pulling it out of the chest to hand to Gloomy. “I know you don’t have much for Ice damage, but the Shadow damage should complement your abilities nicely.”

“Yeah,” Gloomy agreed with a short shrug before looking over her shoulder at Lily and Ethan. “Still wish I’d been the one to find those, though.”

“Mmm, me too,” Glory grumbled, looking down at the module Gloomy had given her.

[Item Acquired: Rune Module—Lightning, Uncommon]

Type: Cybernetic Weapon Mod

Effect: Add +25% Lightning Damage to all your weapon attacks. This damage increases with critical hits and has a chance to inflict the Stunned condition.

Glory had to admit, it wasn’t bad. The fact that she used two weapons meant that the added damage would go further and that the chance of landing critical hits to get the Stun effect went up. With a sly look, she placed the module against her left arm, where it magically merged with the cybernetics of her arm blade. Then, as she produced them at her sides, the blades hummed with electricity, ready to be unleashed. Swinging them around a few times created arcs of crackling electricity. “Check this out, Baby!”

Just as she planned, Ethan’s attention was pulled away from Lily and the gloves and directed toward her. Gloomy gawked at her, utterly scandalized at how quickly Glory had pivoted to get Ethan’s attention.

“You dirty hooker,” Gloomy gasped. “After all I’ve done for you!”

Lily’s cheeks puffed up indignantly, quickly understanding what Glory was doing. “How dare you interrupt us!”

“You’re the one who pulled a fast one to make us look bad,” Glory countered indignantly, jabbing a finger in her direction. “Don’t you think we deserve a little attention, too?”

“You?” Gloomy snapped irately. “You just got here, and you’re already acting like you’re neglected!”

“I had to wait much longer than either of you did,” Glory objected.

“EXCUSE ME?” Lily growled, taking a step away from Ethan to glare at Glory. “I waited my whole life to finally be with my beloved Ethan!”

“Yours?” Gloomy growled, her grip on Eboncold tightening. “You mean ours.”

“I waited all the time you waited and THEN some,” Glory interjected, completely brushing Gloomy’s statement aside.

“Well, maybe if you hadn’t spent so much time trying to kill us, you might have been able to—!” Lily began. Ethan placed a hand on her shoulder in an effort to calm her down, then held a hand out to the other two. Whatever he was saying wasn’t registering with Glory.

Her eyes fell on a figure standing just behind them, grinning maliciously at her.

It was Gloria.

“They’ll never accept you as one of them,” Gloria cackled. “Not really. After all that work, too. It was all for nothing! You took my body from me, thinking you could just slide into their weird little fucked up relationship and it’d be perfectly fine.”

“SHUT UP!” Glory roared, her cybernetics bristling with hostile intent, ready to activate at the drop of a pin. Ethan and Lily stared back at her with stunned expressions. “It’s my body now, you fricking witch! You tried stealing my body and lost yours. You got what you fricking deserve.”

“…whaaaat, is she talking about?” Lily muttered in confusion. “What’s happening?”

“Glory,” Gloomy said, tightly gripping her shoulder from behind. “It’s okay. Calm down. She can’t do anything to hurt you.”

“The hell is going on?” Ethan said, rushing to their side with Lily hot on her heels. “Who can’t hurt her?”

“Gloria,” Gloomy answered, wrapping Glory up in her arms as tightly as she could. “A personality fragment or something, maybe.”

Lily furrowed her brows as Glory struggled against Gloomy. Gloria stood just behind them, threatening to stick a blade in their backs while they were occupied with her. “STOP! I’ll fricking tear you to pieces!”

“How do you know?” Ethan wondered. He didn’t seem nearly as skeptical as the question would have implied. “Another hunch?”

“Sort of,” Gloomy replied, tightening her grip around the woman. “It’s a feeling, but also things she’s said before. I think there might be pieces of Gloria still floating around in her head, trying to get control back.”

Ethan frowned with a dejected sigh. “Well, if that’s the case, I don’t want any more bickering between you three. Alright? It’s likely to make her more vulnerable to attacks like this until we figure out what to do about the remaining fragments. Can you two handle that?”

Gloomy and Lily nodded in agreement with surprisingly little hesitation. One moment, they had been fighting, and the next, they had rallied to her aid. Now, Gloria was gone again, and she was left alone with those who mattered to her most. Ethan poked her gently in the tit. “That goes for you, too, young lady. Understood?”

Glory took a moment to check the corners of the treasure chamber before deciding that Gloria was really gone—for now. Taking a second to catch her breath and come down from the sense of panic that had been induced in her, Glory licked her lips. “Yeah. Of course. I understand.”

Frick on a stick, she loved him so much.

“Good,” Ethan responded. “Now, let’s grab whatever else we can carry and get the hell out of here. We can finish our cataloging somewhere else. Anywhere else.”

Glory placed a hand on Gloomy’s arm and gently squeezed, letting her know she was ready to be released. Understanding the silent cue, Gloomy let her go and stepped back. “Come on. I bet we can get most of that crap loaded up.”

“Yeah,” Glory agreed, forcing a smile on her face. She had every reason to believe that Gloria would be back to mock and taunt her just as she had done to her before gaining control, but unlike Gloria, she had people who would stand by her and help her through it. She had Gloomy, Lily, and, most importantly, she had Ethan.


Chapter 10



Ethan - The Next Waypoint

Ethan felt like he wasn’t able to focus on anything. Knowing that Glory was still seeing Gloria wasn’t great, nor was the need to learn an entirely different class that had just fallen into his lap, but now there was another waypoint that had mysteriously appeared on his HUD. Too many things demanded his attention, and he couldn’t give it wholly to any of them. There was also the matter of sorting through the loot they’d grabbed from the dungeon. No doubt there would be a recovery team from Kimura Industries sent out to investigate, so whatever they left behind was as good as lost to them.

Everything they’d grabbed was fairly useful; they hadn’t bothered with the gold and gems, having no particular use for them in the field. Of course, bringing them back to Radiance would have seen more creds in their accounts, but it just wasn’t a priority.

The new Paradigm kept screaming in his ear for attention, demanding that he go over everything it had to offer. It wasn’t just that it was a unique development from the System to be explored, but it was a rare opportunity to recapture the sense of wonder he’d experienced when he’d first become a Lifeblade. A lot of Slayers would have relished the chance to do the same. Ethan remembered nights poring over the intricate stats that had been assigned to him, and the various skill trees available to his class, which had turned out to be a very rare support class. Now he could experience it all over again.

From his brief examination of the materials, Ethan had been able to determine that Paradigms appeared to be more focused classes. The Duskbinder had fewer generic skill trees it was able to dip into, but those available to the Lifeblade more than made up for it. The Duskbinder was focused on corruption—sealing it, absorbing it, cleansing it, and even wielding it.

What really struck Ethan, however, was the prevailing sense that the System hadn’t merely assigned him the Paradigm in the same way he’d been assigned his Class. It wanted him to have it. There was a strange sense that the System itself was bestowing him with a task. Or perhaps it was thanking him for having already performed it? Either way, it felt like there was intent behind his becoming a Duskbinder.

“It looks like the waypoint is directing us closer to the city of Eventide,” Glory announced, coming off the ridge where she’d been getting their bearings. “Just outside it, actually. Along the south side.”

Ethan’s face scrunched up in thought. “Another portal, maybe?”

“Why is your HUD generating waypoints for portals here?” Lily grumbled with her arms crossed over her chest. “It’s Kimura Industries’ problem. Not ours.”

“No survivors from the transports,” Gloomy reported as she approached from the other direction. “The Thunderbird didn’t leave anything standing. It’s all fried.”

“Sticking with Plan A, then,” Ethan decided, pointing toward Eventide. “Might as well check out the waypoint on the way.”

“Not a good idea,” Lily pressed, giving him a withering scowl. “Not our problem and it just exposes us to more risk.”

“Maybe,” Ethan admitted, hoisting his pack over his shoulder. “But if it’s another dungeon, I think it’d be worth it for us to get our new party dynamic down, don’t you?”

Lily straightened up a little. “What do you mean?”

“I mean Glory,” Ethan responded, gesturing to the cyborg. “We haven’t seen how Ravager abilities perform in a dungeon or in our party. I figure it’s worth getting the practice in sooner rather than later. If something goes wrong, it’s Kimura’s problem.”

“And we’ll have the kinks ironed out by the time we get back home,” Gloomy concluded with a little smirk. “I guess we could try it.”

“Mmm, I guess,” Lily relented, uncrossing her arms. “Would be nice just having a party of us and no one else.”

“There ya go,” Ethan chuckled, leaning over and kissing her on the head as they made their way along the ridge. “That’s the spirit.”

The trek toward the city was not a short one. Even with their enhanced physical capabilities, the area was essentially a wasteland. A small deluge of rain from the night before wasn’t enough to change that fact, only add more puddles to it. They still had to contend with the heat of the day, large open areas where they could be spotted from a considerable distance, and ruins of the old world dotting the landscape here and there. What could have been a straight line became a winding path to stay out of sight and avoid areas where wasteland bandits or operatives of Kimura would be able to get the drop on them.

Eventide provided something to look at for most of the time, at least. Even from far away, it was an impressive sight in the same vein as Neo-Elysium. The buildings were impossibly tall, sleek, and covered in holographic advertisements. The city was like an unnatural formation of dark mountains by day, slowly glowing and lighting up as the afternoon wore on into the evening.

As Glory suspected, the waypoint led them around to the south of Eventide, toward a trailer park outside the city limits. Filled with old mobile units and campers, the trailer park was located right next to an overflowing municipal dumping site. That was where the portal had formed, warping the garbage and junk directly around it whenever it had appeared. A few dire rats from the dungeon on the other side had made their way out to rummage through the garbage. A couple had even caught one of the locals unaware and were currently feasting on the corpse.

As the quartet drew nearer, people peered at them from inside the trailers and behind mostly drawn curtains. If any authorities had been called to handle the situation, none had yet to show.

“You Reapers?” an old man asked from a covered porch cobbled together from corrugated sheet metal. He rocked back and forth in a rickety chair with a scattergun across his lap and a tall beer in one hand. He lifted the brim of his worn cowboy hat with his other hand to get a better look at them in the twilight.

“Something like that,” Ethan answered, unsure of what they should be considering themselves, much less how they should identify themselves to others. “Freelancers, I guess.”

“Hmpf,” the old man grumbled, shaking his head. “Guess they’re too busy to send any proper Reapers out this way. All hands on deck and all.”

Glory’s brows furrowed. “For what?”

“You haven’t heard?” the old man chuckled, taking a long drink of his beer. “They sent out the call yesterday for Reapers to report to the front. They’re the only thing Kimura’s got to stand up against the Slayers.”

Ethan exchanged stunned looks with Lily. “Wait, are you telling me that SlayerCorp has crossed into Kimura’s territory?”

“Not just crossed into it,” the man sneered. “Declared full-on war. Bunch of the other companies are starting to do the same. If Radiance decides to join the party, we’ll be fighting on two fronts. Lucky for us, they’ve got beef with SlayerCorp.”

“Frick on a stick,” Lily murmured, shaking her head. While they’d been away, things had seemingly gone to shit. “Why? What changed?”

“Dunno,” the old man admitted with a dramatic shrug before gesturing toward the pulsing portal amid the garbage. “I just know we ain’t got anyone to do with that fuckin’ thing. Well, until y’all showed up anyway.”

“Right,” Ethan muttered as his attention wandered toward the portal. There was a light throbbing in his arm that pulsed along with the portal itself. Somehow, he knew that meant there was corruption to be cleansed on the other side. “You girls ready?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Lily grumbled, summoning Hellscream, which seemed to visibly impress the old man.

“It’s an A-Tier 6-person run,” Glory informed them with her hands on her hips. “Multi-level dungeon with multiple listed objectives.”

“What’s the type?” Gloomy wondered with a scrunched-up face. Considering the portal had manifested in a dump, Ethan found it to be an incredibly relevant question.

Glory flicked them the details via their HUDs, reminding Ethan of how things had been when he was still with SlayerCorp.

[Portal 1: Nexus of Filth]

Max Team Size: 6

Threat Level: A+

Objective: Defeat all Lords of Rot and seal all Fissures of Corruption.

“Gross,” Ethan muttered, shaking his head. “We’re going to need baths after this, aren’t we?”

The Lilys all immediately perked up at the idea. Well, that was one way to motivate them, he supposed. He’d have to wait to address the matter of where the waypoint had come from until after. With the promise of a nice bath after, the girls practically raced each other to the portal, with Ethan following a short distance behind.

“Good luck!” The old man shouted after them, waving from his spot on the porch. “If anyone else shows up, I’ll let them know you beat them to the punch.”

Ethan hoped it wouldn’t come to that. In fact, he hoped to be long gone before anyone from Kimura Industries so much as sneezed in their direction. With that in mind, he picked up the pace to join the girls and leaped through the portal after them.

On the other side, Ethan found himself ankle deep in stagnant, foul-smelling water. The walls of the entry chamber were slick with moisture, mold, and slime. A revolting fog hovered just above the water line in places, shifting around as they moved. “Yeah. Just as I thought. Gross.”

A quick look at his surroundings, and Ethan could tell that the dungeon was in much the same shape as the rogue dungeons they’d encountered in Radiance territory. There were aspects of the dungeon that had fused with items in the garbage heap where it had appeared. Aside from that, though, there didn’t seem to be any other signs of instability in the dungeon, indicating that it was an instance halfway between a standard dungeon and a rogue dungeon.

“How many Lords of Rot are there supposed to be?” Lily grumbled, kicking a floating piece of questionable-looking debris away from her.

“Four,” Glory answered. “One for each level of the dungeon. The last one is at the bottom and is probably the toughest.”

“Probably,” Gloomy agreed. They all knew the drill by that point, so there wasn’t much guesswork left to it. “How do we want to do this?”

Ethan paced around thoughtfully in a wide circle, dispersing more of the fog with his passing. “It’s been a while since I was in such a DPS-heavy party like this, but I think we can make it work. We’ll keep Gloomy and Lily as sweepers and have Glory take point.”

“Can she handle it?” Lily wondered aloud, managing to sound more concerned than insulting.

Glory stood a little taller and squared her shoulders. “Watch me. I’ll carve through things so quickly there’ll barely be anything left for you to do.”

“Too bad it’s so gross here, or I’d just grab a nap,” Gloomy joked, gripping the haft of Eboncold tightly in both hands.

[Dungeon Alert: Wererat Pack Detected]

Threat Level: Average

Recommended Action: Engage and Eliminate

“Here we go,” Ethan said, directing the girls into position with a few rapid hand signals. Monsters in the first chamber, right at the start was pretty unusual, but Wererats were particularly aggressive roaming monsters and were capable of going just about anywhere. “Time for our warm-up.”

The party met the pack of Wererats head-on, with Glory leading the charge in a flurry of electrically charged attacks in the adjoining chamber. Fortunately, it was much drier in the next chamber, though the moisture flying off of the Ravager continued to spark and snap with the lightning arcing off of her blades.

Glory’s initial assessment wasn’t entirely accurate, but she wasn’t that far off, either. Lily and Gloomy hardly had to swing their axes in the first encounter, and Ethan only had to contribute the barest assistance to the Ravager to keep her HP topped off. They moved to the next chamber, which contained a few packs of Dire Rats. Much larger than standard rats with a more vicious bite and bone plating down their backs, Ethan remembered a time when they had actually been a challenge. Now, they were little more than a brief diversion.

The giant demonic centipede was much tougher, requiring all of their efforts to bring it down. After that came a Gloomsludge Elemental, which was even tougher. Any sort of sludge elemental was best handled with a lot of offensive magic or blunt weapons to break up its mass, and the party had neither. The fact that it was infused with so much corruption made it even more of a challenge. There was no better time for Ethan to try out some of his new Duskbinder abilities.

[Skill Activated: Cleansing Strike]

Effect: Single Attack dealing +200% weapon damage against a corrupted target with a chance to inflict the Staggered condition.

Duration: 10 seconds if Staggered

A large section around where Ethan’s attack had landed began to dry up and flake away, reducing the overall amount of corruption present in the elemental. The moment its movements slowed to an awkward jerking, Gloomy was on it. Due to the nature of her creation, she wasn’t at risk for being afflicted by the corruption in melee and had to do the bulk of the dirty work, with Lily and Glory only able to offer support. With the way the gloves worked, Ethan couldn’t afford to hang back for long, continuously refreshing the stacks with the occasional attack.

“Close in!” Ethan directed, evading a flailing limb of putrid ooze aimed at his skull. It felt strangely much easier to anticipate the strikes of the creature. The Duskbinder’s passive for sensing corruption seemed to apply to the attacks of corrupted creatures. “I’ll keep you covered!”

“Okay, Baby!” they answered, closing in on the massive churning mass of sludge without question. Each swing of his sword brought new crusting on the Elemental’s body while continuing to generate healing and stacks from his gloves. Even when the girls took a hit, the corruption didn’t have a chance of taking root in them with how buffed his Magic was. Every bit of healing they received reduced the amount of corruption by the same amount, preventing it from building up at all.

By the time they were finished, it was like they’d thrown the Elemental into a giant blender and set it to puree.

“HUP!” Ethan grunted, nearly slipping in the remains of the Elemental as he crossed the chamber toward the exit. He flailed around a bit, caught himself, and blushed a little as the girls tittered with gleeful amusement. “I’m really not wearing the boots for this.”

“Me either,” Glory admitted, shaking muck off of one of her feet. “First Lord of Rot is coming up.”

“Well, let’s mess him up!” Lily exclaimed, exchanging high-fives with Gloomy as they led the way into the next chamber.

[Dungeon Alert: Raish, First Lord of Rot Detected]

Threat Level: High

Recommendation: Proceed with caution

Like everything in the dungeon up to that point, Raish was absolutely disgusting. It was a twenty-foot-tall undead that looked as though other rotting pieces of undead had been grafted onto it. Every swing of its slimy club brought putrid blasts of wind and shook the dungeon to its very foundation. When it roared with rage, it filled the chamber with such foul putrescence that it caused Ethan’s stomach to lurch. It made it very difficult to stay focused on the fight.

Fortunately for Ethan, any hint that he was in danger of being crushed under the club of the hulking creature was met by the unfettered rage of not one, but three Lilys. If the fight hadn’t been a horror show before, it certainly was when they descended upon him with the intent to hack his ass to pieces. Ethan darted in and out of the fight when his stomach permitted it, keeping up with the healing and protection for the girls as best he could.

Lily was the one to get the final blow, but it had been a toss-up as to which of them would be the first to do it. Ethan had to take a few minutes to finish puking before they were able to move on to the next chamber. He’d noticed a skill available to him in the Duskbinder skill tree that allowed him to resist sickness and poisons, which was looking more tempting by the second.

The next chamber wasn’t big, but it was completely overrun by the corruption spewing forth from an open fissure that appeared to still be in the process of expansion.

“Let’s give this another shot,” Ethan said in an effort to psych himself up. His arm didn’t seem to be out of his control this time around, which was a good sign considering he was only a few feet from the edge of the fissure.

[Skill Activated: Twilight Seal]

Effect: Seal a Fissure of Corruption by sacrificing a portion of your own vitality as Cursed damage. Damage taken varies by the size of the fissure.

It wasn’t a fast ability to use, and it was far from painless. Ethan watched his own HP vanish on his HUD, replaced by a purple span of the health bar indicating that the damage was Cursed. Cursed damage was more difficult to heal through magic. Some support classes would take the appropriate spells to heal the condition to allow for healing spells to be used normally, but most saved the skill point and just had people heal the damage through natural means, such as rest. Ethan had only ever taken Cursed damage once before and had hoped never to experience it again.

The pain didn’t set in until the spell was finished and the fissure completely sealed. The tendrils and creeping darkness that had issued forth from it crumbled, then, much to everyone’s surprise, became the XP particles they had come to expect from conventional threats like monsters.

The amount given for a single fissure would have made Ethan’s eyes bug out were he not doubled over in pain at the time.

“Baby?” Lily asked tentatively, helping him get upright again. “Are you okay?”

“I’ll live,” Ethan responded with a dismissive wave of his hand. “We should keep going. I should be able to generate enough healing off of the small fry to make up for it.”

“It’s Cursed damage, though,” Gloomy noted with a frown.

“Yeah, it’s not ideal,” Ethan agreed with a short laugh. “The ratio needed for magical healing sucks, but I should be able to chew through it if I keep replenishing stacks on the gloves. At least, until we encounter the next fissure.”

The Lilys looked at one another apprehensively, silently debating something for a moment until reaching an unspoken consensus. Lily Prime helped him along to the next chamber. “Alright, Baby. Let’s get you something to smack around.”

The hit he’d taken from sealing the fissure would have been rougher if it weren’t for the boost in HP he’d received the moment he unlocked the Duskbinder Paradigm. In fact, the amount of damage would have been more than enough to have put him at critical status a little over a year ago. Sometimes, he genuinely forgot that he was rated as only a C-Tier Slayer. Vanguard. Whatever.

Descending to level two, things got a little easier, not because the monsters were pushovers but because they were hitting a sort of rhythm. The fact that they were mostly undead didn’t hurt, either. Many of Ethan’s standalone healing abilities dealt damage to the undead, while Lily had abilities that specifically did extra damage to skeletal undead.

Noreth, Second Lord of Rot, was essentially just the skeleton of a six-armed Lamia. It was the sort of boss monster that would have been worthy of an entire dungeon unto itself, and yet Lily kept it on the back foot with every devastating swing of Hellscream. Despite being covered in a black sheen of corruption across most of its skeletal body, Ethan didn’t have to use any of his Duskbinder abilities. Lily and her counterparts were more than enough to overwhelm it without him.

When it was over, and the skeleton was finished dissolving into XP particles, Ethan found himself at roughly 90% of his maximum HP. That was, until he sealed the next fissure. Then, he was back to below half.

“That one was a bit bigger,” Ethan groaned, his muscles and joints screaming with agony. It felt an awful lot like Necrotic damage, minus the outright decay. It was like parts of him were being overtaxed or broken down. It hurt like hell, but the XP they pulled down from the second fissure was even more than the first. He’d spent entire weeks of his early Slayer career taking every quest he possibly could to grind for the sort of XP generated just by the second fissure.

“Baby,” Lily began ambivalently. “Are you sure about this? What if the fissures keep getting bigger?”

Ethan took a deep breath and slowly let it out to steady himself. “I think I got an idea for that, but it’ll come down to how easily you girls can handle the next two boss fights on your own. We won’t know until the next one.”

“What do you mean?” Glory wondered, taking a turn at keeping Ethan on his feet.

Ethan glanced at the exit, worried that another band of monsters would wander in before he had a chance to get his bearings again. “When we engage the next boss, I’ll build up the stacks and get all of the ongoing healing going. Then, I’ll sneak past to the next chamber to seal the fissure. Once it’s closed, we can use the boss to farm a bunch of healing for a quicker recovery. The key will be to ensure there isn’t a lapse in healing before and after. It’ll sort of function like a buffer against the damage the way we would do in any other fight—treating the fissure as a monster.”

“Will that work with Cursed damage?” Gloomy wondered uncertainly. “I’m not an Arithmetician but it feels like the numbers don’t add up.”

“Ahh,” Ethan laughed, waving away her concern in a display of confidence much higher than what he felt. “Don’t worry about it. I’m sure we’ll figure it out. We got this.”

The Lilys looked at one another again in silent debate, though this time, it didn’t look as though they were as convinced as they had been the first time.

“Trust me,” Ethan pressed, pulling them into a group embrace. “We’ve come this far. Filling in a few holes in the fabric of a dungeon isn’t going to stop us, right?”

All three ladies practically glowed at his encouragement, their doubts completely dispelled. Ethan just wished it were as easy to get rid of his own.


Chapter 11



Lily - Rotten Luck

Lily had fallen unusually silent as they proceeded further down into the dungeon. Ethan did a pretty convincing job of appearing confident, but Lily knew how dangerous a numbers game it was that they were playing. As a Berserker, she had often been in the position of dancing on the line with her HP. Without the benefit of conventional armor or high defense stats, healing was the most reliable means of damage mitigation she had available to her. She was all too familiar with how crucial just a few points of healing could be at any moment.

In fact, Lily had gotten pretty good at dancing on the line if she said so herself.

Being such a great support, Ethan knew how to maintain those numbers in others, but himself? That was another story. Lily didn’t like it in the slightest, and neither did Gloomy or Glory. When it came to his safety, the trio was all on the same wavelength. They had to be extra careful that he didn’t take damage from any other source besides the fissure.

Even then… Lily didn’t like it.

Why did they even have to worry about this dungeon? It didn’t seem like it was worth the risk, even with the immense amount of XP each fissure seemed to be worth. More skill points didn’t matter to her if it put her Ethan in danger. Now that they’d managed to get out from under Elias and get Radiance back on track, she barely cared about dungeon runs. Wherever he went, she would follow, though. If he wanted to keep doing runs, she would be right there beside him.

She also couldn’t risk leaving him alone with Gloomy and Glory while she hung back; they’d quickly gain the advantage over her, and the delicate balance that existed between them would be thrown off balance.

The next floor of the dungeon sucked ass. It was all decaying masses of plant matter, fungal undead, and Shambling Mounds. The fire damage from Hellscream was very effective, but the monsters smelled even worse when they were on fire. Glory’s electrified blades, cooking the monsters from the inside, were nearly as bad.

[Skill Observed: Rejuvenating Aura]

User: Ethan Harper

Effect: +45 HP regeneration per second

Duration: Until out of range

Lily felt the rush of the regeneration run through her as she charged headlong into a gaggle of undead sprouting with dense formations of fungi that protruded from their skulls. With the Lifelink in place between them, Ethan was able to double-dip on the healing. Whatever he recovered, she recovered, and vice versa. So instead of 45 HP, she was receiving 90. Whenever Gloomy and Glory were within range, it went even higher. They’d figured out long ago that the System regarded Gloomy as Lily for the purposes of targeted spells and abilities, so whenever he selected one of them, they would both receive the benefit so long as they were within range.

It turned out that the same was true with Glory, which amplified the benefits to each of them even further. The 90 HP regeneration that she enjoyed became a whopping 180! For burst damage, it wasn’t that impressive, but as a passive regeneration, it was fricking incredible!

With numbers like that, Ethan’s girls were really able to cut loose, carving a path of destruction through every chamber until they reached Zonoth, Third Lord of Rot.

“Keep close! Keep close!” Ethan said as they crashed through a line of minions between them and Zonoth, a corrupted Alraune.

“Stay close!” Ethan instructed as Glory held the middle. Lily and Gloomy moved in much closer than they usually would so they could cut down the lashing vines of the Alraune as it tried to reach Ethan. “Wait until we’ve got an opening!”

The Fungoids that the Alraune was spawning made it incredibly difficult for them to make progress, which only pissed Lily off more. If they were just pushing through to the Alraune, it wouldn’t be a problem, but they had to use its massive HP pool to help Ethan recover once he sealed the fissure. Glory was excellent in melee, but a few of her abilities were irrelevant in fights that didn’t involve computer systems or cyberware.

“Get ready, Baby!” Lily shouted through gritted teeth. “I’ll open it up, then you GO!”

Ethan didn’t argue, breaking from the group as she swept Hellscream into a twisting, upward ascent.

[Skill Activated: Savage Divide]

Effect: Single spinning ascent for heavy damage, followed by a descent for massive damage. Descending strike’s power is tripled against any target struck in the ascent.

Lily couldn’t have hoped for a better result. The Fungoids scattered in all directions, with one poor bastard taking the brunt of the secondary strike when she descended. Gloomy swept to one side and Glory to the other, screening Ethan against any further attacks as he made a break for the exit to the next room.

The corrupted Alraune reared back inside of its giant rotting rose, placing her large but nasty-looking breasts on display as she raised both hands over her head. Then, coming forward, she created a bombardment of thorny spikes nearly as long as Lily’s arm. It seemed as though the attack was geared toward Ethan, but Lily wasn’t about to stand by and let some rotting cunt harm her man.

Her natural instinct was to attack, but the risk of dropping the boss early was too great. Instead, she sprinted toward Ethan, leaping between him and the attack, taking several of the little spears to the chest in the process. Though the protective field around her reduced several of the impacts, the attack still managed to overwhelm her Defense.

Lily closed her eyes tightly and bit back a cry of pain so that Ethan wasn’t tempted to turn back. When she opened her eyes again, he had left the room entirely and started in on the fissure. Faltering for just a moment, Lily forced herself back into the fight with the utmost confidence that Ethan would be able to take care of her once he got back.

It didn’t take him long to finish with the fissure, but most of the color had gone out of his face when he finally returned. It made Lily’s stomach churn seeing him that way. It caused her already impressive rage to boil over to a point that she couldn’t hold herself back any longer.

[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

Lily brought Hellscream around in wide, destructive arcs as she forced an advance on the Alraune as it threw everything it could at them to hold them at bay. It even sprayed some kind of pollen at them in an effort to charm Ethan and separate him from the rest of the group. It didn’t work, but it didn’t matter… the bitch had still TRIED IT.

It was enough to have not just Lily frothing at the mouth, but Gloomy and Glory as well. The trio mulched the vines and minions that remained within the span of a couple of seconds and descended like an avalanche upon the Alraune. Ethan was right behind them, cutting down whatever he could while getting shots in on the Lord of Rot itself, but the damage output of the Lilys was too great.

When Lily stopped seeing red, she and the other two were standing in a puddle of corrupted, muddy plant matter. Each of their chests heaved with exertion as they exchanged stunned looks, as though surprised to see what that sort of incandescent rage looked like from the outside.

“Not enough for a full recovery,” Ethan announced, leaning on his sword like a walking stick. “But enough to keep me going. You just brought it down too fast.”

Lily frowned and looked away as her rage and other buffs expired. “Sorry. I just… I lost control for a minute.”

“We all did,” Gloomy corrected, not willing to let Lily shoulder the burden alone when it came to Ethan. Truthfully, Lily wasn’t sure what she’d done to deserve such loyalty from her counterpart, but it was nice to have someone in her corner like that. “But we can make it up with the next few chambers, right?”

“Probably,” Ethan answered with a short nod. “You’re all very good at your jobs, though, and I need you to be a little less good at it.”

“Just one more Lord of Rot and we’re done,” Glory said, half-smiling. “We just have to keep at it a little while longer, then we’re fricking out of here and off to Eventide.”

“Right,” Ethan murmured. “New strategy, then. I’m just gonna fucking Ult the damn thing.”

“What?” Lily and Gloomy said at the same time. “What about the fissure?”

Ethan smiled weakly, but there was a slyness in his eyes that Lily found fricking irresistible. “I’ve been running the numbers a bit, and I think the overhealing possible with three of you will put me waaaaay over whatever I’ll need for the fissure.

Gloria looked quickly between them, doing a bit of mental math as she did. “That… might work. What’s the recovery rate? 75% of damage dealt?”

“Yeah,” Ethan confirmed, straightening up. “We’ll use the chambers leading up to it to gain momentum. I’ll keep the link and aura active, then we’ll roll right into the boss chamber, and I’ll blast the ult.”

Gloomy and Glory appeared convinced, but Lily stared skeptically at Ethan a moment longer. He was low on MP, and he wasn’t telling them. He almost never used his Ultimate unless he was close to being tapped out on MP entirely. There wasn’t much room for error. If they hadn’t forced him to chug all the mana potions the night before, they’d have more wiggle room available to them.

“Let’s do it,” Ethan said, not giving her a second more to voice her concerns.

The final level of the dungeon saw them slogging through sludge and liquefied garbage that came up to their hips, with more pouring in from sluices on all sides. Various gates and doors stood in their way to slow them down and give the stinking corridors time to fill. They were the sorts of obstacles meant for classes with a more crooked touch, but Lily often found that enough Grade-A S-Tier Berserker Rage was often good enough in a pinch.

Breaking barriers took her off the line, leaving the battles with the corrupted Sahuagin and Lizardmen largely up to Glory and Gloomy, with Ethan taking as many shots as he could to maximize the uptime on their healing. It was probably the only thing keeping their previous wounds from becoming disgusting and infected, too. He moved as gracefully in the sludge as he always did, which made it… a little difficult for Lily to focus from time to time.

She’d have to hold onto the sentiment until later, when she could thank him properly by bouncing on his dick a bit.

Each barrier she broke through made it difficult for them to maintain their footing as the thick liquid rushed through to fill the new space and level out. Fortunately, it wasn’t enough for them to lose their momentum entirely. When they finally reached the boss chamber, Lily couldn’t help but feel relieved. It was almost over.

[Boss Encountered: Beelzebub, Lord of the Flies, Fourth Lord of Rot]

Threat Level: Legendary

Recommended Action: Put Affairs in Order

“Frick on a Stick,” Lily murmured as the giant humanoid fly creature in chitinous armor, swarmed on all sides with flies up to the size of cats, emerged from the darkness. The whole chamber droned with the sound of wings, creating a resonant effect that made her sick to her stomach in a way that the putrescence of the dungeon had failed to do up to that point. “You’ve got to be kidding me…”

“Holy shit,” Ethan gasped, eyes wide with a mixture of awe and terror. “I’ve… never fought a legendary boss before.”

Lily charged forward, knowing that he’d never see one again if they stood around gawking. Legendary bosses, to the best of anyone’s knowledge, were completely unique. No strategies existed for them because they spawned only once. Sometimes, people could put together rudimentary plans if a few parties flatlined first, but the cost was steep. Thankfully, the rate at which they occurred was officially listed as ‘almost never.’

All she had to do was get Ethan in range of the damn thing and let her hunky hero take it from there. Glory and Gloomy fell in behind her, with Gloomy doing everything she could to hold the demonic fly minions at bay.

“Abandon all hope ye who enter!” Beelzebub boomed, raining poison and disease down upon them with a gesture of his grotesque hand. His eyes blazed an intense red that put her worst rages to shame. There was a hatred behind them that was so intense it penetrated her frenzied state and made her blood run cold.

All three Lilys rages were canceled on the spot, much to their surprise. “O-oh no.”

Beelzebub brought his ebony greatsword back and prepared to strike them down before they’d even gotten going.

[Skill Observed: Lifeblade’s Ultimate - Sunset Renewal ]

User: Ethan Harper

Effect: Deals damage to every creature in a 100 ft. Line equal to difference between own current and maximum MP. All linked allies instantly recover 75% of damage dealt. Overhealing possible.

Cost: All remaining MP

Cooldown: One Week

The golden curtain of light that leaped from Ethan’s blade and traveled along the floor parted the swarms with ease, flash-frying most on the spot and cutting others in half. The chamber was bathed with that light that filled Lily practically every time she looked at him. There was a rapturous joy that came with it. She’d seen it reliably bring down some of the nastiest things they’d ever faced, pulling their asses out of the fire mere seconds from full party wipes.

That’s why it was so surprising when Beelzebub met the line of golden light with the edge of his great sword—stopping it cold.

The clash of power caused the floor beneath them to crack open in several places, quickly draining the chamber of the fluid that had spilled in from the corridors. The rush of liquid nearly swept her and the other two away. Glory rammed one of her arm blades into the nearest pillar and caught her with her free hand. Lily reached out as far as she could, managing to catch Gloomy by the wrist before she was flushed down the shitter with the sludge.

“Such paltry power is no match for the Lord of the Flies,” Beelzebub boomed from inside his armor. “What hope has a lone Lifeblade against my might?”

Ethan stood tall and heroic as the wind created from the clashing power whipped his hair around his face. It was enough to make her forget how dire the circumstances had already become, but then the bastard smiled. No, not smiled. He grinned.

Sploosh.

“If I were alone, you’d be right, but I’m not,” Ethan roared over the wind like a hero-king of old. “You fucked up by threatening my girls!”

The corruption in his arm surged with power, causing a pulse of energy to run through the Sunset Renewal. The color shifted from gold to something more resembling twilight or a flash of color on the horizon. “So tell me how you do with a Duskbinder.”

Glory let out an aroused groan. “Oh my god.”

“That’s so hot,” Gloomy agreed.

Lily nearly drew blood with how hard she bit her lip.

[Skill Observed: Duskbinder’s Ultimate - Cleansing Sunrise]

User: Ethan Harper

Effect: Multiply the damage of one ability by as many fissures as you’ve sealed since this ability was last used. This damage increases by another 250% against corrupted targets.

Cooldown: Once a week

“W-wait, how much does that come out to then?” Gloomy shouted over the deafening roar filling the boss chamber.

“TIMES TEN!” Glory yelled back at her. “Sunset Renewal TIMES TEN!”

“Oh frick—!” Lily gasped in awe.

The surge of power nearly knocked Ethan off his feet as it carved a trench clean through the chamber from floor to ceiling and instantly shattered Beelzebub’s sword into a hundred useless pieces. The light struck the dreaded monster with such force that it flung him back against the rear wall before cutting clean through his armor and bifurcating him from dick to skull. Then, reacting to the corruption within the screaming creature, it absolutely vaporized him.

The trio of Lilys was carried away by the intense wind that rolled off the ability like a tempest and was deposited in a messy pile well away from any of the cracks that had opened in the floor. With Beelzebub gone, Ethan turned and set his sights on the fissure that had been exposed in the next chamber through the broken chamber wall.

[Skill Observed: Twilight Seal]

User: Ethan Harper

Effect: Seal a Fissure of Corruption by sacrificing a portion of your own vitality as Cursed damage. Damage taken varies by the size of the fissure.

Silence fell across the chamber as the fissure was sealed and the rest of the liquid drained through the damaged portions of the dungeon. Lily briefly wondered where it even went, but stopped the second Ethan approached them from around the broken pillar closest to him. He still glowed with power. He was still grinning. And frick on a stick did he look yummy.

“Dibs,” Lily said as she pried herself from under the other two and jumped to her feet. “Dibs!”

“You can’t call ‘dibs’,” Glory argued, pushing Gloomy off of her with her feet. “That’s not how it works.”

“Does now,” Lily responded, throwing her arms around Ethan. She squeezed him a little harder than she meant to, but was surprised to see that it didn’t bother him. The dashing hero of the hour didn’t just look the part, he was genuinely much stronger than he’d ever been before. “We should probably get the loot and get the frick out as quickly as we can, or I’m gonna start humping your leg right here.”

“Ah, ah!” Ethan said, holding up one hand. “Bath first. If either of us gets this shit in our… orifices… we’re gonna wish Beelzebutt had killed us instead.

“Ew,” Lily murmured, her imagination forming a picture of that exact thing in her mind to add weight to his statement. “Fine. Fine. Let’s go. Get the shit and let’s GOOOOO!”

Gloomy and Glory were quick to grab everything they could carry from the treasure chamber, stuffing it into their packs and even carrying it under their arms once the packs were overfilled. Instead of having to climb every level back to the entrance, they were able to take a levitating platform that brought them to a secret door that let out into the area, saving them considerable time. It was pretty common for the bigger dungeons, but it was very common for parties to take the long way back just to be sure they got everything.

Lily didn’t care, she wanted to mount her man and ride him ‘til morning!

“We can check all the loot once we have a place to rest for the evening,” Ethan informed them, walking with a bit of a swagger toward the portal. Still, Lily could tell that he was exhausted. If they didn’t have any mana potions in the loot, she might actually have to wait until morning to get dicked down. “Then we should probably see what we can do with these skill points.”

“Whatever you want, Baby,” Lily said, patting his chest as they stepped through the portal back to their world.

A spotlight ignited the moment they emerged on the other side, temporarily dazzling Lily and Ethan. Behind them, Gloomy and Glory groaned, indicating they’d been caught off-guard by it as well.

Kimura soldiers dropped from transports hovering overhead.

Gunships trained their weapons on them.

The silhouette of a man emerged from behind the spotlight and casually approached them. Lily could barely make out his features, but it looked just like the mage who had taken Glory and Gloomy back in Aurum. “Well, look at you lot. Quite the group of conquering heroes, hm? Perhaps you remember me? My name is Odai. You’re all under arrest.”

“Impossible,” Glory grunted, raising a hand to shield her eyes against the light. “I fricking killed you.”


Chapter 12



Ethan - Detour

Ethan scoffed and hurt like hell just to do that much. He was putting on a good show of strength, as far as he was concerned, but he couldn’t keep it going for long. All it would take was a stiff breeze to knock him over by that point. “Under arrest for what?”

“It’s a felony for non-licensed individuals to participate in dungeon runs and a felony to poach the quests granted to Reapers,” Odai drawled disinterestedly. Placing them under arrest was just a pretext—one that wasn’t entirely necessary. Why he even bothered was something of a mystery. Maybe he found it amusing.

“And how about that shit you pulled in Aurum, huh?” Ethan asked, taking a defiant step forward. “Any laws broken there?”

Odai’s face split into a shark-like grin, his cybernetic enhancements making the gesture all the more menacing. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean. I don’t know of any Kimura laws relevant to Radiance Industries’ territory, much less any that I may have broken. Perhaps you’re confused.”

“Cute,” Ethan groaned, rolling his eyes. Fortunately, Odai seemed like the type to appreciate a bit of banter, which gave Lily, Glory, and Gloomy a chance to assess the situation around them. Serving as a distraction was the best he could hope for with how spent he was. “So, what’s going to happen to us? Are we going to rot in some cell in Eventide?”

“Mmm, maybe,” Odai responded, scratching under his chin with the tip of a wand. “But, that seems unlikely.”

With a flick of his wrist, Odai pointed the wand in his direction before he even saw it coming.

[Skill Observed: Feedback Loop]

User: Odai

Effect: Deal a small amount of Lightning damage to all enemies in a 20 ft. Burst that causes all sensory inputs into a continuous loop, causing a variety of conditions.

Condition Imposed: Dazed, Confused, Sickened, Staggered

Duration: 5 min

Ethan’s vision tunneled as his head swam and his knees grew weak. Soon, he was on all fours and struggling to do even that much. The tips of his fingers felt as though they had multiplied and were feeling the ground beneath them dozens of times. Ethan squinted up at Odai, of which there were now multiples whirling around one another. Every physical sensation was multiplied and echoed several times over, making it impossible to tell when and how to move.

“You think you can play me, Harper?” Odai said, strolling a little closer now that he was no longer a threat. “Giving your trio of rabid bitches a chance to get their bearings while you chat me up?”

Ethan lifted his hand and was amazed at how the sensation echoed across his perception, nearly frying his synapses.

“That’s enough of that,” the voice of the old man they’d spoken with earlier commanded. Odai turned slightly when he heard the man rack a round in his shotgun. “These kids might not be Reapers, but they’re the only ones who bothered to help us. Just let them be on their way, and there won’t be any—.”

[Skill Observed: Arcane Bore]

User: Odai

Effect: Fire a narrow beam that deals high damage and adds your full Magic stat to penetration against everything within a 60 ft line.

The spell punched a hole the size of Ethan’s fist clean through the old man’s chest while completely destroying the shotgun in the process. As the old men slumped dead to the ground, Ethan caught a fleeting glimpse of a sizzling hole of the same size in the side of the trailer behind him.

The mage gave the body a brief, annoyed glance before turning his attention back on Ethan.

“You don’t have that much gear, so the effect won’t last nearly as long,” Odai admitted with a chuckle. “Gloria will probably be fucked for the next few days, though.”

“How bout me?” Lily snarled, lurching toward Odai with Hellscream at the ready.

The mage jumped back, wide-eyed. “How the hell?”

Ethan knew the answer, but had neither the means nor the desire to explain. Though Elias deserved everything he had coming to him, his insistence on Lily undergoing extensive biomods and gene-hacking had given her the means to regulate her response to the spell better than the rest of them. Odai was lucky that it had even a slight effect, considering how tough she was. None of them really understood quite what they were dealing with. They had their gaze so focused on getting a hold of Glory that they weren’t paying proper attention to the real threat—Lily Chen.

Ethan turned away and forced his eyes shut, struggling to regain control of his own body as Lily engaged Odai. Glory would remain out of commission until she could receive some healing, but Gloomy would be up soon if Lily could keep the mage busy. She didn’t have as many augmentations as Lily, but her natural toughness as a Nova and the properties of the Gloom Phoenix more than covered the gap.

That was when the waypoint appeared on his HUD. It was glitchy and danced around his vision a little, but it gave him something to focus on. It helped to center him and allowed him to slowly crawl to his feet. The sound that filled the air was a punishing thunder in his ears, which he found impossible to tune out. Whatever Lily or Odai was saying was lost in the noise, as was the chatter of the soldiers that had accompanied the unusual mage to apprehend them. All he had in the world at that moment was the waypoint, and he had no intention of letting it slip away if it could get him back on his feet.

Yet, no matter how much he focused, he couldn’t get the waypoint to stop dancing around in his vision. It took him a second more to understand that it wasn’t a glitch—the waypoint was moving. It appeared to be getting closer to them, and the closer it got, the more it jumped around in his field of view. Whatever it was, it was fast.

Ethan’s hand found Glory’s pack, which held the bulk of the smaller loot they’d pulled out of the dungeon. He’d spotted a few potions in passing, but was hoping for something a little rarer, considering how difficult the enemies had been.

“Come on, come on,” Ethan growled, sifting through a bunch of the potions until he felt a more unusual shape among them. “Ah-ha!”

Ethan glanced at the green fluid inside the vial only briefly before popping the top and downing half of it. It was thick as syrup and sour as hell, but Ethan had always liked sour. When he was a kid, it was a badge of honor among the kids as to who could handle the most sour candy without spitting it out. The second his vision cleared, he located Glory and force-fed her the second half.

“BLEGHHH!” Glory protested as she snapped out of her sensory overload. “What is that!?”

“Remedy,” Ethan laughed, tossing the bottle over his shoulder with the rest of the garbage. “Clears up nearly all System-based conditions. Half of one should clear up about half as many or clear all of them up halfway… not sure exactly which.”

“That doesn’t sound real,” Glory grunted, half-smiling as she glanced up at Lily and Gloomy engaging the Kimura forces. With how destructive of a threat they represented, she and Ethan had nearly been forgotten entirely. It wouldn’t last long, so Ethan had to get them a path of escape before the Kimura soldiers got their shit together.

“Can you lock that asshole down?” Ethan asked, glancing at Glory as she reoriented herself. “Maybe a skill you’ve been keeping in your back pocket?”

“No,” Glory answered. “I tried before, but his ICE is too strong for me to breach.”

“But you’re absolutely sure you killed him?” Ethan wondered, more amused than skeptical.

Glory nodded emphatically. “Oh, yeah. I cooked him on a power conduit, and then the whole transport crashed. Even without the conduit, he should have been salsa.”

“Salsa,” Ethan repeated with a disgusted face. “Tasty.”

Just as Ethan reached for Glory’s back to search for a mana potion so he could join the girls in the fight, an armored hovercar roared into view, blasting through a large pile of garbage that was sent skittering across the battlefield. It slammed to a halt right next to Ethan and Glory as a heavy turret mounted to the roof opened fire on the nearby soldiers, forcing them into cover. The doors swung open, revealing that there was no one inside, but the waypoint hovered just above the seat inside.

“Huh,” Ethan murmured, glancing at Glory. “Guess our ride is here. Hop in.”

Glory glanced quickly at the nearest troop transport with flickering optics before jumping into the bulky vehicle.

[Skill Observed: System Ravager]

User: Glory

Effect: Deal catastrophic damage to an enemy OS, inflicting a wide array of conditions

Condition Imposed: Blind, Crippled, Dazed, Confused, Disarmed

Duration: 5 minutes or until healed

The transport didn’t have enough altitude for a system failure to do serious damage, but the loss of its navigational controls caused it to list heavily to one side, where it collided with one of the gunships. The gunship couldn’t maintain its position, resulting in both ships being taken temporarily out of the fight.

“Lily! Gloomy!” Ethan shouted as he flagged them down. Neither wanted to pull back from the fight, but neither was about to argue with him of all people. Odai shifted his stance and pointed his wand at the falling ships, casting a spell to keep their weight from drifting into a third.

“Shoot them!” Odai roared, struggling to maintain the ships’ positions. Ethan slid into the driver’s seat as Lily and Gloomy piled into the back amid a hail of gunfire. The armor of the vehicle protected them from the brunt of the gunfire, but was quickly being chipped away. The autopilot engaged before the doors were even shut, spun the hovercar around, and took off at top speed. Which was… less than he’d hoped for.

“Can’t this thing go any faster!?” Lily complained from the back seat while staring out the rear window.

“Between the heavy turret and all the armor, this thing is too weighed down to go any faster,” Ethan said as he looked over the readouts on the dash. “I’m not sure where the autopilot is taking us, specifically, but it looks like we’re heading toward Eventide after all.”

“That sounds like a terrible idea!” Gloomy protested, banging her fist on the inside of the vehicle. “We got a ride home, let’s just go!”

The comms readout flickered, displaying a silhouetted figure while speaking in a garbled voice. “I would not recommend any attempt to cross back into Radiance Industries territory at this time.”

Glory and Ethan exchanged looks as the transports and gunships behind them came about and gave chase. He had no doubt that they would be on them in no time. “Why the fuck not? Who are you? What the hell is this?”

“The border is not safe for anyone right now,” the garbled voice responded. “I can answer the rest of your questions once you’re out of danger.”

Several rounds from the gunship closest to them thumped across the back of the vehicle, causing it to shake violently from side to side. One of the readouts indicated that someone was attempting to breach the vehicle’s systems, but was gaining very little progress. The trailers and shanties in the neighborhood didn’t fare so well as they streaked up the dirt road. Several of the buildings were torn to shreds on the spot, while others were trampled underfoot as the pursuing force closed on them.

Ethan took quick stock of Lily and Gloomy’s wounds. Each of them was bleeding and in no condition to keep fighting, but the damage didn’t appear to be life-threatening. Still, the sight of them in such a state made his blood boil.

“Whoever you are,” Ethan said, looking back at the comms readout. “I appreciate your help, but if we’re going to survive this, you need to take us off autopilot and let us handle this.”

“You?” the voice replied. “You’re sure?”

Ethan glanced at Glory again and motioned for her to interface with the weapon systems. “We’re not going to outrun them like this. We need to be putting up a fight as we go.”

“Very well,” the voice said. “Autopilot will disengage as soon as you take the controls, Mr. Harper.”

Ethan took the controls without hesitation. Once he did, a waypoint appeared on his HUD, informing him of their final destination as they sped through the expanse of wasteland between the outskirts and the city itself, weaving through ruins and errant rock formations. The secondary readout indicated that Glory was fully integrated with the weapons systems. “Ready?”

“Yes,” Glory confirmed, remaining eerily still as the vehicle itself became an extension of her body. “You drive, I’ll shoot.”

“What about us?” Gloomy asked, leaning forward between the front seats. “What do we do?”

“Just sit there and look pretty,” Ethan answered with a smirk, just before cutting the wheel to make a sharp turn around a cluster of jagged boulders. Gloomy shifted violently from side to side before sitting back in her seat. “Maybe throw a safety harness on while you’re at it.”

“We’re supposed to be taking clothes off, not putting more things on,” Gloomy complained, but she did as Ethan suggested. The turret overhead opened fire on their pursuers, causing the whole interior to thump loudly in time with the shots. “I was really looking forward to that bath.”

“Same,” Lily grumbled, still staring out the back window. “The shots don’t seem to be doing much damage.”

“They’re more heavily armored than we are,” Glory growled in frustration. “And we just have the one turret.”

“Try that thing you did with the gauntlet you ripped off that one guy’s power armor,” Gloomy suggested. “Should still work, right?”

“Hm,” Glory grunted thoughtfully. “Worth a try.”

[Skill Observed: Overcharge]

User: Glory

Effect: Deal additional damage with a single shot proportionate to the amount of mana used to activate this skill.

Mana Used: 20%

Extra Damage: 140%

The car lurched forward from the extra kick of the turret despite the extra weight of the vehicle. A large chunk of plating sheared off the side of the nearest gunship, taking one of its turret placements along with it. “Don’t dump too much mana into that,” Ethan cautioned as he kept his driving as unpredictable as he could manage until they reached the highway. “I didn’t get a chance to see how many mana potions we had.”

“Then I only have a couple more of those left in me,” Glory admitted, frustratedly. Despite her complaint, she continued to fire on the Kimura forces. Evidently noticing they had Glory handling their defense, Odai started doing the same for his own people. Ethan had no illusions that the man genuinely cared for their well-being. He’d seen what had happened to the old man. No, Odai was only protecting them because he still needed them.

Several of the turrets’ standard rounds glanced off the magic barriers erected by Odai from inside one of the ships. As a Reaper, he was able to do it with ease. Conventional weapons, not enhanced by Glory’s abilities, were unlikely to put up much of a fight against him. A similar disparity in efficacy was likely why Lily and Gloomy were still alive.

Ethan got them onto the highway, passing beneath a series of glowing signs that announced the status of traffic at the turnoffs ahead. He’d always been a skilled driver, but with the recent equipment he’d raided from the HQ Vault, it was even easier. His senses were just a little keener and his reflexes just a little better.

There were very few vehicles on the road at that hour at the edge of Eventide, making it easy to weave between lanes and place signs between them and Odai’s men. Ground-based obstacles and the weight of the vehicle, making it slower to ascend, kept Ethan close to the ground to avoid handing even a sliver of advantage over to Odai.

Ethan considered taking the first turn-off to hide among the buildings as they sprang up around them, but he knew that civilian casualties would be enough to stay Odai’s hand or that the buildings themselves at the edge of the city would provide much cover. He had to wait until he was closer to the heart of the city, where more durable structures would be found. As if to confirm his thought process, a few vehicles that remained on the highway with them exploded under the stray fire from Odai’s gunships.

Worse, barricades were being erected up ahead, boxing them in. Rather than be forced into the air, Ethan cut the wheel to the right as they hit the incline of the overpass, crashing through the concrete barrier to the street below, where he weaved into tighter quarters. Without knowing the city, he didn’t know which route was best, but he knew the fat asses of the gunships wouldn’t be able to follow him through more narrow corridors on the city grid. Transports, however, were another story.

“Ready on the right,” Ethan instructed, checking the rear views as the first transport began to overtake them above and to the right. Glory brought the turret around as the hatch on the transport opened and half a squad of armored soldiers stood ready to open fire. They only got a few shots off before Glory put an overcharged shot through a few of the men and the top of the transport’s unarmored interior. A hole erupted out of the opposite side of the transport, sending the entire thing spinning out of control into a megabuilding across the street.

“OHHHHHH!” Gloomy and Lily shouted together before breaking into laughter. “What a shot!”

The next transport pulled up above them on the left before the flames of the first transport, and the building it had collided with was out of Ethan’s rear view.

“On the left!” Ethan shouted as he took the next turn, trying to avoid what he was sure was a trap by gunships awaiting them up ahead.

[Skill Observed: Ravager’s Frenzy]

Effect: Attack Power +200%

Duration: Until Calmed

The turret swung around faster than normal, the mechanisms responsible for its turning turning faster thanks to Glory’s frenzy. The thumping inside the vehicle was louder and faster than it had been before as the shots cut through the hull of the transport like a saw, shredding the armor and meat of the men inside in the process.

A much smaller vehicle with its top open raced out at them from a side street with Odai in the passenger’s seat, his wand at the ready. With an aggressive downward sweep of the wand, Odai unleashed another Arcane Bore directed at the turret rather than the main body of the vehicle. Ethan had no way of knowing if the spell would have been enough to chew through the armor of the vehicle, but it was definitely enough to tear through the turning mechanisms, freezing it in place.

“HRAAAAH SONUVA BITCH FACE SHIT FUCK!” Glory roared furiously, barely restraining herself from punching the dashboard in. “I can’t aim the damn thing now!”

“I’ll get it!” Lily announced, spinning in her seat and kicking out the back window, which had been starting to buckle under the punishment of the last few volleys. Before Ethan could anticipate what she was doing, she slipped out the back and scrambled onto the top of the hovercar like a cat.

“The hell is she doing?” Ethan muttered to himself, checking the rear views and then finding an exit from their current course, still hoping to evade gunships. Barricades were coming down around them in all directions, likely corralling him toward more men lying in wait. It would only be a matter of time before more Reapers were assigned to the situation, making their lives even more difficult.

Lily avoided another offensive spell from Odai, then leaned down and ripped the turret free of its mounting atop the vehicle.

“Getting me my shot,” Glory laughed wickedly as Lily whipped the turret around and pointed it at the dumbfounded mage. Ethan couldn’t imagine what must have been going through the man’s head in that last moment as he stared down the barrel of the turret as it began to glow. His reflexes were well-honed, but they wouldn’t do him any good.

[Skill Observed: Overcharge]

User: Glory

Effect: Deal additional damage with a single shot proportionate to the amount of mana used to activate this skill.

Mana Used: 65%

Extra Damage: 230%

Glory dumped the rest of her MP into the next Overcharge, which Odai attempted to shunt aside with some kind of defensive barrier. He would have been better off trying to avoid the shot, but he was operating entirely off instinct in that moment of panic. The shot collided with his barrier, sparing him the brunt of the immediate damage, but hurling him back out of the speeding hovercar, where one of the glowing displays mounted to the mouth of a tunnel caught him across the skull.

Between the force of the blast and the speed they were traveling at, it was just enough to snap the man’s neck before he went tumbling into a mess of live electrical conduits and rubble.

“There! See!?” Glory announced. “You all saw it, right? He’s dead. Fricking DEAD!”

Ethan chuckled a little, unable to conceive of any way the man could have survived it, even as a Reaper. “Now let’s get the fuck out of here.”

A new waypoint appeared on his HUD up ahead. This time, it was located just above an access door within the tunnel itself. Up and down the length of the corridor, the lights shorted out and went dark.

“End of the line,” Ethan announced, braking hard as the skies outside the tunnel grew dense with more Kimura forces. Without another word, they grabbed their things and piled out of the car before fleeing into the access tunnel.

The vehicle they left behind would have been a dead giveaway for where they’d gone, but as Ethan looked over his shoulder, the hovercar’s door slammed shut and took off on autopilot at full speed. It wouldn’t take long for them to figure out the vehicle was racing around the city empty, but by that time, they’d be long gone.

Now, all that seemed to be left was to meet with their mysterious benefactor and find out why they’d seen fit to extend a helping hand to them…

…And what it was going to end up costing them.


Chapter 13



Gloomy - Bath Time

Gloomy spent the next few hours with the others, creeping through access tunnels that moved under the city of Eventide. The experience reminded her of the last time they’d been in Neo-Elysium. She was the one to take the lead once Ethan shared the waypoint to follow with her. She could sense and see things in the darkest corners of the underground that the others couldn’t even with their various enhancements. It was like the darkness spoke to her, informing her of anything that she needed to know, rather than her simply seeing into it.

Steam and fumes from leaking pipes rose from the depths of the underground around them. Like Neo-Elysium and presumably so many other megacities from the old world, Eventide had been built upon infrastructure and ruins from centuries past. Layers upon layers of infrastructure that were neglected or forgotten. Eventually, they came to an access hatch that had been unlocked specifically for them. Inside was a sub-basement with an open elevator waiting for them.

“This is a bit spooky,” Lily murmured, holding tightly to Ethan’s arm. Even for Gloomy, who saw dark forgotten spaces in a much different way, the circumstances were eerie. Having someone they didn’t know leave the door unlocked for them, and an elevator waiting, put her on high alert.

“It’s unlikely anyone at the top of that elevator is gonna pose a real threat to us,” Ethan assured her. Gloomy could think of plenty of ways that they could, but the fact remained that between them, there was an awful lot of Slayer muscle. Their chances were pretty good, all things considered.

Stepping into the elevator after the others were inside, Gloomy hit the panel that glowed beside the door. Rather than allowing them to choose a floor, it brought them to a pre-programmed destination with the words ‘please wait’ glowing prominently on the display.

They didn’t go far. At least, it didn’t feel like they went. They were in the elevator for less than a minute before it coasted to a stop and the doors opened. Whatever Gloomy was expecting to see when they did wasn’t what she got.

The room was understated and mostly empty save for a few chairs and a reception desk that appeared completely unmanned. The lights weren’t the sterile, cold white she had come to expect from places like Radiance Industries or SlayerCorp; they were much warmer and more intimate. There was a single, potted plant in the corner, flanking the only other door that she could see.

Ethan stepped out first, motioning for the ladies to stay behind them. Some women might have seen it as a macho thing, but Gloomy’s heart fluttered at the gesture. Goddamn it was hot.

“Hello?” Ethan called into the empty reception area. “Is anyone here?”

A device hidden somewhere behind the desk flickered to life, casting a human shape into existence as a hologram. The figure—a young woman wearing a dated headset and chewing gum—seated behind the desk took form. “How can I help you?”

Ethan ventured closer to the desk with the trio of Lilys lingering behind him a couple of steps. The elevator door slid shut once they were clear, and judging by the sound, moved to another floor.

“Uh, we were invited,” Ethan murmured, glancing around before leaning slowly on the desk. “I received a waypoint with instructions on my HUD?”

The hologram snapped her gum before tapping a section of the desk closest to Ethan. The spot she touched lit up, revealing a hand scanner built right into the surface. “Sign in here, please.”

Ethan glanced down, then ambivalently placed his palm on the device. The device lit up blue and then beeped, indicating the scan had been accepted.

“Thank you,” the hologram said, then gestured toward the door with a glowing hand. “Just through there, Mr. Harper.”

Ethan thanked the hologram reflexively, as if she were a real person, then proceeded toward the door, which slid open for him the moment he was within a couple of inches of it. The girls followed and found that beyond the door was a mostly open floor space with a few lines of cubicles with no one inside them. A line of small lights lit the path they were meant to follow, leading them past several of the empty boxes containing only chairs, desks, and outdated computer equipment. None of it appeared to have seen use in years, at the very least.

The path of lights brought them to an office space at the rear of the large open room. The door opened for them as they approached.

“Hello!” A woman’s voice called as they drew closer. “Come in, come in!”

Ethan’s pace slowed, but he did as instructed, making sure to keep himself positioned between them and whoever was inside. When they entered the office, they found it stacked high with computing equipment from different eras, connected by various wires and adapters that allowed them to communicate. Amid the stacks of technology cluttering every surface was a desk with a lone woman behind it. It looked like the den of some basement-dwelling Netwalker, but the woman herself didn’t fit the stereotype.

Gloomy moved out from behind Ethan to get a better look at her, bristling at the faintest possibility that she might attempt to flirt with him. She had short, straight, blonde hair and blue eyes, with a dark black turtle neck so dark it almost made her body look like a silhouette of its general shape. Her voice was in a much lower register than her otherwise youthful appearance would suggest, like that of a much older woman.

“Welcome, Mr. Harper,” she said with a faint smile on her lips, extending a hand toward him. “I hope the route I gave you wasn’t too much of an inconvenience. I had to be sure that you could pass through the city undetected, and the best way at the time was to go under it.”

Ethan took her hand slowly and shook it, then tilted his head to the side. “Wait a minute. You’re Barbara Singer.”

Glory’s brows shot up. “Founder and CEO of Singer Systems?”

“Former CEO,” the woman corrected, trying to look humble in the face of their recognition of her identity. “I was forced out many years ago by the board, but yes. You can call me Barb.”

“Holy shit,” Ethan laughed, taking his hand back. “What are you doing here? I thought you would have retired to some coastal compound a long, long time ago.”

“It loses its charm after a couple of years,” Barb answered with a slight shrug, her gaze shifting toward Lily. “You must be Lily Chen. I’ve been very interested in meeting you.”

Lily looked surprised by the sentiment, glancing at the woman’s extended hand for a moment before deciding to take it. “Why me?”

“Anyone who gives SlayerCorp a black eye like you did is worth meeting,” Barb joked, shaking her hand more enthusiastically than she had Ethan. “Hoping maybe you can do the same for Kimura Industries here soon.”

“What? Why?” Lily wondered with a disgusted face. Neither she nor the other Lilys were particularly interested in fighting with any more companies. They’d barely managed to bring stability to Radiance, and that was only because it happened to be where they lived at the time. The fate of Megacorps wasn’t their problem nor their concern. All that mattered was having a patch of stability they could call their own so that they could get down to breeding like rabbits with their man. Everything else not in direct service to that goal was secondary.

“Well, without getting too into the details, they’re kind of everyone’s problem,” Barb responded, glancing between the two other Lilys with amusement. “The world would be a much better place without them and the chaos they’ve created, but we can deal with that later. You’re all probably dying for a shower or something, right?”

“Like you wouldn’t believe,” Ethan laughed. Not only had they been through several fights without the chance to clean up, but they’d also spent a few hours underground getting sweatier and grosser with every passing minute. A shower was definitely in order.

Barb pushed her chair back from her desk and got to her feet, revealing a modest pair of blue slacks that looked a little on the dated side. Her eyes flickered a few times, giving the first indication that she was cybernetically augmented in any way. “Let me show you to the executive washroom. I promise it’s much more impressive than what you’ve seen so far.”

“What is this place?” Glory asked suspiciously as they were led out of Barb’s office down a corridor branching off the main floor of cubicles. They passed several doors that led into larger offices that were just as empty as the cubicles had been. Peeking in through the adjoining windows showed that none of the offices had been disturbed in what must have been years. It had a sort of spooky, liminal space kind of feel to it that Gloomy found unnerving. “Have you started another company?”

“Sort of?” Barb said, glancing back at them as she led them down the hall. The hall met with another one in a T-section, with either direction leading to larger offices presumably set aside for executives, managers, and other important corporate types. Each space seemed as abandoned as all the others they’d seen. “It’s more of a private project than anything. Very limited employees.”

“Why an executive washroom, then?” Gloomy wondered, unable to hide the note of suspicion in her voice.

Barb shrugged, spreading her arms out to either side. Either she hadn’t noticed Gloomy’s tone or she didn’t mind it. “The building came with it. Seemed like a shame to get rid of something so nice.”

The door to the washroom opened automatically when they reached it, revealing precisely what Barb had meant by ‘nice’. The space was less of a washroom and more of a miniature spa. The air was thick with the scented humidity from a large hot tub churning with bubbles from unseen jets below the surface. There were other tubs set aside for soaking and a few stalls for quicker showers, complete with detachable heads. The entire floor was tiled, with a few drains to handle whatever came from the washroom occupants moving between facilities.

Multiple vanities with mirrors were provided for grooming, along with shelves of expensive bath and beauty products for whoever wished to use them. A rack of towels in different sizes sat on their left, just beside the door. Another was located across the room, closer to the large tub that looked as though it was meant to fit the entire board of directors.

“Whoa,” Ethan gasped with amazement. “You weren’t kidding.”

“Mm,” Gloomy grunted in acknowledgment, not wanting to give Barb too much credit until she knew more about her and what she wanted from them. Gloomy couldn’t deny how badly she wanted to jump right into the tub on the spot.

“Take as much time as you’d like,” Barb said with a wide sweep of her arm. “I have a private washroom I can use if needed, and there’s no one else here to interrupt you. Nice to soak the muscles and get all that dungeon gunk out of your hair.”

Before she could leave, Ethan placed a hand on her arm. It wasn’t an aggressive gesture—he didn’t grab her or anything—but it was enough to get the woman’s attention. “Hold on. Why are you doing this for us? What do you want?”

Barbara smiled at him and patted his hand. “Later. I understand you must have a ton of questions, but I’ve got a few irons in the fire I have to tend to. Once you’re done in here, let me know, and I’ll get you somewhere to rest and eat.”

Gloomy’s stomach growled in answer to the mere mention of food. She was tempted to skip over the bath and get something to eat first, but was very aware of just how badly she smelled.

Ethan didn’t like it, but accepted the woman’s answer regardless. The minute she left, Lily and Glory began pulling their clothes off and sticking them in a nearby hamper with the assumption they’d be able to launder the clothes later.

“We all agree this is really weird, right?” Gloomy said, following suit and taking her clothes off to toss in the hamper. All of the other valuable gear they had was tossed into a pile beside the hamper to be dealt with separately, including Ethan’s armor.

“Yeah,” Ethan acknowledged, peeling his undies off in a way that Gloomy found incredibly sexy. “It’s pretty weird. No idea what she wants, but I’ll take the free bath while I can.”

“Fair,” Gloomy muttered, skittering over to the bath to slip into the hot water behind Lily. Being that they were the same person, they both shared the experience of not having had a proper bath in a long, long time. Facilities for them in Neo-Elysium were at a premium, as space was usually limited to just a shower, toilet, and sink in most bathrooms. A real soak was a luxury they didn’t often indulge in.

“Wonder what she wants, though,” Ethan murmured, slipping into the tub alongside them, hissing a bit through his teeth at the heat until finally sinking up to his neck. “I don’t want to get sucked into toppling a regime.”

“Not like we can go home,” Gloomy grunted as Glory took a seat beside her. She noted how the tub could have taken a couple more of them if they really wanted, but in its current state, it was the perfect number of people to allow her to stretch her legs. “If the companies are finally going to war, the borders are going to be where the worst of the fighting is.”

It wouldn’t just be regular people in private militaries fighting. Every company would redeploy its Slayers—or equivalents of Slayers—into the field so as not to lose ground to one another. It was going to be an absolute shitshow.

“I wonder who did her augmentation work,” Glory murmured, glancing thoughtfully in the direction of the door.

“What do you mean?” Ethan asked, slouching a little more until the water was up to his chin. Gloomy could practically feel the tension oozing out of him by the expression on his face alone. It was enough to bring a smile to her face despite her often dour demeanor as of late.

“I mean, Barbara Singer is not a young woman,” Glory laughed, grabbing a nearby washcloth to run under her breasts. Gloomy lifted her own under the water to do the same. Sweat that accumulated under the tits was just the worst. “She looks like she did maybe decades ago when she was first forced out of Singer Systems. Whoever is doing her work must be a goddamn wizard.”

“Could be,” Ethan pointed out. “A wizard, I mean. I don’t know much about plastic surgery or anything, but it seems like magic would be a viable way of keeping up with that stuff if you really wanted. You’d just have to find the right guy to do it.”

Lily leaned back against the side of the tub, content to just let the hot water work its magic on her rather than getting in and scrubbing herself for the time being. “Why was she pushed out, anyway?”

“Something to do with Artificial Intelligence,” Glory answered with a shrug, wiping her neck down. “She was one of the last holdouts on the tech.”

“After everything that happened?” Ethan scoffed, shaking his head. “That shit nearly blew up the world, and she wants to bring it back?”

“She never wanted to abandon it,” Glory corrected, raising a finger. “Her father was one of the pioneers of the technology way back. She was a prodigy with it when she was a kid. They used to say her mind functioned more like an AI than a normal human brain because of all the time she spent around it. She grew up with it. Some thought she developed a weird little kinship with them—or a fetish. Whatever.”

“What’s she been doing since then?” Lily asked, arching a suspicious brow.

Glory shook her head. “No idea. She went off the radar after she left the company. I think she probably needed time to nurse her wounds. A lot of what I just told you was mostly rumors. I have no idea how much is actually true and the proceedings that forced her out were all conducted behind closed doors. If I were to guess, I’d say it was a standard corporate takeover using a moral panic for momentum.”

“You don’t think keeping her away from AI was a legitimate concern?” Ethan mused.

Glory considered her answer as she undid her hair ties and set them next to the tub. Again, Gloomy followed suit. She was eager to get her hair washed and rinsed. “It is. I just don’t know if what they said about her and AI was true. Everyone is so jittery about any tech that gets even close to it that they usually shoot first and ask questions later. A savvy executive could use that to do most of the work when it comes to the Singers. Outside of the operating system division of the business, that was practically their whole brand.”

“Hm,” Lily grunted, finally grabbing a washcloth for herself. “Still doesn’t answer what her problem is with Kimura.”

“Kimura sucks,” Gloomy interjected, as though that were enough to bring down the whole damn company. In her eyes, it was very close. The company had done nothing but give them a hard time the moment it came into their lives, after all.

Ethan pressed his lips together in a thin line and sighed. “I don’t know. It’s a lot to think about. I just want to go home.”

“Same,” Lily agreed with a chuckle. “I don’t give a shit about whatever errands she has for us. Dungeons is one thing, I guess, but I’m not waging a war on an entire company in the heart of their city.”

Gloomy arched a brow at the mention of the dungeons. It had been the waypoints given to Ethan that had led them to the one with the Thunderbird. “Why would she have sent us to finish a couple of dungeons instead of coming directly here? We might have been able to do it without getting noticed if she had.”

“We can ask her when we talk to her,” Ethan groaned, resting his head against the side of the tub and closing his eyes. For a moment, Gloomy thought he was surrendering to the heat and just allowing himself to relax, but then she noticed a slightly guilty look on Lily’s face and only one of her hands under the water.

“Are you jerking him off!?” Gloomy snapped, pointing an accusatory finger at Lily.

“Tshhhh, why would you say that?” Lily laughed nervously, purposely avoiding eye contact with her.

Glory frowned, looking down at the water obscuring Ethan’s crotch and then up to Lily. “Because that’s exactly what you’re doing.”

Lily’s face turned a little red, giggling as she feigned innocence. “NoooOOoo!”

“You sneaky bitch!” Gloomy and Glory shouted in unison, pouncing on Lily before she had a chance to get out of the way. Water sloshed out of the tub from the sudden shift, with Ethan expending only the minimal amount of effort to lean away from the chaos. Through the sophisticated language of kicking, scratching, biting, and pulling hair, the Lilys worked through their disagreement like a trio of mature adults amid the splashing and churning in the tub.

It would be several minutes of spirited debate before they were able to reach a mutually amicable agreement, and the decision was made to maul Ethan together, which cut an abrupt end to their man’s brief period of relaxation and soaking. Sadly, he had pussies to service, and all three were primed and ready to go.

For Gloomy, it felt good to finally get back to basics.


Chapter 14



Ethan - Feast of Revelations

Ethan was a little impressed with his ability to keep up with the three insatiable nymphos and their impromptu reverse gang bang in the washroom. The space echoed with the intense slapping staccato of wet flesh on flesh as he jackhammered each hungry hole to satisfaction. Sometimes twice. Luckily, he was able to cut them off before things got too out of hand, leaving Glory satisfied on the tile floor with her legs open and oozing a bit of his jizz from her freshly fucked pussy.

It wouldn’t last long. Lily sat on the edge of the tub with an expression that said she was considering taking him for another spin, so he had to think of something quick. His legs were shaky already. If he went much further, he might not be standing again for the rest of the day.

Shuffling over to their gear, Ethan began searching for one of the pieces of gear that would help shore up his stamina and reduce his fatigue. Just over the top of the hamper, he noticed a green light blinking on a panel flush with the wall itself.

“Does anyone know what this does?” Ethan asked, indicating the blinking light with his thumb. “Did you turn something on?”

The Lilys glanced at each other lazily and shook their heads. Basking in the afterglow of their vigorous fuck-fest, there wasn’t much that could get their interest or concern. Ethan shrugged and touched a finger to the light.

The panel slid up, and a tray with freshly laundered and folded clothing slid out.

“The hell?” Ethan murmured, realizing that it was the clothing they’d dropped in the hamper just before sliding into the tub. He lifted the lid of the hamper to double-check and, sure enough, found it empty. “That’s crazy.”

As soon as he took the clothes from the tray, it slid back into the wall, and the panel closed. If there hadn’t been a blinking light to alert him of the compartment’s presence, he would have never known it was there. His eyes darted around the room, wondering how many more of those things were lurking in the walls. “Uh… laundry’s done.”

“Really?” Gloomy asked, arching a curious brow from inside the tub. “Already?”

“To be fair,” Ethan began with a laugh. “I have no idea how long we’ve been at it in here. I wasn’t really paying attention to the time.”

“Does that mean we’re done?” Lily grumped with an excessive pout.

“Just for now,” Ethan said, dividing the clothes up and setting them out for them with some towels. “I’d like to find a bed before we continue.”

A smile slowly crept onto Lily’s face, her eyes twinkling mischievously. “Yeah. Alright.”

“I’m starving, anyway,” Gloomy added, practically jumping out of the tub. Ethan noted how remarkable it was that despite the grit and grime they’d been coated in when they first got in, the water was still incredibly clean. Perhaps the hamper wasn’t the only self-cleaning mechanism in the room. It made Ethan wonder what else they would encounter that appeared to work independently of humans.

“You’re always hungry,” Lily laughed, grabbing the towel Ethan laid out for her. His eyes lingered on her curves as she rubbed herself down. His appetite was definitely bigger than his stomach—metaphorically speaking.

Once they were all dried off and dressed, Ethan led them from the washroom, only to encounter Barb approaching them in the hallway.

“Ah! I was just coming to see you,” She said with a little smile. “It looks like you found your laundry just fine, though. I’ve prepared a room for you, and dinner will be ready soon. Are you hun—?”

“Yes!” Gloomy said, poking her head out from behind Ethan, her eyes lighting up. “Starving. Famished.”

Glory slowly pulled her back to give Ethan some space with Barb. “Easy, Killer.”

“Excellent,” Barb said, clapping her hands together in front of her. “I wasn’t sure what you would want so I had a selection of dishes made. I’ve converted the old boardroom here to a dining room if you’d like to follow me?”

Ethan motioned for her to lead the way, which she promptly did. He noticed that there was no mention of a chef or a cook. She’d had things made for them, but no mention of who or how she had done it. Considering what Glory had told him about her affinity for AI, Ethan got the sneaking suspicion that most of what kept the building running was automated.

“And the bedroom?” Lily inquired.

“Excuse me?” Barb responded, looking back at her.

Lily motioned vaguely to their surroundings. “The room you got ready for us. Was it converted from something else, too?”

“Oh!’ the blonde woman chuckled in that unusual baritone of hers. “Yes. I’ve got more than enough office space just on this floor alone. Business suites on the upper levels have more than enough space to serve as full-fledged apartments.”

“Seems like you’ve got everything you need here,” Ethan remarked absently as they passed more empty offices, one after another. “Any plans to employ more people here?”

“I hope to eventually, but most of my assets aren’t liquid right now,” Barb answered easily. “Baby steps.”

Rather than use the elevator to bring them to the next floor, Barb chose the stairwell, which seemed to be designed for regular use rather than as a last resort. The metal railings that Ethan expected from most corporate stairwells had been replaced with what appeared to be real wood. Decorative lights hung from the ceiling, speaking of a bygone era, though not nearly as distant in the past as some of the things Elias Calderone had preferred. It had a warmer, cozier quality to it.

The difference between the next floor and the previous one was like night and day. Tasteful carpeting, warmer lighting, and landscape paintings on the walls created a homier atmosphere. It was still relatively sterile, like a brand new hotel, but he found it preferable to industrial and corporate lighting with endless linoleum and stark white walls.

Barb pushed open a set of finely crafted wooden doors to grant them access to the dining room, which had a long table already set for them, piled high with various dishes to choose from. Food wasn’t typically enough to impress Ethan on its own, namely because so much of what people ate back in Neo-Elysium was synthesized garbage, but what he saw waiting for them there was different.

Some kind of roast bird sat at the center of the table, the crisp, golden skin still sizzling as though it had just been pulled from the oven. It was surrounded by a collection of potatoes and vegetables that had been allowed to soak up the meat’s juices while it cooked. A massive bowl of genuine salad with real vegetables sat near it, along with a board of sliced roast that looked like it would melt in his mouth. What appeared to be real lasagna was still steaming in a baking dish, alongside fresh garlic bread, a casserole of some sort, and several pies and desserts.

“Frick on a stick,” Lily murmured, her eyes nearly as large and round as the empty dinner plates that awaited them. “This looks incredible!”

“Please, dig in,” Barb said with a sweep of her arm. “As much as you like.”

While the girls piled on, Ethan watched Barb out of the corner of his eye as she circled around to the head of the table. She didn’t appear to be in any particular hurry. He shoveled a little of everything he could fit onto his plate and took a seat right next to Lily. Whatever the bird was, it wasn’t chicken. It had a totally different flavor. It was succulent and rich. “What is this?”

“Duck,” Barb answered with a smile. “What do you think?”

“Never had it before,” Ethan admitted, taking another bite before nodding his approval. Barb lingered behind the chair at the head of the table, pulling it out but not sitting. It was like she was waiting for someone else to arrive. “Where the hell did you get something like this? It must have been expensive.”

“Not as much as you would think. I take a special interest in preservation of things from the past,” she explained with a shrug of fake modesty. Why she tried to affect modesty in the first place was beyond him. He wouldn’t have thought less of her for simply owning it.

Glancing at the chair, Ethan’s brows furrowed. “Are we… waiting for someone?”

“Just me,” a woman from the other end of the room said, entering from a second set of doors. She had a voice remarkably similar to Barb. In fact, he would have thought it was her if he hadn’t been looking right at her to see her lips not moving. The woman was much older than Barb, with faded blonde hair, but was dressed in nearly the exact same outfit. “Sorry to keep you waiting. I’ve been wrapped up in work all day. How are you doing?”

Ethan gave the Lilys a confused look. Glory was the only one not to return the look. Her gaze was fixed on the older woman, clearly confused. “What’s going on here?” she asked weakly.

The older woman laughed, taking the seat that Barb had pulled out for her. The younger woman then took a seat beside her and began filling their plates for them. Seeing them side by side like that, Ethan could have sworn that they were related—perhaps mother and daughter.

“You’re not the only copies of an original at this table,” the older woman said, patting Barb’s arm, who smiled in return. “It knocked me for a loop originally. I can imagine the experience was similar for you, hm? Was it easier the second time?”

Ethan paused with a mouthful of potatoes, stunned and a little embarrassed that he appeared to be the last one to realize what was going on. He swallowed quickly and cleared his throat. “You’re Barbara Singer? She’s a copy?”

“A copy, maybe, but she’s the one with all the looks,” the older Barb chuckled.

“Widow said there were other Novas,” Gloomy noted, glancing at Ethan before looking back toward the head of the table. “How old is she?”

“Much older than you,” the younger woman interjected, cutting her meat into perfect little pieces before finally taking a bite. Ethan supposed that ruled out the possibility of her being a robot. “As old as the portals themselves. How about you?”

“Not very old,” Gloomy answered, blushing. “Just over a year.”

“I’m even younger than that,” Glory added without prompting. “But it’s a little more complicated in my case.”

“So she’s just a younger you?” Lily wondered, looking between the two. “How did that happen?”

The older Barb raised a hand to let the younger know she would answer and that she could enjoy her meal for a bit. “She appears now exactly as she did at the moment of her creation. Her cellular decay is nearly zero. She ages, but at such an incredibly slow rate. It’s quite remarkable.”

“But she’s younger than you were when the portals were created,” Glory pointed out. “Like you were before you left Singer Systems.”

“It’s a long story. You’ve heard about some of the initial portal openings?” The older Barb asked. Glory nodded first, and the rest of the group joined in. “Well, I was at the center of one of those incidents. Specifically, it happened in my lab. I had various genetic samples from my younger years in storage. Our theory is that the System somehow pulled from this material, at least in part, when Barb was created.”

“You call her Barb?” Ethan chuckled. “Doesn’t that get a little confusing?”

“I still go by Barbara,” the older woman laughed, taking a sip of something amber-colored from her glass. “I figured the youthful version of our name should go to her.”

“It’s incredibly fortunate that the System didn’t use any of the younger samples that were available,” Barb added around a mouthful of lasagna with a twinkle of amusement in her eye. “I could have ended up being twelve forever or something?”

“Why do you have samples of your DNA from when you were twelve?” Lily asked with a cringe. “That’s a little weird.”

Barbara was the one to answer, not looking offended in the least. “You can thank my father for that. It became a ritual for me growing up. Every birthday was a new sample. I was a grown adult before I realized that it wasn’t normal for everyone’s parents to do.”

“Creepy,” Gloomy murmured.

“Embarrassing, too,” Barbara agreed. “But I kept on doing it for a few more years before eventually stopping. There was more than enough material for the projects we had lined up at the time.”

“Cloning?” Ethan guessed.

“Sort of,” Barbara admitted, leaning back into her chair. “You know I did a lot of work with Artificial Intelligence, I assume? One of the biggest problems every company had with AI back then was that we were coming at it from the wrong angle. We were trying to build it up from the ground. Essentially, trying to duplicate the wonders of the human brain one line of code at a time. We were bound to miss things.”

“We?” Glory repeated. “That was mostly before you, wasn’t it?”

“It was, but I fell victim to the same failure of imagination,” Barbara admitted. “I grew up with several fully realized AIs as some of my only caretakers and friends. I got along with them better than I did any of the humans in my life, with the exception of my father.”

“By the time we hit on the idea to model things on humans more closely,” Barb interjected, “things had already gone to shit. AI was being outlawed everywhere. It didn’t matter to anyone that we were making huge strides in the field. All anyone could remember was the rogue AIs from the wars.”

Ethan pushed some salad around on his plate a little uncomfortably. “So you based the AI on humans?”

“We never got that far, but that was the idea,” Barbara answered, taking another drink from her glass. “You’re familiar with the pitfalls of transferring and cloning consciousness. I was working on a way to go even more basic than that. The building blocks of who we are as people are all there in our own code—in our genetics—and everyone was just overlooking it.”

“Hm,” Ethan grunted. “So you were going to start on yourself? Seems risky.”

“I couldn’t ask anyone else to do it,” Barbara responded, shaking her head. “I already felt so close to these beings created by humanity that I seemed like a logical choice, too. I was concerned about an emerging crisis of identity if we used anyone else. I was mentally prepared for this practically my whole life without realizing it.”

“It can be pretty difficult,” Glory admitted, exchanging empathetic looks with Gloomy. “Terrifying, really.”

Lily faltered with her food as well, nodding in silent agreement. It hadn’t been easy between her and Gloomy at first, either, but they’d struggled through it. It was only their shared desire to form a bubble around Ethan that seemed to cut through the bullshit. Ethan couldn’t imagine what it might have been like for someone with less clarity of purpose than Lily Chen.

In all honesty, things had not exactly gone smoothly for them, either.

“So what happened to all that work you were doing?” Glory asked, glancing between the two, content to get an answer from either of the women.

Barb took a deep breath. “Well, that’s sort of what I wanted to talk to you guys about. Remember what I said about Kimura Industries being the root of everyone’s problems?”

Ethan continued eating with a brief nod. “Mhm.”

“That’s the ‘how’ and the ‘why’,” Barb continued. “They’ve taken everything we were working on, along with the old research of other companies, and resumed their work with AI again. It all goes back to them.”

“Do you have any proof?” Gloomy pressed, half distracted by the casserole she was slurping up from her plate.

“You’ve seen it,” Barbara interjected with a slight laugh. “Mr.Odai is a product of their recent advances in it. You’ve killed him twice, and I imagine you’ll have to do it again a few more times.”

Ethan and Lily exchanged annoyed looks. “You’re kidding.”

“I wish I were,” the older woman sighed, setting down her glass. “He has multiple bodies that he casts his consciousness into. The two bodies you’ve encountered were just puppets, essentially piloted by the true Odai somewhere back at Kimura’s fortified headquarters.”

Ethan dropped his fork, unable to believe what he was hearing. Kimura basically had a renewable source of Reapers they were using, so long as they were using them on this side of the portals. They could load the copies down with as much cybernetics as they wanted and then keep the original for any dungeon runs they might need to do. “Fuck me. How the hell did they pull that off?”

“Well, part of it is the work we began—myself and my predecessors—but the other part is the endless data they’ve been collecting since the portals appeared,” Barbara explained patiently. “Every dungeon run performed since that day the first portal appeared has provided them with the R&D needed to close the gap between the world on the other side and this one.”

“How would they possibly do something like that?” Ethan scoffed a little. “You’d have to have set everything up in….”

Both of the blonde women met his gaze as though he’d just stumbled upon something.

“…advance,” Ethan murmured, eyes darting between them. “No. You’re telling me Kimura Industries is responsible for the portals—for the System!?”

“You seem skeptical,” Barb noted, her gaze moving down the line from Ethan to Glory, then back again. “Didn’t Radiance Industries uncover evidence of this already? Weren’t they redirecting where the portals would appear? If that could be predicted, why is it a stretch to believe that it could be fabricated whole cloth? Radiance Industries, Elias specifically, began by defending itself against these attacks before realizing what they could do with it. You’ve seen the results of what came after.”

Ethan thought back to all of the Slayers and Vanguards he’d run with who had lost their lives in dungeon runs. He thought back to the people who had been killed by the portals appearing in populated areas. What was the death toll from the start of the first portal’s appearance? Was anyone even keeping track anymore? Then his mind moved to the Thunderbird they’d encountered. “It’s getting worse, isn’t it?”

“It is,” Barb reluctantly confirmed. “I had to divert you to a few sites on the way here, as you know, just to help me keep it contained. Kimura isn’t taking it seriously, and now that the companies are going to open war with one another, they’ll divert resources away from dungeon runs. It’s only going to accelerate.”

“It was bound to happen sooner or later,” Lily admitted with a grumble. “We’ve all known to one degree or another that it would. The worlds are going to merge. Even Elias accepted that fact. That’s why he wanted to try and get out in front of it.”

“They’re all trying to in one way or another,” Ethan added. “Those that aren’t trying to loot the sinking ship, anyway.”

Barbara held her hands up in surrender. “True. There doesn’t seem to be any stopping it now. But the closer they come together, the closer Kimura comes to achieving its ultimate goal of seizing the keys to reality itself. Once the System has fully merged with our world, they’ll be the ones in control of everything. Monsters. Classes. Abilities. XP gain. Even the fabric of reality itself.”

This sent a sobering chill down Ethan’s spine as the possibilities began to sink in. If they had access to the back end of the System, they would theoretically be able to change the rules on a whim. They could create more Reapers for themselves while denying the creation of Slayers under any other company. Would they be able to claw back the powers and abilities the System had already handed out? Would Ethan and the Lilys find themselves suddenly without their abilities one morning?

“That’s what you meant,” Lily murmured, gripping the fork in her hand so tightly that it bent and warped under the force. “Everyone’s problem.”

Barbara focused now on Glory. “You are the key to it at the moment. You’re the first one to manifest a new generation class that allows the use of technology. Bestowed directly by the System itself. If they get a hold of you, they can reverse engineer the code and replicate it.”

“Why?” Glory griped. “If they created it, why all of this?”

“As I said,” Barbara answered with the same patience as before. “Most of the work they started from was stolen. They hardly understood what they had. All of us who have felt the touch of the System know that there is a subtle will to it, yes? You have felt it. Ethan has felt it. It doesn’t want to go along with whatever Kimura is doing. It’s pushing back against them.”

“The Paradigm?” Ethan surmised. “I thought maybe it was an exploit or something I’d stumbled on.”

Barb tapped the table with one finger. “For some reason, the System has granted you the means to fight against Kimura’s meddling. That’s what corruption is—literally corrupted data from the System as it engages in a silent war with Kimura Industries. With your abilities, you can push back.”

Lily looked at Ethan with a little glimmer in her eye. “Are you saying my man is some kind of Savior of the System?”

The other two exchanged looks with one another before their gazes settled on Ethan. The tone of the dinner had taken a sharp turn back in the direction of how it had been earlier in the washroom. Ethan packed some more food into his mouth, figuring he was going to need all the spare energy he could get for what they were going to do to him once they were in private.

“I suppose that’s one way of thinking about it,” Barbara chuckled, returning to her meal with a smile. “Every run you guys do will push back against Kimura until we’re ready and able to bring them down ourselves. We have to before the worlds merge. I cannot allow the mistakes of the past to be repeated, much less by using my work to do it.”

Lily picked up her napkin and wiped her mouth before tossing it down onto the table. “Alright, alright, alright. You’ve made your point. I’m not going to let these assholes endanger our future with Ethan. I’m not going to let them yank the rug out from under us. So, I’m in. I think we all are. But first we uh…”

She quickly gave a look to Glory and Gloomy before continuing. “…we should probably retire to that room you mentioned. So we can uh… hammer out a plan or something.”

Ethan stuffed his face even faster to beat the buzzer.

Barbara smirked, as though she knew exactly what Lily was getting at. “Or something. Of course.”


Chapter 15



Lily - Checking In

Lily had to admit, Ethan’s performance with her and her counterparts was improving. She didn’t think it was possible, but the Paradigm he’d picked up seemed to add just enough of a stat boost to put him on another level. The Tier system didn’t seem to accurately capture how impressive of a specimen he was. Even before the addition of the Paradigm, it was astonishing how he kept pace with people above his ranking both in the field and in the sack. Now he was railing two A-Tiers and an S-Tier with no problem.

Lily doubted that there were many other men who could say the same.

“Where are you calling from right now?” Zara asked on the comm line. “Our systems can’t figure out the encoding signature. And what’s that noise?”

Glancing over her shoulder at Ethan as he took Glory to pound town, Lily adjusted her position with the tablet to ensure that Zara couldn’t see anything. “Oh, uh. Long story. What’s the situation with you?”

“Not great,” Zara admitted with a brittle smile. “But we’re hanging in there. We’d be doing a lot better if we had you guys here, but crossing the border now would be suicide.”

Lily frowned. She had hoped that her intuition about Barbara being full of shit was wrong, but it seemed that once again she wasn’t able to get an accurate bead on people. She’d fallen for Elias’s games and now she was practically jumping at shadows. War had broken out, though. It didn’t mean that everything else she said was true, but it was a mark in her favor.

“Frick on a stick,” Lily groaned, running her hand through her hair while remaining careful not to let her tits come into view of the camera mounted on the tablet. Normally, she would have used her own HUD to communicate with, but all the gear tied to the strange facility Barbara had for herself was secured up to their eyeballs. “I was hoping it wasn’t true.”

“Where are you?” the Oakfist pressed again.

Lily pursed her lips, debating how much she ought to share with her as she heard Gloomy cumming on the other side of the room. Lily herself had gone a few rounds already and had to let her poor, pounded pussy cool down a little bit, or she wouldn’t be able to walk straight the next day. “We ran into some issues. We’re staying in sort of a safe house somewhere in Eventide.”

“Safe house?” Zara repeated, shifting in her seat. “Whose?”

“Barbara Singer, if you can believe it,” Lily scoffed, rolling her eyes a little bit. “And her weird little duplicate.”

Zara’s green brows shot up in surprise as she stared back at Lily. For a moment, she looked like she thought it was a joke, but when Lily didn’t break into a fit of laughter, she knew it wasn’t. “I… actually didn’t know she was still alive.”

“I completely forgot she existed,” Lily admitted with a tiny shrug. “I wasn’t really a star student when it came to history.”

“Why is she helping you?” Zara wondered, unable to comprehend why someone so famous had just reached out to them seemingly out of the blue. Lily did her best to recount everything that the woman had told them as quickly and briefly as possible. Old work of hers was being used by Kimura, she wanted to intervene, everyone connected to the System could have their hard work completely erased, etc.

Zara turned thoughtful, resting her chin on her fist. “That… does sort of track with what Cheryl told me about the files she’s been going through. Radiance Industries detected patterns to the portals and was able to anticipate their appearances and redirect them, but I don’t think they came to the conclusion that someone was specifically throwing them out like that.”

“We can’t stop the merging at this point, but we can make sure Kimura’s not at the controls when it does,” Lily sighed, shaking her head. “Ethan can clear up the corruption the System produces until we get a way in. I just thought you should know and… I wanted to make sure you were doing okay.”

“That…is unusually compassionate of you,” Zara laughed a little. “You’re not normally the sort of person to just check in.”

“I’m trying to be better about it,” Lily grumbled, glancing in Ethan’s direction, smiling softly as he split Glory open like firewood on the bed. “I’ve made things hard enough for Ethan. So I really need to be better.”

“I suppose it helps that I’ve got zero interest in your man, right?” Zara laughed. Lily tried not to smile. It was one thing she genuinely liked about the Oakfist. She had a very good measure of the Vanguards that had been under her and didn’t seem to make a thing of it.

“Probably,” Lily admitted. “Things are a little different now that I have what I’ve been chasing for so fricking long. The challenge is keeping it now. It’s so much more fragile than I thought it would be. I just thought about all the wonderful fairy tale stuff we could have once we were together. None of this is that. Not even close. But I still wouldn’t trade it for anything, and I have to fight tooth and nail to hold onto it.”

Zara gazed back at her with a wistful smile. “For what it’s worth, I’ll do what I can to help you hold onto it. Not just you, but every Vanguard. We’re about to go through something huge, and we’re not going to make it through if we don’t stick together, you know?”

The amount of sentimentality made Lily want to puke. The level of vulnerability on display from her was perhaps the most uncomfortable she’d ever been, but she kept telling herself it was what Ethan would have wanted. Frick, it was what he would have done. She had to resist the urge to be secretive and push people out, allowing herself to be more earnest with the people closest to them. Zara was not a threat. Lily had helped put her in power in the hopes that it would land them the most opportune positioning in the new society she would usher in. Now, she found herself genuinely convinced of the woman’s concern, and more genuinely concerned for her in turn.

“Is there anything I can do to help?” Lily asked, itching the side of her nose to distract from whatever emotions she might have allowed to creep into her expression.

“No, we’ll be alright for now,” Zara responded, the brittle smile creeping back onto her face. “Fortunately, most of the information SlayerCorp and the others have on us is out of date. The Crown is making it much easier to bounce back from supply line interruptions. I think we could hold out better than them in the long run. At least we could if it were just them and us in the fight. But it’s not.”

“Who else?” Lily asked, chewing her lip.

“Feels like everyone except for GreenEarth,” Zara laughed bitterly. “I’m just glad that they don’t seem coordinated with each other. Everyone’s flailing. Even SlayerCorp and Kimura Industries don’t seem to be on the same page anymore.”

Lily pursed her lips. If the various hidden deals and schemes between corporations were dissolving, they might be able to take advantage of the chaos. She supposed that someone like Glory represented a huge security risk as well as a potential boon to whatever companies leaned heavily on high-end cybernetics. If the merge was imminent, she represented the ability of a company to hold onto the bulk of its assets as reality made the transition.

“One more thing,” Zara added, sensing that the conversation was coming to a close. “We’ve got reports that Harper Alistor was dispatched to the front against Kimura Industries. If you’re going to be there for much longer, keep an eye out.”

Frick. That would be a huge complication if SlayerCorp managed to push into Kimura territory. Harper Alistor was one of the most accomplished and famous of the S-Tiers in the entire world. As confident as Lily was in her ability to handle herself, she’d never had the chance to test herself against someone operating at that level. She wouldn’t want to test it with Ethan and her counterparts’ lives on the line. “Thanks for the warning. I’ll give you an update as soon as I have something for you.”

Lily closed the connection and tossed the tablet onto a dresser nearby, placing her hands on her hips.

“Heh, everything alright?” Ethan asked, coming up for a bit of air as he scooted to the edge of the bed. “You look perturbed.”

Lily’s heart and mind softened like butter the moment Ethan directed his attention to her. “Nothing serious. Just a lot going on at once, you know?”

“Yeah,” Ethan agreed, running a hand through his sweaty hair in a way that made him look like a male model just climbing out of the pool or something. She wished she could capture a still of that image, but then, the need for such things had long passed. She didn’t have a shrine to her man anymore, decked out with all of the discreet pictures she’d taken of him over the years. This one would have been a perfect addition to it, though.

Maybe it was worth putting something together again once they got home…

“What are you thinking?” Ethan asked, interrupting her train of thought. “You just got that impish look on your face.”

“Nothing!” Lily chirped, abandoning the idea entirely for the time being. She had him now, and she couldn’t afford to allow herself to get distracted by what amounted to poor substitutes in the end. “Just thinking. Are you hungry again?”

Ethan glanced back at Gloomy and Glory as they recovered on the bed, sprawled out like a pair of starfish, then gave her a slightly sheepish look. “Yeah, a little.”

“I’ll get you something,” Lily said, rushing to pull her clothes back on. “I’m sure they got plenty of leftovers in the dining room.”

“Thanks, Babe,” Ethan said, grabbing her by one arm and pulling her into a naked hug that caused her insides to jump. Maybe she could con him into a little healing when she got back so that her pussy would be fit enough for a few more rounds. Moaning into the kiss, Lily pulled herself away, knowing that if she didn’t do it right then, he wouldn’t be getting his food.

“Hold that thought,” she said against his lips, slowly oozing out of his arms to hurry toward the door. Every step was a tremendous act of will on her part, but it got a little easier the further she got.

When she arrived back in the dining room, Lily was surprised to find Barbara still sitting at the head of the table with most of the spread from earlier still present. When she entered the room, the older woman looked up from her meal, surprised to see her. “Oh, you’re back.”

“Yeah, Ethan’s still hungry,” Lily said, gesturing behind her with a thumb. “Thought I would come make a plate for him to munch on.”

Barbara motioned with one hand for Lily to proceed. “By all means. Take as much as you like.”

Lily nodded and proceeded to do so, grabbing a few things for the others as well to add to the pile of food on the plate. “I didn’t think you’d still be here.”

“Oh, I don’t usually have meals like this,” Barbara chuckled, nodding toward the food. “When it’s just Barb and me, we tend to just eat whatever we can comfortably fit in one hand while we’re working.”

“Ohh,” Lily said with a long nod. “That makes sense. We eat pretty well back in Aurum, but nothing like this. I think if we came right from Neo-Elysium, we would have had to be dragged away from a spread like this.”

“Hopefully, when the chaos of the merging worlds is over, more people will be able to eat like this more often,” Barbara remarked, using a bit of bread to mop up the last of the sauce that lingered on her plate. “It should be possible so long as Kimura doesn’t have a say on the matter. You haven’t seen the sort of things regular people in Eventide are forced to subsist on, but you probably have a good idea from Neo-Elysium.”

“Garbage from vending machines,” Lily laughed. “Synthesized blocks of protein and shit. The orange chicken is surprisingly not bad.”

Barbara laughed a bit. “Yeah, it’s a little criminal how good they can make it taste sometimes.”

The two laughed together for a moment as Lily filled the plate as much as she possibly could, keeping in mind the things everyone had gravitated toward when they’d been sitting at the table. “You said that Barb is… like Gloomy? Does that mean you’re like us? You’re a Slayer?”

“Yes,” Barbara confirmed. “Not a particularly good one, mind you. I’m rated as an A-tier Runesage, but it’s a difficult class to make work with every party, and it was given to me when I was already getting on in years…”

“Weird,” Lily murmured, nibbling at some of the fruit from the table. “I guess I never thought of what would happen if older people were given classes by the System.”

Barbara chuckled. “It’s not common after the initial breaches. I think things were just so chaotic back then that the odds were higher. Now it seems to favor younger, more able-bodied people who can put their talents to good use.”

“So you didn’t do many dungeon runs, I take it?” Lily said around another piece of fruit.

“Only a few,” the older woman said, shaking her head as she pushed her plate aside. “Runesage can go heavy into support or utility, but practically speaking, it doesn’t have much else going for it. You have to have a very specific party-composition to make it really shine. It’s great when it does, though. I had the privilege of experiencing it once or twice before I had to hang it up.”

“You’re… not that old,” Lily said, trying to choose her words as carefully as possible. “You really think retiring was necessary?”

“I may not look it, but I’m pretty old,” Barbara laughed, waving a hand. “But you’re sweet. Thank you. No, it’s mostly augmentations and cyberware that’s kept me so spry. I couldn’t risk it falling apart on me during a dungeon run. My heart alone is too big a risk.”

“That’s not something you can fix with… like runes or something?” Lily wondered. Runesage’s did all of their magic by inscribing objects with combinations of runes that could change their function and very nature. It was possible to inscribe the runes on flesh, even, and create a set of powers for someone to fill small gaps in a party composition by imitating the abilities or features of another class. It seemed very versatile to her in a lot of ways.

“Runesage’s are limited in the number of runes they can have active at any given time,” Barbara explained, illustrating her point with a piece of bread, breaking off pieces as she went. “If this represents our maximum mana, you basically shave pieces off to create those runes. They don’t return to the whole until you deactivate those runes. More skill points can get you more runes, more mana, and so on, but again… I was already older than most Slayers and Reapers at the time.”

“And no one was going to risk an older member of a situational class in their party,” Lily concluded in understanding. She had to admit that she wouldn’t have chosen her if she’d seen her in the listings for party members. “Which means little to no XP.”

“Exactly so,” Barbara said, dropping the bread onto her plate before brushing the crumbs from her fingers. “But I’ve still been able to do a little with it here in our world. Enough to keep busy. Enough to keep this building warded and protected.”

“Kimura has no way of finding us here?” Lily perked up with a bit of good news.

“I won’t say impossible,” Barbara smirked slyly. “But the possibility is vanishingly remote.”

“That’s comforting, actually,” Lily admitted. Knowing that there was some magical protection backing up the technology she had, keeping them off the radar. “When do you want us to start doing some dungeon runs?”

“You’ve all made your decision?” Barbara murmured with amusement. “So soon?”

“I think we all decided when we were here at the table,” Lily laughed sheepishly. “We discussed it real quick just to be sure.”

Barbara nodded, slowly pushing away from the table and standing. “Well, in that case, I’ll get right to work on finding the best candidate.”

“What makes for the best candidate?” Lily asked a little skeptically as she slowly crept toward the door.

Barbara took a deep breath. “Likely whichever one shows the most signs of corruption or breaking containment into our world. It’ll be dangerous, I won’t lie.”

“I appreciate your honesty,” Lily grunted before squaring her shoulders. “We’ll be ready. I know we can handle whatever you throw at us.”

“Of that, I have no doubt,” Barbara assured her, making her way slowly toward the other door. “Have a good night, Miss Chen. I’ll see you in the morning. Try not to stay up too late.”

Lily resisted the urge to answer with a shit-eating grin before rushing back to their room, which wasn’t far away. The moment she stepped through the door, Ethan and her counterparts descended upon her like a pack of piranha. Within minutes, the food she had so carefully piled on the plate was completely gone, with her managing to get a little of the duck before it vanished completely.

As they ate, Lily relayed the details of the brief conversation with Barbara, which led into them discussing their plans for the upcoming dungeon run. Without the benefit of a System to clue them into things in advance, they had to plan for several different scenarios, knowing that it would be only them, regardless of whether the dungeon ended up requiring a full party of six.

Most situations wouldn’t see them breaking from their usual setup. It’s what worked for them, and if something wasn’t broken, there was no need to fix it. There were a few situations, however, when they would have to change things up. The biggest concern was a dungeon with a horde mode or an objective that, until completed, saw the dungeon spawning endless waves of monsters. Regardless of what the dungeon’s original objective was, theirs was to deal with the corruption to push back against Kimura Industries attempts to whittle away at the System itself.

“We should probably go over the stuff we picked up along the way,” Glory suggested, nodding towards their bags. Though they were magical and allowed them to carry much more than they should have, they’d still been forced to leave things behind. “I can start with building our inventory and you and Ethan can work on portioning it out.”

“What about me?” Gloomy grunted indignantly.

“You’re going to sort everything we don’t have an immediate use for into one bag—or as few as you can,” Glory answered, giving Gloomy an encouraging nod to let her know she hadn’t forgotten about her. “That way, when we can finally turn it all over, we know exactly what’s in it and know exactly what it’s worth.”

Gloomy frowned but nodded with a vague sense of satisfaction. “Alright. Works for me.”

“What are we going to do about you, though?” Ethan wondered, finishing off a piece of garlic bread. “Is it really a good idea for us to be taking you out of here when we know how valuable you are to Kimura Industries?”

“And SlayerCorp,” Lily added reluctantly. “They’ve got Harper Alistor in the field, which means that between him and Odai, the safest place for her is right next to us.”

Gloomy placed a hand over Glory’s and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “That’s nothing new. The safest place for any of us is together. Anyone who tries to come for us is going to learn that the hard way.”

Moved by their show of solidarity, Ethan looked between the three of them with an emotional twinkle in his eye. With a huge sweep of his arms, he pulled them all into a big hug, regardless of whether or not they were finished with their food. As sappy as it was, Lily felt as though she might melt under the intensity of it as he buried his face into them one after another. “Yeah,” he murmured, a little choked up. “Yeah, you’re right. We’ve got nothing to worry about.”


Chapter 16



Ethan - Castles in the Sky

[Item Identified: Shard of Ancient Benediction, Legendary]

Type: Amulet

Effect: Upon Activation, reset all active cooldowns of skills and items for members of your allies you have healed in the last ten seconds. Useable once per week. You may attempt to use this item again within the cooldown period. If you do, you become the sole target of this item’s ability, and then it is destroyed.

Cooldown: 1 week

Ethan stared at the amulet for a long moment as the Lilys excitedly compared the gear they’d decided on for the coming dungeon runs. The item, while not specifically made for the Lifeblade, was an incredible find. He’d heard of other supports and hardcore healing builds making insane use of the item, but never thought he would ever hold one.

“You ever seen one of these?” He asked, managing to cut into the yapping at just the right moment to be heard. The ladies froze and stared at the amulet he held up as their HUDs gave them the same information he’d just received. Their eyes all lit up at about the same time once they realized what it was.

“Whooooaaaa!” They exclaimed, like a chorus composed of eerily similar-sounding vocalists.

Ethan let out what could only be described as a slightly giddy laugh as he threw the amulet on. “Can you imagine how much shit we’ll wreck with this thing?”

“Glory got something pretty crazy, too,” Lily pointed out, jerking her thumb toward her counterpart. “Show him.”

Glory held out a piece of cyberware that she hadn’t yet installed. His HUD immediately identified the item, providing him with its stats.

[Item Identified: Quantum Fatalis]

Type: Cybernetic Gland

Effect: Whenever activating your Rage or Frenzy, you may produce a temporal distortion and choose to temporarily share the boost to Speed and Perception with all allies within 30 feet of you. This effect lasts for 5 minutes, or until your Rage ends, whichever comes first.

For Ethan, the benefit mainly came in the ability to track the movements of the women who were much faster than him. For them, the benefit was much more direct, allowing them to move and act faster in the heat of battle. Glory was easily the fastest of them, even Lily. Lending her speed and perception to the rest of them would allow them to hit even the most hardened enemies with a veritable onslaught of damage before they even knew what hit them.

Of course, if Ethan were up close, the increased speed for attacking would translate immediately to boosted healing as well. “That’s pretty impressive.”

The fact that it was a gland was a little unsettling, but magic cybernetics didn’t require the same kind of arduous installation process that their mundane counterparts did. Merely holding it up against one’s body seemed to be enough to get it to merge with the rest of the person’s body, so long as they were already cybernetically enhanced and had the appropriate slot available. It was something they were still feeling their way through, considering how new the idea was. Before Gloria/Glory, there had never been magical cybernetics.

“If you’ve got all your gear decided, let’s share our inventories so we’re all on the same page,” Ethan suggested. They probably knew what each other had, but as the person responsible for their health, he needed to be as up to date as possible. The girls synced their cyberdecks with his and shared what they had equipped. He did the same, of course.

Ethan

Gilded Respite (Uncommon Curveblade, Recalculated)

Gloves of the Arcane Duelist (Rare)

Shard of Ancient Benediction (Legendary)

Protective Cuirass (Very Common)

Sash of Stamina (Common)

Resist Ring, Fire (Common)

Surestep Boots (Common)

Hoarder’s Haversack (Rare)

Lily

Hellscream (Rare Battleaxe, Recalculated)

Aegis Ring (Uncommon)

Shield Bracers (Rare)

Boots of Endless Rampaging (Rare)

Garb of Fury’s Flame (Rare)

Frightful Fragrance (Rare)

Roomy Rucksack (Uncommon)

Gloomy

Eboncold (Rare)

Shadowstep Boots (Uncommon)

Stealth Cloak (Uncommon)

Blind Bangle (Rare)

Gloves of Frozen Flux (Rare)

Roomy Rucksack (Uncommon)

Glory

Rune Module, Lightning (Uncommon)

Celerity Striders (Rare)

Quantum Fatalis (Legendary)

Mithril Mesh (Rare)

Resist Ring, Lighting (Common)

Cortical Coprocessor (Uncommon)

KS-500 Arm Cannon (Very Common)

Neural Transceiver (Common)

Ethan noted that there was a second page for each of them containing the listing of mundane gear and minor items like potions and the such. What caught his attention, though, was Glory’s inventory.

“Why are some of these implants listed under your magical gear when they’re not?” Ethan wondered, squinting at the readout on his HUD.

“As far as I can tell, it counts anything that I acquired through Vicious Acquisition as a magical item for the purpose of slots and stacking,” Glory speculated. “Seeing as I only have so much room in my body for stuff. I don’t know if they show up on detection spells the same way, though. I suppose it doesn’t matter.”

Ethan frowned but supposed it couldn’t be helped. “Does the Rune Module work with the cannon?”

“Yeah, it should,” Glory answered. “Not that I spend a lot of time fighting at range.”

“No, but it’s good to have the option,” Ethan acknowledged before turning his attention to Gloomy. He hadn’t had a look at her gear in a while. She’d got the Stealth Cloak from him, and they’d long decided it benefited her more than him. He was glad to see she’d decided to hold onto it.

“What’s your idea for those gloves?” Ethan wondered, gesturing toward the leather gloves she wore with intricate cold-themed embroidery.

Gloomy licked her lips excitedly and leaned closer. “Lily has fire damage pretty well pinned down. Glory has lightning. I figure, seeing as I already have Eboncold as my main weapon, I can carve out a niche for cold. The Gloves let me convert some or all elemental damage from skills and stuff into cold damage.”

“Even the Phoenix stuff?” Ethan prodded, seeing where she was going with her idea. “Does that make you basically like… an Ice Phoenix or something?”

“YUP!” Gloomy responded with a savage grin. “And the Blind Bangle gives me a chance of blinding targets any time I deal shadow damage.”

Chuckling, Ethan turned his attention finally to Lily. “So… fire damage?”

“Yeah,” Lily confirmed with a smile. “Goes well with Hellscream and the idea of having an aura of fricking FLAMES is pretty sick, right?”

The mental image of Lily crashing through the lines of monsters as a ball of raging flame was nearly impossible to get out of his head now that she’d said it. “What’s the uh… Fragrance thing?”

The girls laughed as though they’d expected that to be the thing that got his attention. “The name sounds like farts, but it’s actually this…”

Lily held out what appeared to be an old crystal bottle of perfume, complete with whatever that bulbous airbag thing was called.

[Item Identified: Frightful Fragrance]

Type: Perfume, Decanter

Effect: This scent, when applied to a target, adds an aura of Fear to Rage whenever activated. This aura extends 5 ft. in every direction centered on the target and is more effective on enemies with an enhanced sense of smell.

Duration: 2 Hours

Charges: 30

“Geeeez,” Ethan laughed, looking between the three of them. Every one of the Lilys had a Rage class feature. If she spritzed them with the perfume, they’d all be inflicting fear on enemies they fought and have a chance of causing them to flee from them entirely. It wouldn’t likely work on bosses and sub-bosses, but for everything else, it was a prospective bloodbath. “Just don’t use it all at once, okay?”

“Tshhh,” Lily responded, waving a hand. “It’s not gonna do us any good to get stingy with it. We’ve put together a pretty good setup here that should let us hit multiple dungeons in rapid succession. The more chaotic things are for the monsters, the faster we’ll mop them up.”

“Yeah, I suppose that’s a fair point. If we hit them hard and fast enough, we might even come across something to replace the perfume before it runs out,” Ethan conceded. Ethan had to remind himself that she had as much, if not more, experience than he did and had operated on an entirely different level than him with higher-tier tactics regularly. “So we’re locked in on our approach?”

The girls nodded enthusiastically. With as much preparation as possible completed, all that was left was to crash until morning. He clapped his hands together with a smirk. “Bedtime!”

As their eyes lit up with excitement, Ethan raised a hand to shut them down. “No, no, no. Actual sleep. We already did all the fun stuff. We need to be rested so we can hit the ground running tomorrow.”

A collective, resounding groan came from the trio in response, but thankfully, there were no arguments. They wiped themselves down, freshened up, and climbed into the giant bed that, despite its size, was only just enough to fit the four of them. The trio draped themselves over him as they settled in for the night, drifting off much faster than any of them could have anticipated.

Barbara had a portal ready for them the next day, tagged with high priority. It had appeared in a populated area, though thankfully in the middle of a construction site with very few workers on shift. Located on one of the upper floors of a megabuilding, the portal had chewed through concrete, steel, electronics, and numerous other things in an instant. It was estimated by independent news sources that only half a dozen lives were lost, as none of the residential or office space had been moved into yet.

“The company that owns the building, Capstone Tech, has sealed the area off,” Barbara informed them through their HUDs as they made their way to the roof, where a private transport waited for them. “But only because Kimura demanded it of them. I haven’t been able to recover anything that says they’ve assigned Reapers to the portal.”

“What Tier is it?” Lily wondered as they stepped out onto the landing pad on the roof. The cockpit was empty, but the startup routines had been completed, and the thing was completely ready to go.

“System has it at a B,” Barbara answered. “But corruption can throw that off, so be on your toes.”

Ethan supposed that Kimura didn’t think the portal posed an imminent enough threat to the surrounding area to pull their Reapers off of whatever else they were working on. But if they knew the nature of the corruption, perhaps they were content to let it go unattended to benefit their struggle against the System. It was a dangerous line to walk either way.

As they climbed into the passenger compartment and fastened their harnesses, Ethan took the opportunity to have a look around to get a feel for where in Eventide they were located. The building Barbara had holed up in wasn’t small, but it was dwarfed by those surrounding it on all sides. Either through poor urban planning or deliberate intent, a major highway had been built over the building, concealing it further from sight. From ground level, it appeared that the building was in a location that was a pain in the ass to navigate to from the street, with only an alleyway providing reliable access on foot to the front doors. It was almost like the rest of the city forgot the building existed and just kept building up around it.

Either piloted remotely by one of the Barabas or completely automated, the transport departed smoothly and brought them east toward the incomplete megabuilding. Judging by the traffic and activity on the lower levels, Ethan had to wonder if Capstone had even informed the other tenants of the fact that a portal had suddenly appeared in the upper levels. As risky as it was to venture out from behind the safety of Barbara’s wards, Ethan felt a little better about it knowing how many regular people they would be getting out of harm’s way.

The transport came in low, threading the needle between some broken beams before opening the side hatch to allow them to hop out onto the crumbling floor that had a large section of it vaporized. It looked as though the debris was still settling, which made every step they took fairly dangerous. Thankfully, it wasn’t much of a fall to the next floor. Even Ethan would probably be alright if such a thing were to occur.

“The area is too unstable to set the transport down here,” Barbara informed them over the comms. “I’ll set it down somewhere nearby. Just signal when you’re finished, and I’ll have it brought around within about thirty seconds.”

“Sounds good,” Lily said, leading the way as she leaped out of the transport, landing delicately on a large chunk of concrete clinging to a lattice of rebar. She lingered on it for less than a second before pushing off toward the portal, vanishing the moment she made contact with its outer boundary. Following her lead, the remaining Lilys did the same, with Ethan bringing up the rear.

The strength of the wind that met him on the other side was surprising enough that it nearly took him off his feet. Glancing over his shoulder, Ethan saw that beyond the portal was a gaping maw of brick and stone that opened into open sky. The entire entry chamber looked as though it were fashioned after a great dragon of some kind, complete with spiked pillars for the teeth. It didn’t take long for any of them to realize that the layout roughly mirrored the floor plan of the megabuilding it had chewed through when it had formed. Steam and waste pipes that ran along the walls and across the ceiling looked like they’d been left to rust and corrode for a century or more. Between gusts of wind from outside, they certainly smelled like it.

Ethan and Lily slowly paced around the portal to look out over the edge of the opening, seeing nothing but an endless expanse of sky in all directions. Winged creatures shrieked overhead—Wyverns by the look of them—though it didn’t seem that they’d been spotted yet.

“I can’t see the ground. How about you?” Ethan murmured, glancing over at Lily.

Lily squinted and waited a moment to be sure before answering. “No. Nothing.”

“Looks like we got ourselves a sky dungeon,” Ethan chuckled, stepping away from the edge and motioning for Lily to follow. “We’ll have to be careful and watch where we step. A lot of the mobs are bound to be capable of flying or gliding.”

“Ugh,” Lily growled disgustedly. “I hate flying enemies. They’re not tough, just annoying.”

“Same,” Ethan laughed, pulling her close and kissing her on the head. “Pretty sure every melee class feels that way. We’ll handle it.”

“Eeeeee!” Lily squealed, forgetting her frustration and moving into formation.

They went with a tighter formation that they’d nicknamed ‘the crab’ due to the narrow corridors and open walkways of the dungeon. Lily and Gloomy each functioned as a ‘claw’, cutting down at anything that got in close to them, pulling it in close with their battleaxes if it wasn’t killed outright. There, Glory would mince up what was left while Ethan would take a few shots to keep their healing up. His primary duty became watching the skies whenever they moved from one tower or section of the dungeon to the next along open stone walkways that left them vulnerable to wyverns and other flying enemies that swooped down upon them.

“It’s more like a scorpion than a crab now,” Gloomy noted after Ethan brought down another corrupted giant bat. Wherever they were nested, there had to be a fissure. He just couldn’t tell where that was. “With you attacking more, and all.”

“Yeah, but I don’t have a very scorpion-y swing with the sword,” Ethan chuckled, swinging through the air at nothing in particular. “Maybe I need to pick up a scythe or sickle.”

“Sickle would be fun,” Glory noted, tearing a charging bugbear to pieces. “I don’t think I’ve seen any decent ones in loot, though.”

“Story of my life,” Ethan murmured as they pushed into the central keep. It had a set of stairs that spiraled around the outside, but the fact that it was exposed to the open without any safety railings drove them inside to find an alternate route. Fake ‘trap routes’ weren’t uncommon in dungeons that had a prevalent singular danger that dominated the entire layout.

Just inside were a pair of iron golems that were surprisingly difficult to bring down. Lily and Gloomy’s armor penetration was great, but Glory and Ethan’s was somewhat lacking. They changed things up, having them stay on their toes and be distractions while Gloomy and Lily focused them down one at a time with hit-and-run tactics.

Once the second one was down, Ethan was able to deal with the first of the fissures they’d located.

[Skill Activated: Twilight Seal]

Effect: Seal a Fissure of Corruption by sacrificing a portion of your own vitality as Cursed damage. Damage taken varies by the size of the fissure.

Ethan took a second to retch in one of the corners. He was getting used to sealing fissures, but the experience of taking large chunks of cursed damage was something that still made him feel like losing his lunch.

“You okay, Baby?” Gloomy asked, patting him on the back while he was doubled over. “You want to take a break?”

“Nah,” Ethan said, waving it off as confidently as he could. “It’ll pass. Just feels gross every time I do it.”

Once the nausea passed, Ethan was back on his feet and ready to go. There were only three total fissures, according to the System notification he’d checked after the pair of iron golems. With one down, and one wherever the giant bats were nesting, there was only one left to locate. Ethan would have bet every credit he had that the dungeon boss was sitting on the damn thing in the boss chamber.

Locating an interior staircase, the group proceeded, climbing the keep inside and cutting down more bugbears as they went. They came out into the open, where they were confronted by a flock of giant, feathered pterosaurs with razor-sharp beaks strong enough to cut through solid wooden beams and scaffolding in the area.

They were tough, but not sub-boss material. Not every dungeon had sub-bosses, and Ethan could only see one more floating tower that needed to be cleared. With that in mind, he activated his Orb of Healing to farm as much extra healing from the monsters as he could before possibly entering the final boss fight.

[Skill Activated: Orb of Healing]

Effect: Create a floating orb of magic that follows you, storing unused healing for later use. Holds a maximum of one-fourth of your maximum HP. Healing is instantly discharged when you break the orb.

Duration: 1 hour

Ethan only gave the golden orb a short glance as it hovered around his head, then jumped back into the fight, lending support to the others as often as he could. Whatever healing didn’t go right to them was funneled into the orb. Later, if he needed a sudden burst of healing for himself or the girls, all he had to do was break the orb. Lifeblades weren’t known for their burst healing, but this particular spell promised to be incredibly effective with the proper preparation.

“Do you think this would taste any good?” Glory asked, holding up one of the eggs from the creatures’ nest once Gloomy had decapitated the last one. Lily and Gloomy debated the idea with her while Ethan double-checked their surroundings for any signs of other nests, still on the lookout for where the corrupted bats had been coming from.

“Shit,” he murmured, spotting it from their new vantage point. The nest protruded from the side of one of the lower towers they’d passed through across a large gap. It looked like the only way to get to it was to jump down from where they stood. There wasn’t much room to land and no margin for error. “Ladies?”

The trio joined him, searching below for what he was looking at. Lily and Glory let out an annoyed groan once they spotted it, but Gloomy didn’t seem bothered in the slightest.

“Wait,” Ethan laughed shortly, looking at her with sudden realization. “You can just float me down there, right?”

Gloomy’s face split into a huge, cheesy grin. “YEP!”

“What about us?” Lily asked indignantly. “Are we supposed to just wait up here and flick our beans?”

“You could always flick each other’s beans, I suppose,” Gloomy suggested impishly. Any time one of them was suddenly granted some unexpected alone time with Ethan, whether it was in a dungeon or not, that particular Lily felt as though she’d ‘won’ something while the others felt as though they’d been given a raw deal. It happened often enough that he was pretty sure they had a running tally at that point, though they’d never admit as much to him.

“What about getting back up?” Glory grunted irately. “It doesn’t look like there’s a way back inside from there.”

“I should just be able to ride the wind currents back up when we need to,” Gloomy said, already a step or two ahead of her. “Just cover us while we cross and everything should be fine.”

Glory realized that with her arm cannon, she was in a unique position to provide support for them as they crossed the opening. It was likely that there would be monsters trying to take potshots at them as they drifted down. “Yeah. I can do that.”

Lily’s lower lip got even poutier now. “What about MEEEE!?”

Resisting the urge to laugh at the pathetically cute display, Ethan took her hand in his and squeezed. “The minute she opens fire, she’s going to pull some aggro—especially if she has to use Overcharge. It’s your job to keep shit off of her so she can keep us and whatever is coming after us in her sights.”

Lily’s eyes lit up with excitement. There was nothing that girl hated more than being left out. “Right! Got it!”

With two of them positioned amid the crenellations of the keep to cover them, Gloomy took Ethan’s hand and approached the edge. “I’ll open my wings once we’ve fallen about halfway. Ready?”

“No,” Ethan answered honestly, squeezing her hand tighter at the thought of falling forever if they missed their mark. “But let’s do it anyway. We got a job to do.”


Chapter 17



Lily - Flames of Fury

“How does it look?” Lily asked, keeping her eyes on the sky while Glory kept hers on Ethan and Gloomy.

“Hold on,” Glory said, taking aim with the arm cannon. Rather than use the Overcharge skill, she settled on a standard round. A second after the shot rang out, she looked back over at Lily. “Looks good.”

“Just one shot?” Lily murmured skeptically. “How much damage does that thing do?”

Glory grinned and looked back over the side. “Don’t have to kill the things when all I have to do is maim a wing. Lightning damage helps, but the big gaping hole in the wing does most of the work.”

“Oh,” Lily laughed shortly. “That’ll do it. Anything incoming?”

“Four or five,” Glory said without looking up, likely using her optics to zoom in on Gloomy and Ethan as they continued their descent toward the fissure. The moment the corrupted bats came over the edge to strike at Glory, Lily was on them with her battleaxe. It only took a few swings to bring them down, without even having to activate her rage. The bats weren’t terribly difficult enemies, they were just dangerous enough in the air or close to a ledge that they had to be dealt with immediately. Their numbers only increased the danger they presented.

Glory fired only a few more times before getting up from her prone position to move further along the ledge. “They landed, but I need a better angle to cover them.”

Lily stayed with her, cutting down any more of the bats that strayed in their direction, though most appeared to be swarming around the fissure by that point. A few more shots from Glory, and the woman came away from the ledge. “Alright, they got it.”

“Already?” Lily responded, singularly impressed. Ethan, hunk that he was, always impressed her, but he kept finding new ways to do so. “Guess the main challenge was just finding the thing in the first place.”

“Seems so,” Glory said, taking a step back. “They’re coming up.”

Lily nodded, then paused as she caught a glimpse of the curve of Glory’s ass while she moved. “Did… you get some work done on our butt?”

Glory’s brows shot up before she twisted at the waist, as though she’d somehow be able to get a look at her own ass. “What do you mean by ‘our’?”

“Well, it’s just as much my ass as it is yours, you know,” Lily argued. “You and Gloomy both got your asses from me, right? But yours looks different.”

“Mmm, nope,” Glory answered, shaking her head. “At least, not the fleshy bits. I’ve had enhancements done to the bones and tendons, a little bit of a mesh in the muscle, but nothing to tone or shape.”

Lily twisted in much the same way Glory had, placing her own ass on display for Glory. “Does mine look like that?”

“Pretty sure,” her counterpart laughed, quite amused. “You just don’t get to see it a lot.”

“That’s a good point,” Lily conceded, just as Gloomy hauled Ethan into view with a few mighty beats of her smoky wings.

Ethan’s smirk was readily apparent as he landed softly on the stone. “…what are you two doing?”

With her wings vanishing into thin air, Gloomy set down beside him, glancing between their butts. “Does mine look that good, too?”

“I think so!” Lily exclaimed, her eyes lighting up. “I can’t believe I didn’t notice it before. Turn around!”

Ethan waved his hands. “Alright, alright, alright! That’s enough of that. You can ogle each other’s butts when we get back home. We still got work to do.”

Lily joined her counterparts in a fit of mirthful giggling as they continued onto the next tower, distracting themselves for a time from the strain that closing fissures placed upon Ethan. He would get better with time, but no magical healing would help. The longer the run went on, the more careful they had to be with his well-being. Cursed damage always bumped the difficulty of a dungeon up a little bit, regardless of who took it. The only healer in a party taking it might have been worth a whole tier bump in itself.

The final tower of the dungeon made the others look like easy mode, but they had been expecting as much. It leaned heavily on traps rather than mobs, though there were plenty of smaller shitbirds nestled in alcoves in the walls to take pot shots at the party with arrows as they tried to negotiate the trapped interior. The giggling of the archer Goblins was more annoying for Lily than the arrows themselves, which weren’t enough to do any significant damage with her new defensive items.

Slow and steady was how most parties would handle the situation, but Ethan was the first to abandon the idea and call for them to just push through.

“Go, go, go!” he shouted as the Lilys kept close to him, intercepting all of the ammunition that might stray his way. He was right, of course. The little obstacle course of trapped corridors, narrow beams across open pits, touch plates triggering swinging spikes, and rolling boulders was just meant to distract them long enough for the little guys to soften them up for whatever awaited them at the top of the final tower. Though they didn’t have the sort of rogue class needed to bypass the traps, they had the speed and raw power to push through with brute force alone.

Only when they came crashing through the door of the final chamber did Lily consider that they should have slowed things down a little.

[Boss Encountered: Hagom, Corrupted King of the Cloud Giants]

Threat Level: High

Recommended Action: Stay Mobile

“What does it mean stay—?” Gloomy began, but was cut off by a stroke of lightning that slammed into her before forking into the rest of the party. Ethan and Glory were the ones to take the least damage from the Chain Lightning spell, due to a mix of armor and cybernetic redundancies, but Lily and Gloomy were forced to make do with their more limited protective items and Biomods from Radiance Industries.

“Ow, ow, ow,” Lily groaned, pushing herself to her feet as the twenty-foot-tall Cloud Giant closed in on their position. His wild mane of hair had darkened with corruption, but still fluttered around his head as if in a breeze. His eyes had gone completely dark, and veins of corruption ran down one side of his face to the space over his heart, which appeared to be the source. He held an obscenely huge morningstar, even for his size, in one hand. The weapon glowed and crackled with electrical energy that licked every surface it came within a few feet of.

The rest of his anatomy looked as though it had been chiseled from marble and draped in flowing fabric.

As Hagom brought the morningstar down upon them, Lily scrambled to intercept the strike, meeting it with a two-handed swing of Hellscream. A burst of lightning, fire, and thunder erupted from where their weapons met, causing both her and the giant to stagger backward.

“Spread out!” Ethan shouted, pointing quickly in different directions for Gloomy and Glory to move in.

Hagom was faster than Lily to recover from their clash, slamming the morningstar into her and sending her hurling through the air and clean through the stone wall. He fired a bolt of lightning from the morningstar in her direction before awaiting the result of clearing her from the fight.

Lily spun in the air, knocking the bolt of lightning aside with her axe before plummeting into the open sky. Continuing to twist around in the air like a cat, she slammed Hellscream into the side of the tower, puncturing through it with ease and halting her descent in the process. “Motherfucker,” Lily snarled, swinging around on the haft until she was standing upright on it.

With all her strength, she pushed off the haft, leaping back in through the hole that she’d made with her body just seconds ago.

[Skill Activated: Berserker’s Rage]

Effect: Attack Power +200%

Duration: Until Calmed

Lily charged toward the giant, who’d already turned his attention to his next victim: Gloomy. Holding her hand out to her side, Lily summoned Hellscream back into her grip as she closed the distance between her and Hagom. Gloomy remained light on her feet, avoiding the giant’s attacks while holding his attention up until the last possible second.

Catching a glimpse of her out of the corner of his eye, Hagom turned to intercept her with the morningstar. Once again, Lily met the weapon with her own.

[Skill Activated: Savage Divide]

Effect: Single spinning ascent for heavy damage, followed by a descent for massive damage. Descending strike’s power is tripled against any target struck in the ascent.

Rather than go for a strike directly at Hagom, Lily focused on the weapon itself, causing another pair of elemental detonations, with the second being so powerful that the giant was thrown completely off balance, the morningstar severely cracked and damaged. Desperately flailing, the giant lashed out in an attempt to clear the area around him to buy himself some time. Glory took advantage of the opening, stepping into the path of the swing with her weapons at the ready.

[Skill Observed: Shatter Defenses]

User: Glory Chen

Effect: Perfectly time a counter with your equipped weapons to destroy the equipped weapons and armor of your attacker.

With the weapon already compromised, the skill’s use was overkill, which was clearly her intention. The morningstar exploded in a storm of electricity and shrapnel so powerful it threw the giant off his feet while simultaneously peppering him with the pieces of his own weapon. Gloomy intercepted him mid-flight with Eboncold in a two-handed swing more like a baseball bat than an axe.

Hagom hit the wall hard, covered with a thin layer of ice around the wound in his side. Lily had to admit, when the three of them were locked in on a single target, it didn’t stand a chance. The corruption in the giant’s chest surged, lending him a burst of strength and healing as he slammed his fist against the wall and floor in a fit of rage.

He wasn’t just throwing a tantrum, however, it was a genuine rage ability just like hers. Even as he ripped pieces of the tower free to hurl at them, a thick, acrid fog rose around him, billowing outward in every direction to obscure their vision. She knocked the first huge hunks of the tower hurled their way out of the air, shattering them into pieces with each swing, but as it got harder to see his movements, her own efforts became more desperate.

“Almost finished!” Ethan called over to them. She’d almost forgotten that the plan was for him to hit the fissure as soon as he could while they dealt with the boss. The rating of the dungeon had led them to believe that they would be more than enough for the boss. Again, corruption made it difficult to predict how things would go.

As though prompted by the sound of his voice, Hagom whirled about and hurled another chunk of the floor in Ethan’s direction. Lily moved to intercept, cutting across the chunk with Hellscream but failing to land a clean hit that would shatter it entirely. A chunk the size of her fist continued on, striking Ethan across the shoulder with enough force to send him face-first into the fissure as he attempted to close it.

“BABY!” Lily shrieked, abandoning the fight with Hagom to sprint toward Ethan. She was nearly to him when another chunk of stone struck her in the back of the skull, causing her to stumble into the fissure right alongside her beautiful dream man.

The corruption began to eat into her immediately, feeling like fire, ice, and acid all at once as it chewed into her skin.

“L-Lily!” Ethan choked, pushing his head out of the muddy blackness of the corruption. “Get out! I… I can handle this!”

“NO!” Lily roared furiously, ripping through the gooey substance with her bare hands as she reached for him. “I won’t leave you!”

Lily’s hit points continued to be eaten away at breakneck speed. If she wasn’t quick, the fissure’s corruption would chew through her entirely in just over ten seconds. “No, no, no, no!”

“Just… Just go—!” Ethan managed to say before his head sank beneath the writhing corruption. For a second, it seemed as though he was gone, when suddenly his hand shot out of the muck, closing around the golden Orb of Healing he’d created earlier. With a squeeze, the orb shattered, releasing all of the stored healing within… but it wasn’t for him.

He gave all of the healing contained within to Lily.

“NOOOOOO!” Lily howled, her vision clouding with a mixture of tears and rage. The tears hissed an instant later, evaporating as if shed into a frying pan. Then, the tears became genuine fire as a furious aura of heat exploded around her, becoming fully realized flames of red and black immediately after.

“ETHANNNN!” she roared around a mouthful of fire that erupted from within.

[Paradigm Unlocked: Raging Demon, Lily Chen]

[Skill Activated: Seething Hellfire]

Effect: Wreath yourself in furious fire, granting +200% to all fire damage in addition to all other bonuses, including those from Rage.

Duration: Until Rage ends

The heat from her aura was so intense that it pushed the corruption back, allowing her to grab hold of Ethan’s wrist and rip him from the seemingly endless darkness of the fissure.

“H-holy shit!” Gloomy stammered, sliding to a stop a few feet from Lily. Behind her, the giant they’d been battling lay in a bloody heap that looked as though it had been struck by lightning in a snowstorm. Glory stood beside her with a similarly shocked look on her face.

Ethan coughed a few times, spitting out muddy corruption before turning toward the fissure, brandishing his sword.

[Skill Activated: Twilight Seal]

Effect: Seal a Fissure of Corruption by sacrificing a portion of your own vitality as Cursed damage. Damage taken varies by the size of the fissure.

As the fissure shrank and then snapped shut, Lily struggled to get a hold of herself. The fury and rage that ran through her were like nothing she’d experienced before. She’d glimpsed it in Gloomy, and known on some level that the capacity for such unwholesome, all-consuming fury resided within her, but it had never felt like that. It had never manifested in such a tangible way.

Looking down at her trembling hands, with her heart racing in her ears, Lily struggled to so much as form a thought. It felt as though another side of herself had suddenly asserted dominance, and it was all she could do to hold herself in check and stuff it back into its box.

“Lily,” Ethan breathed, placing a hand on hers. Her eyes narrowed as she realized that he’d been burned by her anger, that he was still suffering the effects. Her allies weren’t completely exempt from the damage of her aura, though it did appear to be somewhat reduced. Knowing that her proximity to him—touching him—was actively hurting him, was the last push she needed to get herself back under control.

“Baby, I’m so sorry,” Lily whimpered, bringing his hand to her lips and gently kissing it. “I… I didn’t mean to.”

“I know,” Ethan murmured, pulling her into a hug now that the aura had dissipated. He gave her a long, firm squeeze that took the remaining wind out of her sails, forcing her entire body to relax. After a moment holding her, he reached out with one arm to draw Glory and Gloomy into the embrace as well. Where once she would have felt like it was an invasion of their moment together, all she felt at that moment was a sense of closeness to her counterparts.

Lily Chen couldn’t say with certainty that she loved the other versions of herself the way she should have. She had no frame of reference for that sort of thing. But when they held her alongside Ethan, she did get the sense that they loved her. For a time, that would have to be enough.

“Are you alright?” Gloomy murmured into Lily’s hair. “One minute you were there… then…”

“I’m okay now,” Lily assured her, taking in a deep breath before letting it out in a long self-soothing sigh. “I’m okay.”

“You unlocked a Paradigm of your own,” Glory noted, addressing what would have surely been an elephant in the room if she hadn’t. For Ethan, it made sense what purpose the Paradigm served. The System had bestowed it upon him as a means to help itself in the end. Closing the fissures and addressing the corrupted data dripping from the conflict with Kimura was something it needed and seemingly couldn’t accomplish on its own. But what purpose did it serve to amplify Lily’s rage to the point that it completely consumed her?

Something like that endangered whatever inroads she felt she’d made in having fewer knee-jerk responses to situations in general.

“Frick on a stick,” she grumped, slipping away from them to have a look at her stats. What other changes had been triggered by unlocking the Raging Demon? She gained a passive, stackable resistance to fire, which was useful, she supposed. She gained additional attack power, a boost to HP, and surprisingly, a smaller boost to MP. Paging through some of the abilities available to her, it seemed as though her MP would become more crucial to her build in general than it had been before.

The skills in general were all built on previous ones, hinging heavily on the use of her Rage, which made sense. The main difference seemed to be in the type of burst damage the skills did. The Berserker’s burst damage was almost entirely single-target. Anything that could affect multiple targets was meant to do so through smaller boosts that added up over time, rather than be dealt out all at once. The Raging Demon seemed different. Several of the skills she skimmed came with AOE damage, which would turn her into an absolute nightmare in dungeons that relied on tons of enemies to bring down Slayers and Vanguards. Lots of fire. Lots and lots of fire.

“We might need to get more fire resistance gear for you guys,” Lily muttered with annoyance. Then she paused, re-reading one of the Paradigms passives. “Oh. Interesting.”

“What?” Glory asked, surveying the room for any hint as to where the treasure chamber might be. It was a pretty open area, so it shouldn’t have been hard to find.

“My standard damage bypasses most of the damage mitigation of corrupted creatures and sources of corruption,” Lily said, reciting the passive’s description. “Including fissures.”

“Ah, that would explain it,” Ethan noted with a short nod. “The amount of juice it took to close that last fissure was way less than the other two. I thought maybe it was smaller, but that makes more sense.”

Gloomy’s lips pressed into a thin line. “So… you do normal damage to me?”

Lily wiggled her eyebrows in an attempt to lighten the mood. “Better watch out.”

When her counterpart failed to look amused, Lily grabbed her by the arm and pulled her into a hug. “Oh, relax. I’m only joking. What possible reason would I have to attack you?”

Gloomy didn’t have an answer for that, but a possible concern entered Lily’s mind immediately. If she leaned into AOE damage, and her allies could become collateral, she had to worry more about Gloomy’s positioning. There was no way to know how those different concepts would balance out until they tested it, and Lily found herself disliking the idea of doing that any time soon.

“Alright,” Gloomy murmured, pushing away from her. “Let’s not get too sappy here. You’re gonna give me a cavity.”

“It’s an interesting feature,” Ethan interjected as he considered the possibilities. “It helps reduce the burden of the Twilight Seal now that we have a way of weakening a fissure before it’s sealed.”

“I agree,” Glory noted, looking over at them with concern in her eyes. “But there are a lot of questions this raises about Paradigms in general. Are we all going to spontaneously develop one, or do we have to nearly kill ourselves with corruption to do it? Are other Slayers, Vanguards, and Reapers going to start unlocking them, too?”

Ethan shook his head wearily and shrugged. He was still injured with a great deal of damage he couldn’t do anything about outside of resting and regular recovery. “No idea. I get the concern, but I don’t have any answers.”

“It would change fricking everything if others started getting them,” Gloomy added. “But I don’t think it will. Remember what Barbara said about the Paradigm. You were specifically given that thing to do a specific job, right?”

“And why would my job be by that logic?” Lily wondered, arching a brow at her counterpart. “Lose my goddamn shit?”

“To lose your goddamn shit on anything and anyone that threatens our Baby,” Gloomy said with a sly grin. “Burning it to fricking cinders.”

“Hm,” Lily grunted with a thoughtful frown. “I could live with that.”


Chapter 18



Ethan - Cleaning Up After Kimura

The next few weeks were a complete whirlwind for Ethan and the girls. Once he’d recovered from the cursed damage in the sky dungeon, Ethan found that the runs that followed were much easier. The Raging Demon Paradigm was incredibly helpful in easing the load for him, even if Lily did shy away from using the most extreme form that her Rage ability could take. The passive to inflict damage to corruption and fissures, weakening them before he got to them, was more than enough.

The difficulty of the dungeons was all over the place. Some days, they could knock out four dungeons in a single afternoon, while others saw them hit only one in the morning and spend the rest of the day recovering. Without Kimura Industries properly allocating Reapers to the dungeons, it was up to them to cover the full spread. Sadly, the loot wasn’t particularly good. All they ended up keeping for themselves were some potions and other consumables while handing off the rest to Barbara to see if she could try to fence them. If not, maybe they’d eventually bring them back to Radiance Industries.

Meanwhile, what was being called the Great Corporate War was heating up. The border with Radiance Industries was completely impassable due to all the fighting. SlayerCorp had managed to push far into Kimura territory along the south, but had failed to capture anything of particular significance. The main worry was their using the captured territory as a staging area to push into the more popular areas.

It was also doing killer numbers in the ratings.

SlayerCorp was streaming everything Harper Alistor was doing during his campaign toward Eventide. It was delayed enough to edit certain things SlayerCorp didn’t want up in the feeds, but it was the closest thing to live updates on the war from SlayerCorp’s side. The fact that they had one of the most powerful Slayers in the entire world at the center of their offensive likely led them to the idea that they could get away with broadcasting their movements and tactics in real time.

Twice, someone had tried to feed-snipe him because of it, but vastly underestimated how expected such a tactic was. Glory argued one evening that it was part of the intention to lure less savvy Slayers, Vanguards, and Reapers into thinking they had a shot, luring them into a trap. The first instance was something they heard about after a rough day of back-to-back dungeon runs. It was all over the feeds.

“What were they even thinking?” another person at the food stand laughed over his noodles. The cook glanced in his direction and shrugged, just as much at a loss. Thanks to some of Barbara’s runes, they’d been able to take limited trips out of the building for food and a little fresh air that wasn’t a dungeon. Fresh, in this context, being a relative term, of course. The streets and skyways were just as cluttered and congested as those of Neo-Elysium—perhaps more so.

“Man is possibly the greatest swordsman of all time, and we send a single Heartseeker?” the man scoffed, shaking his head. Though Kimura had suppressed any feeds coming out of SlayerCorp, most small-time food stands were pirating feeds in the first place, so it didn’t make a bit of difference to them.

“What class is he again? He’s the one with the hair, right?” the cook said as he transferred food from the grill into the first of the to-go boxes meant for Ethan and Lily that evening.

“Sword Saint,” the other man scoffed. “Pretentious name, but I guess when you’re that good, you can call yourself whatever the fuck you want.”

“Who’s gonna stop ya?” the cook laughed, transferring the rest of the food to the to-go boxes, bagging them, and handing them to Ethan. “Have a good night.”

“You too,” Ethan murmured, taking Lily’s hand and slowly walking back to the building.

The second attempt on Harper Alistor’s life on stream happened live while they were piled onto the couch and vegging the evening away after a draining Tier-A dungeon they’d done earlier that day. Harper, a handsome man about Ethan’s age with a certain charisma that couldn’t be denied, was speaking to an interviewer about his preferred party composition on standard dungeon runs when his hand snapped up and caught a magic arrow. He didn’t even look at it until it was already in hand, looking almost as surprised as the interviewer who jumped backward. A second later, the arrow exploded, taking out half of the production crew in the process.

“Oh, SHIT!” Lily exclaimed, nearly jumping off the couch in shock.

“What’d I miss?” Gloomy said, lifting her head from between Ethan’s legs and wiping her mouth. “What happened?”

How the cameraman had survived was a minor miracle, but his ability to keep Harper in frame while retreating to safety was even more impressive.

“Arcane Archer,” Glory answered as the brief battle between an unfazed Harper and the unknown assassin unfolded. The element of surprise was the best the archer could have hoped for, and it had failed to put so much as a dent in the man. The fight looked incredible, but didn’t last long enough to be interrupted by even a single ad-read.

It was the first time Ethan had seen Harper’s move in over a year. He noted how precise and surgical his motions were. He didn’t waste any movements, didn’t apply any extra flourish despite being on a live feed, and didn’t seem to take particular pleasure in cutting someone down. It was like it was a mere fact of life he had to contend with before moving on to the next thing. Ethan wondered if there was more to it than that. Perhaps, when it came to others like him, Harper sought to end things as quickly as possible rather than prolong any suffering.

The stream continued on as though nothing had happened, with hardly a minute dedicated to recapping the fight with the Arcane Archer who lay dead in the dirt not far away. It wasn’t the most extreme thing to be featured on his stream, but there was something about it that really stuck with Ethan for the next several days. It was one thing to know the guy was considered the best at what he did, but another entirely to see it at work—to see the results.

“I can’t wait to knock his fricking block off,” Lily snickered confidently.

It was days later before the subject came up again.

“How are you so sure you can take him in a fight?” Barbara asked Lily curiously from behind her desk. “Do you know him well?”

“No, I’ve only met him a few times in passing,” Lily admitted. “We’re both S-Tiers, but I didn’t do a lot of socializing in that circle. SlayerCorp had an informal policy of not putting S-Tiers together too often unless it was absolutely necessary.”

“Probably smart,” Barbara admitted, drumming her fingers on the desk. “So… why so confident?”

“I’m always confident,” Lily laughed, spreading her hands.”If I’m not, then it leaves me wide open.”

Ethan smirked, giving her an amused look. “It’s a Berserker thing.”

“They’re drawing closer,” Barbara pressed with a distinct note of warning. “We’ve been doing great work with the dungeons, and you’ve even managed to pull down a few more skill points, but if their progress continues at this rate, it won’t make a difference. They’ll be on us before we have a plan to strike at the heart of Kimura Industries.”

Ethan’s face scrunched up a little. “With respect, the planning is more your area than it is ours.”

“You’re right,” Barbara admitted, clearly frustrated as she leaned back in her chair. “I’m struggling with how best to find our way in. Kimura Tower is possibly the most fortified building they have on this side of the ocean. The technology is something I can contend with, given time, but they seem adamant on keeping their strongest Reapers close to home.”

“Even with Harper and SlayerCorps other top Slayers pushing so far into their territory?” Ethan mused.

“Because of it, I’d say,” Barbara sniffed. “When it comes down to it, they’ll prioritize the safety of their executives over that of anyone else in their employ.”

Glory sighed from her spot on the wall next to the door, crossing her arms over her nearly bare chest. When not fighting, she had a tendency to wear as little as possible to show off, even in mixed company. She believed it was a point of pride to be so eye-catching when in Ethan’s company. “SlayerCorp doesn’t have what it takes to lay siege to that tower—especially with so many others nipping at their heels.”

“That’s probably what Kimura Industries is hoping for,” Gloomy speculated. “They probably have more than enough supplies to sit in their fortified tower without a care in the world while their enemy shows its whole ass to all their other enemies. They’d be too tempting a target even under the best of circumstances.”

Barb looked up from her workstation thoughtfully. “What if we could convince them that those conditions had been met sooner than expected? Could we bait them out from the tower?”

Barbara didn’t dismiss the idea, but didn’t look convinced. Ethan shared her skepticism. “Why would they risk coming out at all?”

The other blonde turned her chair around to face the rest of them. “It’s not enough for them to simply outlast their enemy. They need to be seen ‘winning’, if not outright humiliating their foes. If their only option was to outlast them, they’d certainly take it, but if the opportunity presents itself to grind SlayerCorp’s face into the dirt on all the feeds for the world to see, they’ll take it.”

“That’s a bit of a leap, isn’t it?” Ethan argued, crossing his arms. “Where are you getting this from?”

“From Seito Kimura,” Barb answered, causing her older self’s eyes to light up as if in sudden realization.

“Ohhh!” Barbara chuckled before shifting into a more mirthful laughter. “Oh, that’s good! Yes! That might just work!”

Ethan glanced at each of the Lilys in turn, then smacked his lips a few times. “Well, don’t keep us in suspense…”

Barbara held her hands up in surrender. “Sorry, sorry. It’s just… my younger self sometimes surprises even me. You see, Seito Kimura is a venerable man who has remained in power for a very long time despite his old age. Numerous competitors of his have come and gone, both inside the company and out, while he remains. Do you know why?”

Lily and Gloomy shrugged. “Er… fortified towers?”

The older blonde snickered a bit and shook her head. “No. It’s because his way is an older, more primal, way that everyone responds to. It’s not about mergers, acquisitions, or wealth hoarding. It’s about domination, power, and subjugation. He doesn’t content himself with merely outlasting or outmaneuvering his rivals… he breaks them.”

“You think that’s what he’ll do here?” Ethan wondered, tapping his chin thoughtfully. They might have been on to something, but they had to be sure. “Will cooler heads on his board countermand him?”

“No,” Barb responded. “For the same reasons just mentioned. No one on his board would be fool enough to go against him so openly. Nor would he have allowed anyone who would to be on the board.”

“Fair enough,” Ethan conceded. “So all we have to do is present a target tempting enough to lure them out of their tower to strike what they believe to be the final blow before their victory lap.”

The room fell silent as everyone glanced uncertainly at one another. There didn’t seem to be any surefire ways to accomplish their goal. What could they possibly dangle in front of Kimura Industries to convince them to drop their guard and come charging out prematurely?

“Assuming we can bait them out,” Glory began, cutting through the tense silence. “What then? What will we have to do?”

Barbara seemed pleased for the brief distraction from the bigger question in front of them. “That’ll be the easy part. With holes in their defenses, you lot should be able to break through with relative ease. I’ll put together a more detailed schematic for the mission, but your job will be to locate the Master Computer Core in the primary server room.”

“You’re sure it’s there?” Glory asked, more knowledgeable about that sort of thing than Ethan was. “Would they have it sharing space with the rest of their servers? Wouldn’t they want to move it to somewhere more secure?”

Barbara nodded in the affirmative. “It’s there. Its energy needs are immense, so they’d need to use their best equipment to ensure it got what it needed with a 100% up-time. It would be less risky for them to offload everything else to the secondary server rooms. That being said, they’ve probably enhanced the security around that server room and hardened all of their defenses. Just in case.”

“How do we get inside, cybernetic breach or brute force?” Ethan pressed. Fortunately, they had both available to their party, but depending on which way they wanted to go, it would change their positioning considerably. Lily would have to be the one to crash through the doors of the server room while the others held off security, or Glory would have to be closely protected while she performed the breach.

The Runesage pursed her lips uncertainly. “I think I might have to leave that to you. I can get you all the information you need to make an informed decision. I just don’t think it’s the sort of call I should make. You would know a lot better what your strengths and weaknesses are.”

“Seems fair,” Lily agreed with a smirk, glancing gleefully at Ethan, her eyes sparkling.

“Yeah,” Ethan affirmed. “We should be able to handle that. Just get us whatever we need, and I’ll get right on it.”

While the Barbaras got things together, Ethan decided to get in a workout. The building didn’t have anything fancy like what Radiance Industries had for its Vanguards, but it was more than he often had while he was working for SlayerCorp. Back then, he’d gotten by for long stretches with little more than a clear space on the floor to do push-ups, sit-ups, and lift whatever was available in place of proper weights. This building of Barbara’s had a basic workout facility for office types looking to work up a bit of a sweat and generally stay in shape.

Before he’d even started his warm-ups, Ethan’s tablet began to light up with notifications that Barbara was already sending him some info. He’d started using the tablet to get away from reading things on his HUD, which he generally found uncomfortable for more than a few minutes at a time. Picking it up, he scrolled through the files she’d sent him while doing his warm-ups, killing two birds with one stone, then moved right into his main workout.

Ethan couldn’t remember the last time he’d crammed like this. He’d never been a great student, but mostly he’d chalked that up to having nothing to really put the effort toward. Without knowing what he wanted to do with himself when he was younger, there had simply been no incentive to excel at any one subject. He did what he could to get by, but that was about it.

Now he was in an old corpo workout room, cramming for an upcoming mission and studying the moves and tactics of a man who was very likely going to kill him on sight in the near future. Ethan wasn’t as confident as Lily was about a fight with Harper Alistor. Berserkers could get away with flying by the seat of their pants, but Lifeblades were different. Near as he could tell, so were Duskbinders. Ethan had every intention of going into a fight with the Sword Saint as prepared as he possibly could. That way, when he was bleeding out in the dirt, he could say he did everything he could.

A bit of gallows humor helped to push through the absolute deluge of information sent his way. Barbara was clearly accustomed to processing information much faster than he was. The workout helped him push everything else out of his mind and focus on what was important. Once finished, he was pouring with sweat, his body was screaming from the strain, and his mind felt like mush, but he was confident he knew the layout of Kimura Tower like the back of his hand and knew as much about Harper’s capabilities as his most die-hard fans.

It was hungry work, so his next stop after a quick shower was the dining room to see what the status of dinner was. To his surprise, there was nothing yet on the table, and the girls were nowhere to be seen. Raising a suspicious brow, he slowly made his way to the kitchen. A smile spread across his face as he saw the Lilys scrambling around the kitchen to prepare the meal themselves.

Lily had a sort of fantasy of being a housewife, the way women had been in the old days. She liked the warmth and coziness of making a home the best it could be, more so for him specifically. That same aspiration carried over to her counterparts, it seemed, as each of them vied for his attention in all things, including their struggle for dominance in the kitchen as they prepared food.

“What the hell happened to the salt?” Gloomy complained next to one counter.

Glory snatched the salt up and moved it away from her. “I’m still using it.”

“Bullshit, yours is in the oven already!” Lily snapped, swiping the salt from Glory before she knew what was happening. Of course, it didn’t stop Glory from trying to get it back.

“Give it back! I might need to add some more after I taste it!” she protested.

Gloomy scoffed, smacking the oven door with the side of her foot. “No amount of salt is going to help that dog food you call a casserole!”

“Bound to be better than those burned-ass hockey pucks you call BURGERS,” Glory taunted, nearly provoking a physical response from Gloomy on the spot.

“Hey, hey, hey!” Ethan boomed, clapping his hands together to get their complete and undivided attention. “That’s enough of that, alright? I don’t want to hear any more of this bickering. You should be working together, not getting in each other’s way in here. It’s not big enough of a kitchen to host one of your brawls.”

Lily pouted pitifully up at him. “We couldn’t agree on what you would have liked best for dinner after a workout—fresh ingredients like Barbara’s aren’t exactly common.”

Ethan smiled and shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. Whatever you three put together, I’ll eat.”

That seemed to be enough to settle things between them and get them to start cooperating a little more.

“What’s cooking?” Barb asked, poking her head into the kitchen hungrily. “And can I have some?”

“Sure!” Ethan responded before any of the girls could object. He glanced their way to let them know that what he was saying was directed at them just as much as it was at Barb. “We’ve got more than enough to go around, thanks to the girls here.”

“Are those… burgers?” Barb asked, her gaze settling on the stack of patties and buns on the counter. The woman was practically salivating. “I haven’t had a decent burger in a long time. Did you use the meat or the beans for it?”

“Meat!” Gloomy answered a little indignantly. The other girls seemed to have their hackles up at the presence of the woman and her closeness to Ethan. “I can get the bean ones anywhere, anytime. I wanted to make something special for Ethan.”

Ethan shot her a look when she emphasized his name. No matter how hungry he was, there was no way he was going to drop a whole platter of burgers in a single sitting. Furthermore, he didn’t want them reverting to their old habits of nipping at the heels of every woman who crossed his path in the off-hand chance they might make a pass at him. They had to trust him and his dedication to them, even if they didn’t fully trust Barb around him.

“What if I helped finish things up? Would that help you feel a little better about it?” Barb proposed diplomatically. Gloomy’s expression softened at the suggestion as she gave a little nod. Just that small effort was enough to get her and the others to lower their defenses. A little, anyway.

Barb dove in, helping not just Gloomy but the other Lilys as well. She seemed to have more experience in the kitchen than they did, but used the experience to support them rather than take over. More importantly, she didn’t flaunt her abilities. Ethan stepped out of the kitchen to give them some more room, then had a seat at the kitchen table to wait patiently. From where he sat, it sounded as though they’d struck up a friendly conversation.

“It’s kind of nice listening to them, isn’t it?” Barbara asked as she moseyed into the dining room. “I think so, anyway. It’s the sort of sound I haven’t heard in a long time, and never in this building—almost like having a family again.”

Ethan frowned uncomfortably. “I… hadn’t really considered what became of your old life, actually.”

Barbara waved a hand with a gentle smile. “Oh, don’t worry yourself about it now. It was a long time ago. I had to sever all ties and disappear. I couldn’t risk anyone recognizing me while I went about my business. Too much of a chance that someone may try to… intervene.”

Ethan nodded in understanding. “I suppose if any of them thought you could give them an edge against Kimura Industries, they’d try to conscript you. Then there’s what Kimura itself might do if they recognized you.”

“Exactly,” the older woman confirmed. “That’s why I was doing everything through automation or by remote. You and the girls have been a marked upgrade. Having people you can count on makes a world of difference, especially when we’re on the cusp of a whole new world being born.”

Ethan thought back to how things had gone in Aurum and began to wonder if Barbara had just hit on something. “You know…. I might have an idea as to how we might be able to lure out Kimura from their tower. Lily and I will just have to make a few calls.”


Chapter 19



Glory - Long Distance Calls

Glory and Gloomy joined Lily on the call back to Radiance Industries, presenting something of a unified front. The weight of what they were about to ask of Zara wasn’t lost on them, so they needed her to know that they had indeed thought it through. It wasn’t an impulse.

“I wasn’t expecting to hear from you again so soon,” Zara said when she picked up the call, then blinked in surprise as Gloomy and Glory were conferenced in from their HUDs. “Oh, hey!”

“Hey,” Gloomy grunted, blushing as if just then remembering the little crush Zara had on her.

“Hello!” Glory said, toggling a few emojis from her end of the connection. “I’m Glory, formerly Gloria, nice to meet you!”

“Formerly…” Zara trailed off, then squinted. “Really?”

“Yep!” Glory answered happily. “The personality fragment from Lily passed on through Gloomy completely overrode my old psyche when Gloomy forced a restart of me. Now I’m just like her. Sort of.”

“Huh,” the Oakfist nodded slowly, carefully considering her for a moment before turning her attention to Lily. “Is that right?”

“Yeah, it’s a whole thing,” Lily affirmed. “Don’t worry about it, she’s cool now. The person who was Gloria is gone.”

“Ohh?” Gloria laughed, leaning into Glory’s field of view. “Is that right?”

Glory’s eyes widened as she took a stunned step backward. Glancing at the other two at different parts in the room, not paying direct attention to her, she realized that Gloria had to be exclusively in her head. She recalled what it was like as Gloria to see Lily before. The projection of Lily, who could arguably be who she was now, mocked her mercilessly. It… was difficult to keep straight in her head the more she tried to think of it.

“Trouble?” Gloria snapped, crossing her arms over her ample chest. “Hardware on the fritz?”

Glory resisted the urge to respond, knowing that no one else in the room would know who she was talking to.

“It’s not a social call, unfortunately,” Lily said as diplomatically as possible as Glory’s focus drifted back to the conversation. “We have a proposition, but you might not like it.”

Zara visibly shifted as she sat back in her luxury office chair, bracing herself for what Lily had to say. “Alright. Let’s hear it.”

“SlayerCorp is forcing Kimura Industries into lockdown,” Lily began, laying it out from the beginning. “Like a medieval siege situation. They’re going to try and out last SlayerCorp. We think we can bait them out so we can slip in and cut them off from fucking with the System.”

“Sounds good so far,” Zara acknowledged.

“We’re pretty sure that when SlayerCorp tries to dig in, the opportunity for other companies will be too tempting to resist,” Gloomy cut in. They’d planned it out so that Gloomy would be the one to do the final ask, likely because Zara still had a soft spot for her. “We want it to be Radiance Industries.”

“We want to have control over those circumstances,” Glory added, turning away from Gloria in her field of view. “We think Kimura will try to come out and drop its weakened enemies at the most opportune time. If we have control of who, when, and how, we can make it seem worse than it really is. We can lean into it, sell it, and make Kimura think that what they’ve been waiting for has happened sooner than expected.”

“But to do that,” Gloomy continued. “We’d… need you to commit a chunk of Radiance’s forces to an attack. We’d try to reduce the casualties as much as possible but… we know that it’ll be impossible to push that number down to zero.”

Zara let a long breath out through her nose, thoughtfully resting her chin in her hands. She didn’t answer right away. She didn’t seem to require a bunch of extra information either. They’d laid it out as plainly as they could. Combined with the last rundown that Lily had provided, the stakes were clear.

“She’s going to hang you idiots out to dry,” Gloria interjected, slapping Glory across the shoulder with a short laugh. Glory raised a brow, looking down at the spot where the mental projection seemingly made contact with her and rubbed it. How had she made her feel that? “Why would she commit so much of her forces to serve as a distraction for your little plan?”

Glory muted herself on the call and murmured to Gloria. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Bullshit,” Gloria sneered. “She’s got what she wants. She’s in control of all of Radiance Industries and building her little Vanguard supremacy or whatever she wants to call it. She’s not going to risk throwing it all away for you dipshits stuck behind enemy lines.”

“Stop,” Glory growled under her breath.

“She’s going to cut you loose. Let Kimura Industries sort you out,” Gloria pressed, leaning closer to Glory. “All of this ‘with your friends you can accomplish anything’ shit is beneath us, and it’s going to get us killed.”

“Us?” Glory scoffed. “Who is ‘us’?”

“I’m still in here!” Gloria growled, jabbing her finger into the side of Glory’s skull. “Until I figure out how to take my body back, I need you to not fucking flatline it!”

As Gloomy glanced over at her, Glory mouthed that she was going to run to the restroom, then disconnected from the call, the conversation with Zara continuing on without her. Gloomy gave her a thumbs up, not seeming to realize anything was wrong as she continued to talk.

Glory closed the door behind her when she reached the restroom, running the water as she glared at Gloria in the mirror. “You’re not getting this body back. But even if you could, interrupting while I’m trying to do something is a great way to make sure we end up flatlined.”

“Bitch, don’t think just because you got a leg-up on me for a little while that it’s going to stay this way,” Gloria snarled in the mirror, her reflection completely replacing Glory’s. “You stole my body and I will get it back.”

“Steal!?” Glory exclaimed. “Don’t you talk to me about body snatching, you hag! I’m only here because YOU tried to steal Gloomy’s body! You were hoping to cheat your way into a Slayer class so you wouldn’t be left behind in the world that’s coming. YOU did that. YOU created this situation, not ME.”

Gloria’s eyes smoldered with barely restrained rage. “And I will be the one to remedy it, just you wait.”

“You going to annoy me into giving up my seat?” Glory laughed bitterly. “Dream on.”

“I’ve taken steps.” Gloria grinned wickedly, showing her teeth like an animal. “You don’t even realize it. You’re too far up Ethan’s ass to pay attention to anything else, so you completely missed it. It’s going to cost you.”

Glory took a long, deep breath, attempting to calm herself at the veiled threat. “Excuse me?”

“Your inattentiveness is going to cost you,” Gloria repeated. “Lily, Ethan, and the abomination are all going to get it before I rip you out of ‘the chair’ and stomp you into the dirt.”

“DON’T YOU TOUCH THEM!” Glory shrieked, slamming her fist into the mirror, shattering the smartglass and all of the circuitry beneath it. Gloria’s mocking laughter lingered on for a few seconds while Glory stood with her fist half-buried in the wall. Just as it was fading out entirely, her HUD alerted her of an incoming call with the words ‘Origin Unknown’.

Her system picked up the call without prompting.

The face in the HUD was a familiar one.

“Simon,” Glory muttered, her eyes widening.

“Well, well, well,” Simon laughed, clapping his hands together. “The rumors were fucking true! You’re still alive in Kimura Industries territory. Fucking incredible.”

“How did you find me?” Glory stepped away from the mirror, just in case Gloria decided to show her face amid the fragments—not that she was restricted to them if she wanted to show up again.

“I’ve been monitoring the Kimura Industries networks, and your tag popped up just a minute ago,” Simon answered smugly. “I can send someone to pick you up once we’re within range, but you’ll have to drop your tag again so I can pinpoint you. There’s some kind of insane ICE wherever you’re at.”

“No,” Glory croaked, shaking her head. “No, I’m alright. I don’t want to go back.”

Simon’s brows furrowed in confusion. “I’m… pretty sure I can smooth it out with Mr. Sterling, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“You haven’t told Marcus about this yet, have you?” Glory asked, her heart filling with dread. He and Gloria had not parted on good terms, so Glory had her doubts that Simon could smooth things over, even if she wanted him to. He would be expecting Gloria to come at him and tear him to pieces. He’d throw everything he could at her to make sure that didn’t happen, and he’d do it with a cold smile on his face.

“No, you’re the first person I called,” Simon grumbled. “Why are you acting like this?”

Glory knew that her tag had been changed some time ago. There shouldn’t have been anything for Simon to track down. Not only did she have an entirely new transceiver, but Gloomy’s interdiction on her behalf had partially rewritten the coding of her other components to bring her in line with the Lily fragment’s presence. She’d customized it further. She was registered as a member of Ethan and Lily’s static party.

Gloria.

She said she’d already taken steps.

When she had connected to the call with Zara, even briefly, Gloria had somehow duped her old tag and put it out to be detected. It was impossible to know if she knew if Simon was actively searching, or just hoped for the best and got lucky.

“Marcus pulled all of the access to Glori—er, my—cybernetics, leaving me completely defenseless in Radiance territory,” Glory argued, not wanting to reveal the true nature of what had happened. It would just complicate things.

“It was company property,” Simon scoffed. “You know the drill. They’d pull the plug on me, too, in a heartbeat. We all sign the same contract. But now that you mention it, how did you get it all back up and running? Is that why you’re in Kimura territory?”

“Sort of,” Glory half-lied. It was a reasonable enough conclusion for Simon to jump to. Gloria had installed tons of Kimura cyberware, which had been a point of contention between her and Marcus toward the start. He didn’t like the optics for the brand.

“You defected?” Simon murmured apprehensively. “Tell me you didn’t sign with them just to get your gear back up and running.”

“Of course not,” Glory scoffed, managing to sound pretty convincing as Gloria. It felt like the woman was lurking somewhere behind her eyes, subtly influencing her behavior in the hopes of getting her to slip up somehow. She was looking for an opening. It gave Glory an idea, though.

Glory opened the restroom door a crack to peer out, making sure no one was around to overhear her conversation. Seeing no one lingering outside the door, she gently closed the door. “I’m working on something.”

“For who?” Simon pressed, trying not to get too disrespectful with her.

“Me,” Glory said, affecting more of Gloria’s haughtiness. “Marcus is unlikely to welcome me back, even with a large amount of intelligence to hand over. He’d just take it and be rid of me later. He rightfully suspects I’d harbor a grudge about him cutting me off in Aurum.”

“So you need something more,” Simon concluded with a nod. “Makes sense. What are you working on, then?”

“Total destabilization of Kimura Industries from the top,” Glory answered with far more confidence than she actually felt. Simon’s expression told her everything. He didn’t seem to understand just how drastic an action she was talking about, so she clarified. “The elimination of Seito Kimura.”

Simon shifted uncomfortably as he checked the feed to make sure it was secured. SlayerCorp had some of the best and brightest to monitor their networks, with tons of sophisticated software running thousands of subroutines to aid their efforts, but Gloria had chosen Simon for a reason. He was the best of the best that the company had to offer.

“You’re serious?” he murmured, once assured that he could keep talking. “How?”

Glory glanced briefly in the general direction of Lily and Gloomy. “Still working out the details, so best not to get into it right now. It would also depend on how close SlayerCorp’s forces are to Eventide.”

Simon’s attention diverted briefly to bring up the information, examining it either on a screen on his end or another window in his HUD. “Pretty fucking close. Kimura’s been dropping back a lot, and it looks like there’s some debate as to whether or not they’re being lured into a trap. Harper and some of the other Slayers are debating how to handle it.”

“It’s not a trap,” Glory assured him, despite Gloria clawing at the back of her eyes to stop her. The bitch seemed to realize what Glory was up to and had used up a lot of her strength in taunting her earlier. There was something deeply poetic about using Gloria’s bullshit against her. “They’re locking down in the city, namely in Kimura tower, and preparing for a siege. It was probably always going to be how they handled it, using their forces to delay SlayerCorp just enough to give them time to finish preparations.”

Simon seemingly did a double-take. “Where did you get that information from? Who’s your source?”

Glory considered how much she ought to share with Simon to get him to take the bait. Barbara Singer would be a hell of a source to cite, but it ran the risk of sounding too incredible to believe on its face. Most people believed she was dead or had otherwise ridden off into the sunset when things didn’t go her way. Revealing that she was alive and actively working against Kimura Industries might have been a bridge too far. “I can’t share that with you just yet. But it’s reliable. Unimpeachable.”

Though skeptical, Simon seemed to accept what she was saying. “Alright. So, siege.”

“If SlayerCorp pushes forward, pushing through Kimura’s lines, they should be able to do considerable damage while catching the company off-guard and out of position,” Glory explained. “That could create just the opening I need to carry out the other part of my plan.”

“Which is?” Simon prodded, clearly dying to learn more.

“Sorry, compartmentalization,” Glory said, shutting him down. “I can’t afford to give away too much until we’re closer to making the move. Kimura has eyes and ears everywhere, especially here.”

“Fair,” Simon acknowledged, his attention diverting again to something else in his field of view. “I still can’t pin down your location, so I can’t vouch for the security on your end. They could be listening to us right now.”

“We should make this quick, then,” Glory said, knowing damn well that no one from Kimura had any idea where she was or what she was doing. “Can you convince SlayerCorp’s forces to push through?”

“I might be able to convince Mr. Sterling,” he responded, considering his options. “Easier than trying to convince a bunch of Slayers on the front. They don’t want to hear shit from us or any of the analysts most of the time. They prefer their own sources for logistics and such.”

“That’s how they’re used to doing things,” Glory admitted. Slayers established a level of trust with others they were used to partying with for dungeon runs. Even Ethan and the Lilys had a habit of doing the same. If Barbara’s information had come in clutch the way it had, they wouldn’t have been as receptive to hearing what she had to say as they were. “So, you’re probably right about Sterling.”

“It would be a lot easier if I had something concrete to show him,” Simon pressed, trying to get a little more out of her.

“If you have his ear, just let him know you picked it up from one of your sources or found some whispers on the networks,” Glory objected, shaking her head emphatically. “Too much of a risk. You might even be able to cobble something together to support your claims from existing logistics reports.”

Simon pursed his lips, his eyes darting around as he brought up some more information. “Yeah, I think I have enough to make that happen.”

“Good.” Glory moved back to the door to peek out. It sounded as though the conversation with Zara was getting ready to wrap up without her. “I’ll reach out once I have more information for a specific timetable.”

“Alright,” Simon muttered, already getting to work on manufacturing just enough evidence to persuade Marcus into giving the order to press the attack. “Just don’t take too long. I’ll need more to go on soon. This is just going to whet his appetite. You know how he is.”

“Of course,” Glory acknowledged. She remembered how much the CEO crawled up Gloria’s ass, micromanaging her operation and trying to constantly get updates on things that were largely out of her hands. “Talk to you soon.”

With the communication terminated, Glory took a moment to check her hand and bask in how well she had finessed her way around Gloria’s attempt to undermine her. As for the mirror, she couldn’t think of a good excuse for how or why she’d broken it, so she resolved to handle it herself. Stepping out of the restroom, she considered where to pick up a new mirror and the things needed to do the repairs.

She never saw Barb’s attack coming.

Glory was lifted up off the ground as the woman ran with her, eyes literally glowing red with rage. Before Glory could register what was happening, she was slammed down into the floor and through several desks. That was how she realized that they were even in one of the open office areas. “WHAT DID YOU DO!?”

“W-wh—!?” Glory stammered, twisting out of the woman’s grip and getting to her feet. Barb was already on her with speed that seemingly outclassed her own. Glory reacted out of reflex, lashing out with one of her arm blades, getting nothing but air. She’d whiffed it.

Barb twisted Glory’s arm up around her back in such a way that the blade was pressed against her own skin, completely bewildering her in the process. Glory snarled at the indignity as the blonde forced her down to a knee. Her cybernetics in her legs and arm seemed to struggle with keeping up with Barb’s strength. “What the hell!?”

“Who were you talking to?!” Barb demanded, jerking her arm into an increasingly more uncomfortable position. “I swear to fucking god I will rip your arm off!”

HOW she was even capable of making good on a threat like that was beyond Glory. She elbowed back at her with her other arm, catching her in the ribs with enough force to nearly knock the wind out of her. With a follow-up spin, she brought the arm blades across her chest, cutting cleanly through her void-black sweater and cutting a thin line across her collarbone and arm. “Just let me explain!”

Barb’s eyes blinked rapidly as she answered with a swift attack.

[Skill Observed: Piercing Fist]

User: Barb Singer

Effect: Deliver a punishing blow with 200% damage, piercing most forms of conventional armor and bypassing 50% of magical protection.

Glory’s eyes widened, barely seeing the blow coming, her systems responding entirely out of reflex.

[Skill Activated: Shatter Defenses]

Effect: Perfectly time a counter with your equipped weapons to destroy the equipped weapons and armor of your attacker.

Barb shifted her weight, absorbing the force of Glory’s blow with both hands, converting the momentum to her advantage as she flipped backward.

[Skill Observed: Counter Spike]

User: Barb Singer

Effect: Absorb the power and all accompanying effects of a melee attack back on its user.

“The frick!?” Glory spat, shifting her stance and leaning to the side.

[Skill Activated: Cut Across]

Effect: Intercept an attack with one of your own, possibly negating it. If you do, the target briefly gains the stunned condition.

Duration: 5 seconds

Glory’s attack passed through an illusory copy of Barb, with the real deal being only a few feet behind it.

[Skill Observed: Vanish Counter]

User: Barb Singer

Effect: Perfectly evade one single-target attack, reappearing anywhere within 10 ft of your original position.

How many counters did this bitch HAVE!? At least with a little distance between them, Barb was equally robbed of her reach, allowing Glory to shift to something range and a little more subtle.

[Skill Activated: Short Circuit]

Effect: Cause painful shorting out of a single piece of cybernetic hardware in a target.

Duration: 5 minutes or until healed

[Skill Observed: System Backlash]

User: Barb Singer

Effect: Turn one cybernetic attack back on its user, doubling its damage and duration in the process. This ability can only be used once every 10 minutes.

Glory let out a cry of agony as her optics scrambled and her joints locked up, arching her into a backward bend before sending her to her knees.

[Skill Observed: ICEbreaker]

User: Barb Singer

Effect: Completely shatter the ICE of a target, temporarily reducing its defense value against cybernetic attacks and skills to zero. Your next cybernetic or lightning elemental attack deals double damage.

Duration: 5 minutes or until another cybernetic or lightning elemental attack is used.

Dumbfounded as she was, Glory couldn’t even begin to comprehend what had happened. She had only kept up with Barb for a moment before losing all ground to her in the fight. Without the means to defend herself in any capacity, all she could do was watch as Barb rushed her for a final blow, hand open and palm glowing.


Chapter 20



Lily - Trust and Doubt

Lily and Gloomy rushed to the scene of the fight as soon as they heard the commotion, but when they arrived, Ethan had beaten them to it. Likely, he’d been closer to the situation.

“What. The fuck.” Ethan demanded in a grim tone that sent chills of a varying nature down Lily’s spine. He was holding Barb tightly by the wrist, the corruption that lurked within him nearly completely covering his arm. Barb pulled against his grip, her hand glowing with some unknown power, and seemed surprised that she wasn’t able to easily free herself.

“Barb!” Barbara called, moving much more slowly into the large room than the rest of them, even while at a hustle. The older woman waved her arms frantically, desperately trying to cool the situation down before it got further out of hand. “What are you doing!?”

Lily glanced at Gloomy as the two prepared themselves for a fight.

“Glory was just in contact with someone,” Barb objected defensively. “From SlayerCorp!”

Another chill ran down Lily’s spine, this one far less pleasant than the one from Ethan’s show of strength. From his expression, Ethan experienced something similar and slowly released her. All eyes fell on Glory as she took a moment to recover her strength. Between her condition and that of their surroundings, it looked as though a complete, pitched battle had taken place in a very small amount of time. Glory was one of the fastest combatants that Lily had ever encountered, so how had Barb managed to keep up?

“Glory?” Ethan asked quietly, stepping around Barb to kneel at Glory’s side. “Is that true?”

“It is,” Glory admitted, nodding her head as she struggled to regain her composure. “It’s not what it seems, though.”

Barb stepped back from them, glancing at Lily and Gloomy as the last of the glowing in her hand faded from view. Lily… wasn’t sure what to think. Ethan was more trusting than she was, especially considering that Glory had once been a person hellbent on killing her and Gloomy.

“Explain,” Gloomy demanded, the shadows around them twitching and shuddering subtly in response to her anger, as if in fear for themselves.

“Simon, one of Gloria’s subordinates, found me. He was the Operator that accompanied her on various missions, you might remember him,” Glory said, seemingly addressing Gloomy specifically in light of her barely restrained anger. “I didn’t know what to do, so I pretended to be Gloria. Then I saw an opportunity.”

Barbara tilted her head to the side curiously. “What sort of opportunity?”

“The plan,” Glory answered sideways to the woman, her gaze fixed on Gloomy and only slowly drifting toward Lily, who probably wore a similar expression on her face. “I selectively fed him some intel, hoping he could convince SlayerCorp to lean into their attacks. I convinced him that Kimura Industries is vulnerable.”

“So they’ll push their timetable up,” Ethan murmured with a slight nod. “We might be able to get them to act in tandem with Radiance without them knowing it, presenting an irresistible target.”

“Hopefully reducing the amount of damage done to Radiance’s forces,” Glory added as Ethan helped her finally get to her feet.

“I… I didn’t know,” Barb admitted, turning sheepish in the blink of an eye. “I just detected the breach and…”

“You should have fricking said something!” Lily spat, deciding to take Glory’s side for the time being. They could discuss the specifics later when they were alone, but for now it seemed like she’d been forced to improvise. “You could have killed her because of a misunderstanding. Then I would have had to kill YOU.”

“Alright, let’s take it easy,” Barbara interjected, holding up her hands. “It was a mistake.”

“Easily avoidable,” Lily pressed, glowering at the Barbaras. “You want us to trust you, but then you attack us at the slightest little slip-up?”

“It was a matter of OpSec,” Barb countered weakly. “We haven’t survived this long by being sloppy.”

It was a fair point, but Lily didn’t care. All she cared about in the moment was that one of their own had come under attack. “You can take your OpSec and shove it up your cooter, Barb!”

The lights behind Barb’s eyes flickered a few times, but otherwise, there was little reaction from her.

“How did you keep up with her, anyway?” Ethan wondered suspiciously. “She’s fast as fuck and, near as I can tell, her class specializes in what amounts to PvP. And she’s supposed to have unique skills that interact with tech and cyberware. What’s going on here?”

Barbara sighed, cutting Barb off with a wave of her hand. “Her class, the Replicator, is capable of borrowing skills from the skill trees of others.”

Lily’s brows shot up. It didn’t take a genius to realize how powerful that was. “She can just jack whatever she wants from us?”

“It’s temporary,” Barbara clarified. “She can assign points based on how much she has available; they’re refunded when the duration of the ability expires.”

Glory’s expression went blank for a moment as she examined her own stats, paging through the skill trees available to her. Her eyes refocused when she found what she was looking for. “She lifted a bunch of skills I haven’t taken. That’s why I didn’t recognize them.”

“Because they’re temporary, I can make them more specialized than someone might when prepping for as many different situations as possible,” Barb clarified quietly. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t supposed to tell you.”

Lily’s brows furrowed again as she and Gloomy turned their attention to Barbara, who had a guilty look on her face. “Why?”

“I told her not to,” Barbara answered, confirming what had already been implied by her younger self’s statement. “Both of our classes are highly exploitable by people like Kimura Industries with considerable resources at their disposal. That’s why I keep all of our stats private. If we were even accidentally scanned, it could be a disaster.”

“You already told us about you, though,” Gloomy pressed, not entirely convinced. “Why not her?”

“I wanted to keep something in my back pocket in case you weren’t the people I thought you were,” Barbara admitted. “I’m sorry. I know how it looks, but I’ve always been the sort of person to have contingencies upon contingencies.”

“Mm,” Ethan grunted, turning his attention back to Glory to look her over. “I can’t say I blame you, but I’m not happy about it either. The fact is, if we didn’t need each other, this would have been a dealbreaker.”

“I understand,” Barbara acknowledged.

“If anything like this happens again,” Lily growled through her teeth. “We’ll walk. It doesn’t matter how much is at stake. You talk to us about this crap first! You’re lucky it wasn’t me you tried to pull that shit on, or things would have been different.”

Barb stared back at her impassively. If Lily’s words had provoked her even in the slightest, she couldn’t tell. Bitch was as cool as a cucumber. Her eyes eventually faltered to examine the shallow wound across her chest, which Glory had given her. It wasn’t serious, and looked even less so considering how the blood vanished into the void-like blackness of the shirt she and Barbara favored so much. Her natural regeneration seemed to be handling the damage well enough.

“How did things go with Zara?” Ethan asked, changing the subject. “Is she on board with the idea?”

Lily’s eyes lingered on Barb for a second longer before letting the matter drop. “She did, actually. I think having Gloomy ask her went a long way.”

Gloomy looked away, flustered and embarrassed. “So stupid.”

Lily grinned slightly at Gloomy’s discomfort before continuing. “Zara said she’s going to start mustering Vanguards and other forces for this. We think that if she leans heavily on supports, she might be able to minimize casualties.”

“She’s going to treat it as a multi-party raid,” Gloomy added with a slight shrug. “With their soldiers operating all of the transports and stuff. We just need to get her the specific times.”

“Simon will need the same,” Glory added with a short nod. “He knows nothing of Radiance Industries’ presence there. They’ll be caught completely by surprise. It should add to the authenticity to tempt Kimura.”

“That should work,” Barbara agreed with a glimmer of hope in her eyes. Things were still tense, but her focus on sticking it to Kimura Industries seemed to trump everything else. “If we make sure that SlayerCorp moves ahead of Radiance, it should give us the ideal outcome.”

“What about the other companies?” Ethan murmured thoughtfully. “They’ve got to have people watching. How likely is it that they’ll join the fray?”

Barbara shook her head, crossing her arms over her chest. “Highly unlikely. They’ll wait to see how it plays out, especially now that the government is rumored to have approached Armatech as a subcontractor.”

It wasn’t often the government got off its ass to do anything about the in-fighting between companies, but when the disruption was big enough, she supposed they had to do SOMETHING. Not having the manpower wasn’t an excuse to let the money get disrupted, which explained why they went to Armatech.

“If things work out the way we want,” Barbara continued. “The government will make an announcement after the dust settles, demanding a cessation of hostilities. We’ll agree, of course, and so will Radiance, I assume. Whoever doesn’t will have a new conflict to contend with on very little resources but…”

Ethan smirked. “They don’t know how close things are to ending, do they?”

“No,” Barbara scoffed. “The companies are all sitting on their own estimates as to when it’ll happen, but they all seem to agree that it will. The government, however, has managed to delude itself into thinking it’s still preventable. Any plans they have for it happening are… rudimentary by comparison.”

“You’re spying on the government?” Lily sniffed, a little skeptical.

Barbara laughed shortly. “Of course. They’re spying on everyone else, and they’re doing it with my software. Seems only fair, doesn’t it?”

“Well, it should be easy to get everything together for our plan then, right?” Ethan mused, motioning subtly with one hand to the Lilys to head back to their room. It was time for them to get to work, and the sooner they got to it, the sooner they could finally go home and get on with their lives.

Ethan gave Glory a little healing when they finally got back to their room, which was the only thing any of them could do to undo the damage that had been done to her software. Fortunately, the uniqueness of her class meant that the system considered those aspects of her part of her, and qualified for healing.

“How’s that?” Ethan asked quietly. “Better?”

Glory nodded, visibly relieved. “Much. Thank you.”

Once Glory was feeling more like herself, Lily abruptly shoved her shoulder. “What the fuck were you thinking!?”

Glory didn’t snap back at her the way she expected. Instead, she hung her head a little in shame. “I wasn’t. I panicked.”

Gloomy gave Lily a look: a silent plea to go easy on her. Lily sighed, shaking her head. “Would you have told us if Barb had given you the time to?”

“Yes, of course,” Glory answered, looking between them quickly. “I just didn’t have a chance. I would have to tell you to get everything to match up the way it has to. That and… it’s a lot. I had to pretend to be Gloria, and it was very unsettling.”

“Was she talking to you again?” Gloomy asked pointedly.

Glory’s hands went up to her face as she struggled against the urge to sob. There was a long silence before she finally answered. “Yes. I think she broadcast her old tag for Simon to find the second I was connected to the group call.”

“Fuck,” Ethan muttered as he ran a hand through his hair, turning away from them. “If she can do shit like that, she could sabotage us at any time.”

“She’s quiet now,” Glory offered weakly. “I could feel her trying to stop me from baiting Simon, but she couldn’t. I think she used up all her strength to taunt me and pull her stunt in the first place. Though, come to think of it, Barb’s attack on my system seems to have prolonged it. I can’t feel her squirming around in there at all.”

“Maybe she’s sleeping,” Gloomy murmured uncomfortably. “Would be nice if Barb ended up doing us a favor by messing her up, though.”

“Our luck isn’t usually that good,” Lily grumbled, pinching the bridge of her nose. “I don’t know how we can figure it out before it’s too late—before she fucks something else up.”

Ethan sighed, shaking his head. “There’s nothing we can do about it now, and we can’t afford to let ourselves succumb to doubt. We’re in this together. We’re a team—a family. If Glory needs help, then we’ll help her when the time comes. Gloria would love nothing more than for us to treat Glory like an outsider, so she can pounce on her and take the body back. We’re not going to allow that, are we?”

Lily straightened up, proudly puffing out her chest. He was right. If they let themselves become suspicious and skittish around her, then they would hand that win to Gloria. “Nope!”

Gloomy mirrored her gesture with the addition of placing a comforting hand in Glory’s. “We won’t let that bitch tear us apart.”

With them again on the same page, the tension seemed to deflate out of the room. There was nothing left to be discussed. If Gloria showed her face again and tried to take the wheel from Glory, they’d find a way to beat her ass into the ground by whatever means necessary.

Without any work for the rest of the day, they decided to lie low and stay away from the Barbaras. Though things had been put to rest, for the time being, they all agreed it would be better to give it more time and stay out of each other’s way. Lily had no complaints. It just gave them more time together with Ethan, running what he called a ‘reverse train’ on him multiple times. One was before they decided to go out, and the remaining three were when they got back from the restaurant.

The restaurant itself was nice and gave them all a reason to dress up and make Ethan look even better with three hotties hanging off of him when he walked through the door. They had plenty of money to burn, thanks to Barbara ‘diverting’ funds for their use when she was otherwise occupied.

Practically speaking, it probably wasn’t smart to be so showy, but Lily couldn’t be bothered to give a shit. Between her and her two counterparts, they convinced Ethan to throw caution to the wind as well. Hiding from governments and prying eyes was wearing thin. If they wanted to come for them, they were welcome to try. With all of their Reapers guarding the tower or fighting at the front line, what were they going to even do—arrest them?

She doubted Kimura was paying much attention to such things, anyway. They had bigger problems to deal with.

When they got back, Ethan barely waited five seconds before he was peeling her glamorous dress off and sucking on her tits. The other two rushed to pull him out of his clothes as they stumbled around as a group toward the bed in varying states of undress.

“Harder,” Lily groaned, arching her back into Ethan’s mouth, imagining herself offered up to him on a silver platter. He complied instantly, the force of suction increasing as it pulled on her pert, tender nipple. Despite how good he was at turning her into putty in his hand with just that, neither of them was satisfied to stop there. He coaxed a whimper from her as he pulled away, but his absence from her wasn’t long-lived.

With her legs parted, he was inside her before she had a chance to plead for his return. Crushed beneath his weight into the mattress, he captured her lips with a sense of desperate need before making his way down the delicate curve of her neck. “Mmm…”

Not content to let her have a turn completely alone with Ethan, Lily’s counterparts joined in, running their hands down the hot flesh of their coupling. Once, Lily had recoiled at the touch of her other self, finding it strange and foreign to have a woman’s touch on her. But when she and Gloomy realized how much it excited Ethan, it was an increasingly difficult thing to resist when they were all together. Glory had learned to do the same much later. The result was Ethan enclosed in a jumble of Lily-limbs writhing around him, and Lily herself getting a bit of the benefit along with him.

“She said harder,” Gloomy snickered playfully, wrapping her arms around Ethan, running her fingers across his chest as she slowly pulled him back so that he was upright between Lily’s legs. “Give it to her.”

It was the last complete sentence that passed between them for a while. As Ethan began to buck wildly inside her, Lily’s counterparts descended upon her, taking each of her tits in their mouths while alternating with hands on her clit. The tableau drove Ethan crazy, coaxing an orgasm from him maybe a little sooner than intended. With his stamina, it was far from over, and it got them off to an excellent start of churning his essence up inside her very core.

Though the focus remained on her for a bit longer, she eventually gave up her spot to Gloomy, who was next to receive the royal treatment that she had. As it often did, things only continued to escalate with them fucking as a group. While there were no more complete sentences, there were plenty of moans, groans, and uttered obscenities as they urged each other into ecstatic orgasm one after another.

Suffice to say, they weren’t done until well past midnight.

“Now that I’ve had time to think about it,” Glory said to her in a hushed voice as they basked in the afterglow of their private orgy. “I don’t think I buy that explanation about Barb. Not entirely.”

“Hm?” Lily turned her head lazily to look at her other self. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t listening. I zoned out a little bit.”

Glory shifted her weight next to her at the end of the bed, pulling more of the sheet across her chest. “I said I think there’s something off about Barb.”

“She’s a Nova,” Lily said with a little shrug. “I think they all give off that vibe until you get used to them.”

“Is she?” Glory asked, finally grabbing Lily’s attention. “Because they never said specifically that she was a Nova. Just a copy.”

Lily looked over at Glory with a question in her eyes. “What other sort of copy would she be? A clone, or something?”

“Or a robot,” Glory suggested. “If her abilities work the way Barbara says, she would have had to be super quick to look over my skill trees and assign the points, right?”

“They probably know all of our skills by now, chosen or otherwise,” Lily argued quietly. “You heard what else she said: contingencies upon contingencies. All they’d need is a pre-selected loadout for any of us.”

“I suppose that’s true,” Glory admitted with a short shrug of one shoulder.

“You also got a hit in. She was still bleeding when we were talking to her. If it wasn’t for that stupid shirt, we probably would have seen her covered in it,” Lily continued. Even as she argued against the possibility of some kind of robot, she found herself with the same doubts Glory had.

“I guess,” Glory sighed. “Still, there’s something off about her. It’s just a feeling that I get. I can’t quite explain it. Just keep an eye on her, alright?”

Lily pursed her lips, considering what they knew about the situation, and nodded. “Alright. That’s fair. If your gut is telling you it’s sketchy, then I believe you.”

Glory smiled and relaxed back into the bed beside Ethan and Gloomy. “Thanks. That means a lot.”

“Mm,” Lily grunted in response. She didn’t want to risk getting too mushy with what was essentially herself. Being kinder and more understanding with her counterparts had proven to be worth the effort, but she wasn’t willing to go quite so far as hand-holding and singing songs with herself. Not yet, anyway.

Despite her thinking of Glory as another version of herself, she had a different set of instincts from Lily. She had to trust in them as she would her own. Doing so, she’d have a more complete picture of what was going on around them—around Ethan. If it turned out that Barbara or her younger self was up to something and intended to do harm to Ethan in some way, heeding Glory’s warning would be crucial. If it turned out she was wrong, it wouldn’t cost them anything.

That was, assuming Lily herself was able to keep herself from acting prematurely. Ethan would help with that, and she intended to share Glory’s concerns with him, but not just yet. It could wait until morning. Until then, she just wanted to snuggle up to him so they could all get some much needed rest.

If things were going the way she thought they were, they might not have many chances to do so in the coming days.


Chapter 21



Ethan -

Ultimate Showdown

Ethan and the girls had little to do for the next week and a half. Barbara didn’t refer them any more portals worth their attention. Most that appeared were in areas well outside of the city and weren’t enough of a threat to merit the trip. That all changed when a portal appeared within Eventide’s borders, in the middle of a strip club at peak business hours. It was impossible to tell how many lives had been lost, and the disaster was being covered on all the news feeds. Yet Kimura Industries was nowhere to be seen.

“As much as we would like to dispatch a team of Reapers to deal with the portal near downtown,” a well-dressed man in a crisp suit said into the microphone of an interviewer, “we are, unfortunately, unable to allocate those resources at this time. The ongoing conflict with SlayerCorp and Radiance Industries has strained our ability to respond in a timely fashion. We will be assigning non-Reaper teams to contain the situation for the time being.”

At the time, it seemed like there was no question of what needed to be done. Ethan and the others sprang into action. Despite Kimura’s claims on containment, Barbara was certain that the portal was perhaps hours from expanding and unleashing monsters into the heart of downtown itself. She provided them with disguises and fake credentials to get past the cameras and security, allowing them to get in, do their job, and get out before anyone thought to check their stories. It seemed very straightforward with what promised to be perfect execution.

Things quickly changed.

They got past security and the media just fine, but the nature of the location where the portal appeared had an unexpected influence on the dungeon on the other side.

The place was filled with succubi and incubi, many of whom rutted endlessly with one another like animals or with captives chained or partially fused to the dungeon walls. It was an orgy not just of sex, but of excess in all its forms. Twisted forms of surviving people from the club were skewered on rods or tortured to death—much to their delight.

It wasn’t the worst of it, but it set the tone of what they were to expect for the rest of the dungeon. It was smoky, loud, violent, and chaotic at all times with the tang of blood in the air—among other things. It would have been enough to give them real trouble were it not for the foolishness of a succubus attempting to magically charm Ethan.

That was when shit hit the fan as all three Lilys flew into a rage. The sadistic violence of the demons and their thralls was nothing compared to the jealousy of the trio, hellbent on razing the entire dungeon to the ground. Ethan struggled to keep up with them, though fortunately, they weren’t in much need of healing with how much punishment they laid down.

“YOU FUCKING WHORE!” Lily howled as she chopped a multi-armed lamia succubus to pieces. Gloomy and Glory echoed the sentiment several times themselves with other large-breasted, slim-waisted beasties that seemed hellbent on getting to Ethan to suck the life out of him through his dick. The incubus and incubus-adjacent monsters were similarly shit out of luck, not because of any jealous action from Ethan, but the determined rejection from the Lilys looking to outdo one another on who was the most dedicated to him.

It was possibly the least amount of work he had ever had to do in a dungeon since the early days when he was still learning the ropes. Fire, ice, and lightning tore through everything that so much as glanced in his direction. Even the boss, Gwandrilia High Empress of Darkness and Desire, was a footnote in Ethan’s overall experience of dungeon runs. She shouldn’t have been, considering how impressive a mage she was with a myriad of spells at her disposal, but Lily and her counterparts didn’t care for her ‘shaking her tits like a dimestore hooker’ and put her down quickly.

As little effort as it demanded of him, it took a toll on them. They’d raged in the first chamber of the dungeon to the very end, which left them more than a little winded.

“Take it easy,” Ethan murmured, easing Lily down onto a large, decadent couch that looked like it hadn’t had too many weird, monstrous fluids on it any time recently. “Catch your breath. I’ll handle all the treasure stuff this time around.”

“You don’t have to do that,” Lily objected, trying to brush his hand away without any luck. “We can do it.”

“No,” Ethan objected, looking between her and the other two. “Just chill. I think you killed everything in the dungeon. We’re ahead of schedule. I’ll just bag the stuff, and we can go through it later.”

“Fine,” Gloomy sighed exhaustedly, waving her hand at him. “Better be quick or we’re going to go in after you.”

Ethan laughed and jogged off to the treasure chamber, feeling pretty good about how quickly things had gone. That was, until he came face to face with one of the largest fissures he’d ever seen. There had been corruption all throughout the dungeon, but they hadn’t come across a single fissure. The dungeon’s theme appeared to indicate that the creatures themselves were the source of the corruption.

It seemed that wasn’t the case.

Looking over his shoulder toward the entryway, Ethan debated whether or not to inform the trio of Lilys about the fissure. It wasn’t as though he couldn’t handle the situation on his own. He’d barely used any of his resources throughout the dungeon, so even unassisted, he’d still be in better shape than they were if he tackled the fissure on his own.

“Eh, fuck it,” Ethan murmured, turning back to the fissure oozing out of the platform where the treasure was kept.

[Skill Activated: Twilight Seal]

Effect: Seal a Fissure of Corruption by sacrificing a portion of your own vitality as Cursed damage. Damage taken varies by the size of the fissure.

Ethan felt the strange pull of the corruption almost immediately. It was heavier, thicker, and more substantial than the fissures he’d dealt with up to that point. It wasn’t just that it was large, it was somehow deeper. It felt as if he lost his footing, even for a moment, he would slip into an endless darkness from which there would be no return. It also felt like there was something, somewhere in the pit of the fissure, that was pulling against him, trying to draw him in.

Twisting and pulling against the force acting against him, Ethan drew his blade back, then loosed a Purifying Blast. It was just enough to weaken the pull so that the Twilight Seal could finally resolve, sapping his HP with cursed damage before snapping shut and shaking the entire dungeon to its very foundation.

Lily and the others came lumbering in soon after, but Ethan was already transferring all of the loot from the chest on the platform into his pack.

“The frick was that?” Lily exclaimed, wide-eyed as she searched the chamber for the source of the shaking. Spotting the remnants of corruption as it finished dissolving into nothing, her expression darkened, and her brows furrowed. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“Nothing to worry about,” Ethan chuckled sheepishly. “Everything’s under control. Almost done here.”

“You should have told us there was a fissure,” Glory groused bitterly. “We could have come to help.”

“I didn’t need any help,” he assured them, closing his pack and slinging it over his shoulder. “I took care of it.”

Before any of the frowning women could continue to argue with him, Ethan breezed past with a hint of playfulness. “Relax. Let’s get the hell out of here. It smells like butt and balls in here.”

“And sweaty cooter,” Lily scoffed with amusement.

“Also dead hookers,” Gloomy added. The three pointed at each other as though it was a needed inclusion. Ethan felt a little bad about it, but there was no evidence to suggest that there was a way to bring people back once they’d been warped by the spontaneous appearance of a dungeon. Even Slayers, Vanguards, and Reapers didn’t seem to be exempt from the horrific process. In fact, they’d fought a few who had served as dungeon bosses.

By the time they reached the exit, the ladies seemed to be in higher spirits. At least, it seemed that way. The dirty looks being shot his way had thankfully ceased. Ethan lifted his hood and activated the holographic disguise that Barbara had provided for them as he stepped through the portal.

“Once we get back we should—!” Ethan began, only to be cut off by a sudden, fierce shove that sent him sprawling. As he fell, he felt the blade of a sword pull his hood back and pass through his hair.

“That was a close one for Ethan Harper!” a voice called exuberantly from a few dozen feet away. The person it belonged to was holding a microphone, watching him from behind a set of holographic shades, with a floating drone camera just over his left shoulder. “A split second later, and he would have been a whole head shorter!”

Ethan did his best to ignore the man with the rest of the crew with him to turn his attention back to Lily, who’d brought Hellscream down toward—oh, hell. It was Harper fucking Alistor.

“Well, that explains an awful lot,” Harper said, holding Lily at bay with his sword in one hand while hoisting a body in the other to toss at Ethan’s feet. It was Odai. Another, Odai, anyway. “This one and several others were waiting around this portal, ready to spring a trap. I couldn’t figure out why.”

“I’ll fricking kill you!” Lily snarled, drawing Hellscream back and going in for another swing. Harper pivoted, struck the battleaxe along the haft to add to Lily’s forward momentum rather than meet it head-on. Surprised, Lily stumbled forward and nearly fell on her face.

“Not today, I’m afraid,” Harper said, leaping away from her and the others before he could become surrounded. “Unfortunately, the boss has decided you’re all to be put down for your crimes against the company and your defection to Radiance Industries—with the exception of Ms. Lyle.”

Ethan abandoned his bag in an effort to lighten his load and remain quick on his feet. They were early. They hadn’t been expecting anyone from SlayerCorp for at least another week. A quick look around showed that it might still be the case. Besides the numerous dead Kimura operatives and their destroyed gear, there didn’t seem to be anyone from SlayerCorp save for Harper and his film crew.

“The time has come, ladies and gentlemen,” the host of the stream declared, glancing back at the camera drone. “It’s Harper Alistor versus the rogue Slayers Ethan Harper, the Lifeblade, Lily Chen, the Berserker, Gloria Lyle, the Ravager, and their abomination Gloom Rager!”

“Motherfucker,” Gloomy growled, choking up on Eboncold as she obviously considered taking the host out first.

“Stay back,” Harper said, sweeping slowly with his sword in a gesture to ease the crew back further from the action. “I won’t be able to protect you if you become a target of these villains.”

“Give me a break,” Ethan mumbled, stalking closer toward Harper as the girls circled up around him. “Villains? Really?”

Lily, Gloomy, and Glory flew into their respective rages as one, descending on him as he took his place in the formation. They had a ‘blender’ formation for the party when there was a single, powerful enemy that needed to be broken down quickly. The girls moved in one direction, darting in and out to prod the enemy for weaknesses and openings while Ethan moved in the other, offering them healing whenever possible.

Harper remained on the defensive for a moment, assessing his attackers before jumping right into the fight. He seemed so arrogant on all of the feeds, but Ethan had spent enough time studying his form and tactics to know better. The bravado was for the cameras—the spectacle—but it never came at the cost of the underlying skill.

[Skill Observed: Peerless Form]

User: Harper Alistor

Effect: Defense and Attack speed massively increased

Duration: Until canceled

“He’s winding up!” Ethan called, warning the girls as Harper began to settle into a familiar pattern. Peerless Form was the first stage.

[Skill Activated: Rejuvenating Aura]

Effect: +25 HP regeneration per second

Duration: Until out of range

[Skill Activated: Lifelink]

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

Duration: 1 minute

Harper’s eyes darted around to the Lilys, immediately clocking that something was amiss. Ethan had used a single target ability, but due to the quirk of the System and the nature of the Lilys, the ability had latched onto all three of them.

“It looks like Chen’s group is setting something up for Harper,” the stream host declared. “But it looks like Harper is onto them. Let’s get a quick replay with the system overlay to—oh? Well, that’s unusual. I don’t think we’ve ever seen something like that from a Lifeblade before. Multiple Lifelinks? What treachery!”

“Go in hot!” Ethan commanded. They needed to pour on as much as they could before Harper was able to get any more momentum. A scroll of notifications went over Ethan’s HUD as Lily and the others closed in. Numerous skills were activated in rapid succession, but Ethan knew what Lily, Gloomy, and Glory were capable of so he chose to filter out their notifications from his HUD and remain focused on those coming from Harper. Most of Harper’s victories were drawn from his technique rather than individual skills, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have them and make use of them.

[Skill Observed: Maelstrom]

User: Harper Alistor

Effect: Create a spinning tempest of force around you as you rise into the air, adding 200% of your magic to Attack and Damage.

Duration: 6 seconds

Lily pursued, activating her Savage Divide to do so while Glory moved into position to help mop up the leftovers.

[Skill Observed: Air Cancel]

User: Harper Alistor

Effect: Cancel one active skill, refunding an amount of MP proportionate to the time remaining of the skill and temporarily adding it to your defense.

Duration: Remaining time of the canceled skill

As Harper shifted away from Lily’s path, forcing her to overshoot him, he twisted in the air like a cat and lashed out in a downward sweep of his blade toward Glory. Ethan couldn’t tell if it had been his intent from the start or if he was simply that adaptable. He made it look so effortless.

[Skill Observed: Heaven’s Wrath]

User: Harper Alistor

Effect: Downward strike that deals more damage after a successful defense. Damage increases further if executed while airborne.

“There it is!” Ethan called to Glory, who immediately responded with Shatter Defenses. When the blows met, the resulting impact generated a pressure wave that expanded outward in all directions, throwing everyone away from the two. Gloomy, however, was able to respond immediately with a Gloom Step to fill the gap left by Glory as she was sent crashing through the ground into the sublevels of the superstructure. With her axe already held overhead, Gloomy brought it down on Harper for a Blackout Fracture.

Though his Defense had been completely wiped out by Glory, Ethan was still concerned by the fact that Harper’s sword appeared to be completely intact.

[Skill Observed: Seal Evil]

User: Harper Alistor

Effect: Negate all shadow and necrotic damage from a single source, as well as any negative conditions imposed by the source in the last ten seconds.

Ethan couldn’t believe his eyes. He’d never seen Harper use that ability before, but he supposed it was the sort of thing that seldom came up in fights against other Slayers. Gloomy’s aura of darkness was snuffed out immediately, and the Blackout Fracture was completely canceled. What was worse was that the same quirk of the System that allowed Ethan to target multiple Lilys also seemed to apply here as well, immediately rolling back the debuff from Glory’s Shatter Defenses.

Lily shot past him, screaming with her weapon at the ready.

“Lily, wait—!” Ethan said, trying and failing to catch her by the arm. They needed a second to reassess, but in her raging state, it would be difficult to get her to listen to reason. Gloomy moved back, taking a shallow slice from Harper before the Sword Saint was forced to contend with Lily. Glory leaped out of the hole in the ground from below, her weapons at the ready. Somewhere behind Ethan, he could hear the host continuing to commentate on the fight, but he forced himself to tune it out. It would only distract him if he didn’t.

Harper continued to unleash a chain of skills both familiar and new. He was completely readjusting his tactics based on their unique party composition and the rare classes contained within it. Ethan moved up to join the others, lashing out as quickly and regularly as he could, managing only a glancing blow here and there. It was enough to provide a scrap of healing, but Harper’s output was impossible to match. A Penta-Slash overwhelmed Glory, a Steel Requiem knocked Lily from the battle site clear across the street, and a Forsaken Blade nearly took Gloomy out of the fight entirely.

As the fight raged on, the damage to the downtown area and the surrounding buildings continued to grow. Emergency services had already managed to clear the area of people and contain the worst of it, likely before they’d even emerged from the dungeon, while Harper was thrashing Odai and the rest of Kimura’s forces. It was a sad truth Ethan had come to realize only too late.

“Everyone get clear, and I’ll use my Ult—!” Ethan shouted before catching the hilt of Harper’s weapon between the eyes. An explosion of color filled his vision as he staggered backward, turning and spinning in an attempt to get his bearings. A lash of pure, excruciating pain licked up his back, his armor being the only thing to save him from death right then and there.

He let out a cry and fell forward, fumbling at his belt for a mana potion while Lily came in with her own Ultimate. Ethan didn’t see what happened; his vision was too blurry, and his head was swimming. By the sound of it, things didn’t go in her favor, and the situation was rapidly deteriorating without his minimal amount of healing to keep them topped off.

It was too early. Why had he come ahead of the rest of SlayerCorp’s forces like this? The girls had already worn themselves down with the dungeon, and Ethan had a chunk of his health that was just locked off from sealing a fissure. It would have been a tough fight even in top form, but they’d been blindsided. Now they didn’t stand a chance.

His only option now was to land his Ultimate.

A plan rapidly formed in his mind, and he held off on the mana potion, popping the top and holding it in his mouth but not swallowing. “Here goes…”

Pulling himself to his feet with all of his will, Ethan assumed the stance and brought his weapon up. He had to trust that the girls would be able to get clear, because if he waited for a perfect shot, Harper was likely to notice and put him down again. Likely for good.

[Skill Activated: Lifeblade’s Ultimate - Sunset Renewal ]

Effect: Deals damage to every creature in a 100 ft. Line equal to difference between own current and maximum MP. All linked allies instantly recover 75% of damage dealt. Overhealing possible.

Cost: All remaining MP

Cooldown: Once a week

The golden light of the magic lit up the buildings around them as it screamed forward at Harper. The Sword Saint turned to meet it with his own blade, just as Ethan suspected her would. He wasn’t foolish enough to think he could shrug off an Ultimate, even from a C-Tier Lifeblade.

[Skill Observed: Celestial Counter ]

User: Harper Alistor

Effect: Sacrifice 25% of maximum HP to flawlessly counter one attack, then appear instantly in melee flanking range of the target. Your next attack is infused with Radiant energy.

Bingo, Ethan thought, shifting his weight away from holding the ultimate as Harper appeared to his left. He was trying to keep the film crew out of the crossfire. Ethan swallowed the potion quickly, needing only a few MP to pull off his plan, spinning to meet Harper with his blade at the ready.

[Item Activated: Shard of Ancient Benediction, Legendary]

Effect: Upon Activation, reset all active cooldowns of skills and items for the allies you have healed in the last ten seconds. Useable once per week. You may attempt to use this item again within the cooldown period. If you do, you become the sole target of this item’s ability, and then it is destroyed.

Cooldown: 1 week

[Skill Activated: Lifeblade’s Ultimate - Sunset Renewal ]

Effect: Deals damage to every creature in a 100 ft. Line equal to difference between own current and maximum MP. All linked allies instantly recover 75% of damage dealt. Overhealing possible.

Cost: All remaining MP

Cooldown: Once a week

“Wha-!?” Harper managed to get out before vanishing into the golden light of the Sunset Renewal. Still, Ethan was leaving absolutely nothing to chance. He had to make sure that the man went down and stayed down. He had no desire to kill him, he seemed like a nice enough guy, but if it came down to him or the girls, he would do anything to protect them.

His arm surged with corruption, and his jaw set against the power of his own secondary Ultimate.

[Skill Activated: Duskbinder’s Ultimate - Cleansing Sunrise]

Effect: Multiply the damage of one ability by as many fissures as you’ve sealed since this ability was last used. This damage increases by another 250% against corrupted targets.

Cooldown: Once a week

A sonic boom rolled off of him as the pressure from the added damage erupted from within him. The golden light of the Sunset Renewal shifted as it had before the last time he evoked the Cleansing Sunrise, bathing everything around them in an eerier version of the ability. The power tore the streets up, hurled vehicles, pulled the siding off of buildings, and shattered windows. With the area clear, there was no one left to scream at the unadulterated chaos Ethan had wrought on downtown Eventide.

Ethan couldn’t help but laugh aloud as he struggled to hold the magic steady. It was more power than he’d ever wielded before, and the experience was nothing short of a surreal rush. A C-Tier Support class had just beaten the strongest DPS Slayer in the world.

At least, that was what he thought until Harper emerged from the light of his magic as though standing up in a shallow pool. Calm and collected as ever, he lifted his blade and slid it right into Ethan with minimal effort, like sticking a fork into a roast.

[Skill Observed: Sword Saint’s Ultimate - Knocking on Heaven’s Door]

User: Harper Alistor

Effect: Any attack that would reduce you to 0 HP or less reduces you to 1 HP instead. You remain impervious to all subsequent damage for a short time after and cannot use this skill again until fully healed. If you are reduced to 0 HP again before fully healed, you cannot be revived.

Duration: 5 minutes

Cooldown: 1 week from full recovery


Chapter 22



Ethan - The Strongest There Is

Ethan’s magic cut off abruptly, Harper’s sword shutting off the tap the moment it skewered the Lifeblade. Stunned and horrified, Ethan looked down at the sword buried nearly to the hilt inside him, then slowly up at the Sword Saint still smoking and crackling in several places from the damage he’d suffered.

“Pretty impressive,” Harper complimented with a nod of approval. “Never seen anything like that before, but you’re done. It’s over.”

With Harper so close, Ethan seized the moment out of instinct and headbutted him square in the nose. It didn’t do any damage of course, considering the effect of the man’s Ultimate, but it did surprise him enough to force him back. Once the sword slipped out of him, Ethan rallied himself as best he could and rushed the Sword Saint.

Harper checked his nose briefly before meeting Ethan’s blade with his own. With both of them hovering so close to 0 HP, the playing field was much more level than it ever had been. Harper still had the edge, but if Ethan could hold out for a few more minutes, that edge would be lost. It came down to just swordsmanship, which Ethan would have been thrilled with under different circumstances. There weren’t many times when he stood on equal footing with a class dedicated to the blade.

Shuffling and shifting through the debris of the battle, the two were a storm of steel parries and ripostes, twisting and weaving around each other in a deadly dance.

“How’d you manage to pull a sub-class?” Harper asked amid a flourishing parry and clattering metal. “That’s new.”

“It’s kind of a long story,” Ethan answered, struggling to maintain his focus, which he supposed was the point of the banter. “If you wanna put your weapon down, I could tell you all about it.”

“Ha, not happening,” Harper responded with a slight smirk, using Ethan’s momentary lapse in focus to go for a finishing thrust. Ethan moved instinctively, more in the zone than he’d ever been, slipping under the thrust and shouldering into the Sword Saint in an attempt to bowl him over. Harper rolled up over him in a flip, twisting around to strike at his back, only for Ethan to juke slightly out of reach and respond with a swift cut across Harper’s face.

No Effect.

“HYRAH!” Ethan roared out of pure frustration, the corruption surging through both arms as he leaped through the air, bringing the blade down in a downward slash. Harper intercepted the strike with his blade and was promptly surprised at the strength of the blow as it moved his weapon out of position. Ethan followed with a sudden upward strike, catching Harper under the chin and raking the edge of the blade up along his face to the top of his skull.

No Effect. No Blood, just a ripple of magic as the blade scraped along whatever force made him immune to all damage.

Harper slammed the hilt of his weapon into Ethan’s sternum, knocking the wind out of him and doubling him over in an instant. Before Ethan knew what was happening, the Sword Saint had knocked the Gilded Respite from his hands, sending it flying off into the destroyed street somewhere. Then, without missing a beat, Harper kicked Ethan’s leg out from under him, forcing him down to one knee.

“You’re strong,” the Sword Saint remarked, taking a moment to catch his breath before shoving Ethan back with a boot. Ethan held his chest where he’d been struck with the hilt, despite it being the least of his worries, gazing up at Harper, the tip of his weapon a quarter inch from his throat. “Definitely worthy of a reclassification. C-Tier doesn’t suit you.”

“Th-thanks, I guess,” Ethan choked. Even seconds from being executed, Ethan couldn’t bring himself to hate the guy. Somewhere behind him he could hear the camera crew struggling with their audio, which had evidently been blown out by the sonic boom from his Ultimate. “I thought I had you there.”

“You almost did,” Harper admitted without a hint of shame. “It was a pretty clever stunt. Everything they say about you is true.”

“They?” Ethan asked, adjusting his position in the pile of rubble he was laying on. Harper followed him closely with his weapon but didn’t go for the killing blow—not yet. “The goons at SlayerCorp?”

“Nah,” Harper scoffed, shaking his head. “Other Slayers I talked to about you. They said you’re dedicated to the job, punch above your weight class, and stay in top form. It was all true. Shame I have to kill you, I think you would have been a great party member.”

“Well, good news,” Ethan laughed weakly. “You don’t have to.”

“After what you did?” Harper scoffed, shaking his head again. “No. I can’t just let you go. But perhaps if you surrendered—yield honorably—we could work something out.”

“I admit, things got a little out of control in Neo-Elysium,” Ethan acknowledged, keeping his hands where Harper could see them so as not to provoke a killing blow. “But there were circumstances beyond what you’ve been told that created that situation. We’re not entirely innocent, but we’re not entirely to blame, either.”

Harper stared at him uncertainly, conflicted on whether or not to accept what he was saying as a yield or not.

“How about instead of killing me, you put that down,” Ethan suggested, nodding faintly to Harper’s weapon. “And you hear me out. Join me.”

Harper’s face screwed up in a mixture of amusement and confusion. “Excuse me?”

“Haven’t you stopped to wonder what we’re even doing here in the city?” Ethan pressed, leaning forward a bit to close the distance between him and the Sword Saint’s blade until the tip just barely poked his throat. “We’re criminals on the run, right? So why have we been here closing up portals and doing dungeon runs that Kimura Industries has been ignoring?”

Harper appeared to be at a loss. “I don’t know.”

“Kimura has been behind it all, man. They’re the reason everything has gone to shit,” Ethan revealed, feeling a little angrier just thinking about it. “They don’t give a shit what happens to anyone because they’re the ones that set it all in motion. If we don’t stop them, they’re the ones that are going to be in control of everything when everything changes over. Don’t you see?”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Harper objected, his jaw setting. “The System is the one in control of everything. We serve as Slayers at its pleasure, regardless of what anyone says.”

“Maybe,” Ethan admitted, knowing there was plenty of room for nuance even as he understood the matter. “But someone created the System, right? And what if someone was able to compel the System? Override it entirely?”

Harper lingered at the edge of doubt for a few moments longer, running through a few scenarios in his mind with the facts available to him. “Where are you getting all this from?”

“Barbara Singer,” Ethan answered without hesitation. The recognition of the name in Harper’s eyes was unmistakable. “They jacked her work to do it. She’s been working to undermine them for a while now.”

“Bullshit,” Harper responded, though the statement lacked any conviction whatsoever. “How old would she be by now?”

“We can explain all of that once we get out of here,” Ethan urged, spreading his hands defensively. “Kimura Industries is going to send more people with you here, I guarantee it. It could even help us with our plan to hit them where it hurts, but we have to go NOW.”

Harper lingered a moment longer, glancing in the direction of the film crew as they struggled to address their audio troubles. The camera itself was still on them, but without the ability to tell what they were saying. The Sword Saint’s eyes lowered again to Ethan, a hair’s breadth away from death at his hands. It would be easy to kill him and go on with his life, but Ethan knew that he was a man of conscience to some degree. He had a code.

“Just hear us out,” Ethan pressed a little more. “If you’re not convinced by what she has to say, I’ll surrender myself to you right then and there. This whole mission to bring Glory in, is just another ploy by SlayerCorp to try and beat Kimura to the punch. The end is way closer than anyone realizes. You’ve got to sense that.”

The resolve went out of Harper’s eyes at that, and he seemed to visibly decompress. “I do, yeah.”

“Then let’s get—!”

THUCK!

Ethan and Harper’s eyes widened as they realized what had just happened. Lily stood behind the Sword Saint, her demonic aura raging around her, with her axe buried into the man’s back. Her face was twisted and contorted with murderous rage in the purest form Ethan had ever had the displeasure of seeing with his own eyes. It made her into something different—something truly monstrous.

“Don’t you touch my Ethan,” she snarled through gritted, bloody teeth.

[Skill Observed: Immolation]

User: Lily Chen

Effect: Single Hellfire Melee Attack with Penetration and Damage increased by 300% against a single target at less than 25% HP. If you slay an enemy in this fashion, it is reduced to ash and cannot be revived. All equipment worn or carried by the target is destroyed.

“HRUAAAAGHHHH!” Lily roared, the power of her rage carried through the sound of her voice and the intensity of her aura as intense flames sprang to life around the axe buried in Harper’s back. His five minutes were up. The flames engulfed him in a second, burning away every last piece of him as his final scream of agony trailed off, dying on the wind.

Lily seethed, hunched over with her axe still held at the ready as the ashes of the Sword Saint swirled around her and scattered.

Harper’s sword fell to the ground with a strangely resonant clatter.

“What…?” Ethan stammered, looking up at Lily in horrified confusion. “What did you do?”

“H-holy shit,” the host of the stream gasped. “D-did you get that? Tell me you got that.”

Ethan and Lily’s eyes both drifted toward the film crew, though for drastically different reasons. The host moved away slowly, as though confronted by a savage, feral animal. “Harper Alistor… is dead. Lily Chen has slain Harper Alistor.”

Carefully scooting away from Lily, Ethan wasn’t sure what to do. “I… I had him. He was going to help us.”

It was like his words slid off Lily without registering in the slightest. All she saw was blood and flames and sought only to create more. Her chest heaved with exertion and fury, her breathing ragged around literal flames that issued forth from her with every exhale. Was she even Lily anymore, or something else entirely?

It was a little strange, then, that the unusual thrumming of power from Harper’s sword pulled his attention from her. It felt like the weapon was calling to him wordlessly.

[Item Identified: Caladbolg - Unique]

Type: Sword

Effect: +25% Perception, +20% Luck, All Critical hits deal an additional 200% damage and have a chance to instantly kill any target already at Critical status. Add Charisma to all Attacks, Damage, and Sword-based spells. Cannot be equipped until previous owner is slain. This weapon is indestructible.

On Equip: When first equipped, the owner may choose one skill tree from the previous owner to add to their own. All skills in the tree become class skills.

Ethan stared in awe at the weapon, not realizing he’d even reached out for it until it was already in his hand. Lily glared down at him, as if half-expecting him to attack her. He had a disquieting feeling that if he made the wrong move, she might just strike him down.

His attention was diverted slightly by the display of the Sword Saint skill trees on his HUD. It was such a rare class that few people had ever seen what they were really capable of. Skimming the names of the skills, he saw a few he recognized from different trees and others that he could only guess as to their function. A bunch of them seemed OP as fuck.

“Lily,” Ethan said, setting the selection process aside for a moment. “It’s Ethan. You need to get a hold of yourself.”

He avoided the phrase ‘calm down’ as telling a woman to calm down had a historic track record of just making things worse.

“We… we need to get out of here before more people show up. We need to get back,” Ethan continued, extending a hand gently toward her while remaining careful with the tone of his voice. “We can’t stay here.”

Lily continued to seethe for a moment, but without a credible threat present to latch onto, her rage began to cool until finally, it went out completely like a candle in the wind. “Baby? What happened?”

“We can cover that when—,” Ethan stopped as Lily seemed to lose her balance and tumble forward. He was quick to catch her, holding her in his arms despite how conflicted he felt about what had transpired. Wherever she was, it must have seemed like Harper had been seconds away from ending his life. Though probably healed by at least one of his Ultimates, her MP was still pretty low, and they’d been at it in the dungeon for most of the day before that. Raging too many times took a toll, and the Raging Demon version seemed to have a much heavier one.

Lifting her up, Ethan looked around, letting his optics and HUD locate Gloomy and Glory’s tags. One of them seemed to have been just outside of the area to receive most of his healing, but seemed to be mostly okay. Both had the exhausted condition, like Lily, which throttled their stats across the board.

Out of nowhere, a transport appeared overhead, emerging from a state of magical invisibility as it drew nearer. The side hatch was open, with Barb leaning out the side, her hand extended toward him.

“Give her here!” She called, over the sound of the engines roaring around them, debris scattering into thick clouds around them.

Ethan did just that, handing the exhausted Lily up to Barb, who laid her out across the seats then returned to extend a hand to him. “Come on!”

Ethan shook his head and held a hand out to signal for her to wait a moment, then turned to run off to the nearest tag on his HUD. It was Glory, and though she was pinned under some rubble and unconscious, she was mostly alright. A little bit of healing would be needed. He pushed the rubble aside and pulled her out, running back to the transport to hand her off to Barb before running off once again to retrieve Gloomy.

Gloomy sat slouched in a puddle formed from broken pipes, her arms draped over the rubble as she drifted in and out of consciousness.

“Baby?” Gloomy murmured, looking up at him through a curtain of wet hair. “What… what happened? Did we win?”

“Yeah,” Ethan answered, not wanting to complicate the situation. “We won. It’s over. Time to go.”

Gloomy smiled weakly and tried to stand. Her legs gave out, causing her to slump a little further into the puddle. Ethan leaned over, hooking his hands under her arms to hoist her up, then slung her over his shoulders in a fireman’s carry. It wasn’t a dignified way to go, but Gloomy offered no protest.

Returning to the transport, Ethan handed her off to Barb, who laid her out on the floor before extending a hand to him, helping him inside. The hatch closed before he got to his seat, with the autopilot bringing them about. A glowing rune on the console flared brightly at Barb’s touch, engaging the invisibility spell as they sped off through the city.

“Does Barbara know you’re here?” Ethan murmured, pulling a few potions to administer to the girls, closely monitoring their conditions.

“Probably,” Barb answered calmly, brushing her hair out of her face as she took her seat. “But if you mean to ask if I have permission? No. I do not. She’s probably going to be very angry with me.”

Ethan shook his head doubtfully. “You shouldn’t have risked it. Someone could have seen you.”

“It’s the least I can do after what happened,” Barb responded, glancing over at the unconscious Glory. “I broke your trust once, I couldn’t bring myself to leave you out to dry. I saw everything on the feed. If the fight wasn’t bad enough, the comments were a nightmare.”

“Ah, see, you never look at the comments,” Ethan joked, sitting back in his seat. It was only then that he realized he was still holding Caladbolg. He dismissed it as he would any other sword he owned, then recalled Gilded Respite to ensure it didn’t get left behind. He examined it briefly, then dismissed it as well. “Did you see the battle between Ethan and Odai?”

“It was a massacre,” Barb responded, resisting the urge to laugh. “Odai brought a ton of reinforcements with him, too. Evidently, they figured out who was dealing with the portals opening in the area and decided to leave that one open until you showed up. It was a trap from the start.”

“Odai confessed this?” Ethan asked with raised brows.

“Harper got it out of him,” Barb clarified. “Before he killed him. Or the copy of him, rather.”

“Guy is starting to annoy everyone, it seems,” Ethan murmured, relaxing more the further they got from the battle site. Various Kimura vehicles and transports shot past them toward it, but remained completely unaware of the invisible vehicle fleeing the scene. “I’d like to get my hands on the original and put him out of all our misery.”

Barb nodded a silent acknowledgment before turning her attention to the Lilys. She didn’t ask how they were doing. Instead, she seemed content to just make her own assessment and let them rest in the growing silence of the cabin. When they arrived back home, she helped unload them and bring them inside, carefully placing them on the bed to continue sleeping.

“God dammit, Barb!” Barbara snapped as she stormed into the next room where Barb was. Ethan was just finishing laying Lily out in the bedroom when he looked up to see the angrier older woman approaching her younger counterpart. “What the hell were you doing?”

“Protecting our assets,” Barb responded clinically in a lower voice.

Ethan stepped out of the bedroom, carefully closing the door behind him before turning to face Barbara. “Take it easy.”

“You nearly jeopardized everything we’ve worked for!” Barbara continued, ignoring Ethan entirely as she focused her ire upon Barb. “If someone saw you—!”

“I said take it easy,” Ethan interjected, holding a hand out between them. “She did what she thought was right—what she had to. No one could have accounted for Harper taking his show on the road and catching us all completely off-guard.”

Barbara’s eyes darted between Barb and him, realizing that she was outnumbered only too late. Ethan placed a hand on Barb’s shoulder to further emphasize the point. “I don’t know if we would have been able to make it back here without her. Then where would we be?”

“I would have sent something when things cooled down,” Barbara objected. “This was… too visible. Too public.”

Ethan shook his head. “I wouldn’t have been able to drag all three of them to a secure location on my own. We would have been fucked, and our plan to take down Kimura would have been fucked too.”

Barbara regarded Ethan with an air of resignation. She was having a knee-jerk response to what Barb had done, and that was about it. In the end, her younger self had made the right call, and they all knew it.

“Well, now what?” Ethan asked in an effort to move past the issue. “What’s our plan from here?”

“SlayerCorp is likely to make an all-out assault now,” Barbara speculated. “With Harper out of commission, they’ll need to push in before anyone decides to take advantage of the power vacuum. SlayerCorp has plenty of other formidable Slayers, but the loss of Harper will definitely embolden the others to strike.”

“How soon?” Barb wondered.

“Days at the most,” Barbara responded, brushing some errant locks of hair from her face. They looked as though they’d come loose during her rush to confront her counterpart. “I wouldn’t be surprised if we woke up tomorrow to significant troop movements. They could be in Eventide by tomorrow afternoon.”

“We should check to make sure Radiance can make that timetable,” Barb suggested, giving Ethan a brief look.

“I’ll handle it,” he assured her. “Get everything else ready, and I’ll have the girls on their feet whenever you’re ready to move.”

“What about Lily?” Barbara inquired cautiously, her eyes drifting slowly toward the closed bedroom door. She’d obviously seen what had happened on one of the feeds.

Ethan didn’t know how to answer that in a way that would set her mind at ease. She’d lost control to her Paradigm again, but the trigger had been quite specific. “She’ll be ready, too.”

It wasn’t an answer to the underlying concerns, but Barbara accepted it nonetheless. Without another word, she turned and went back to her office with her younger self close behind, leaving Ethan alone to think about what had just happened and what came next.

Ethan’s thoughts on the matter were incredibly limited, though. He couldn’t get that look on Lily’s face out of his mind, or the sound of her unbridled rage as she reduced what was probably the strongest Slayer in the world to ashes, never to return.


Chapter 23



Lily - Respite

▒”Neo-Elysium is in chaos tonight following the death of Harper Alistor, who most regard as the strongest Slayer in the world. Having pushed deep into Eventide, the heart of Kimura Industries holdings, Harper was expected to create a hole through which the rest of SlayerCorp’s forces could advance. However, matters hit a snag when he happened upon a Kimura detachment, led by Reaper Odai, who was lying in wait outside of a dungeon portal for the Slayer fugitives Ethan Harper and Lily Chen. The pair were responsible for a string of killings in Neo-Elysium a year ago before fleeing to the city of Aurum in Radiance Industries’ territory. Harper swore to track the pair down and bring them to justice, and pivoted to that objective when the opportunity presented itself. We go now to Russel Hu with more—.”▒

▒”It’s ludicrous, Diane—bordering on offensive—to think that this rag-tag group of Slayer dropouts could best someone of Alistor’s caliber.”

“With respect, Mr. Sterling, but we’ve all seen the video.” Diane retained her calm professionalism despite Marcus Sterling’s growing hostility throughout the interview.

“You don’t find the lack of audio to be suspicious?” Marcus scoffed. “It’s a sloppy attempt at propaganda on the part of Kimura Industries to demoralize our forces, which, even now, are poised to knock in the front door of their HQ.”

“There have been more videos surfacing in the last few hours,” Diane pushed back gently. “What do you have to say about—?”

“It wouldn’t be the first time that outside agitators hopped on the bandwagon to sow a little chaos for the fun of it. That’s assuming that Kimura Industries itself isn’t responsible for—.”▒

▒”Look, I don’t know where these people came from or what they’re doing in Eventide, but watching Harper Alistor get his shit rocked live on stream was fucking incredible. I practically jizzed in my pants.”▒

▒”I knew Harper. I did dozens of runs with him back in the day when we were all first starting out. I don’t think I’ve met a better dude. To get taken out by some cheap shot from some punk bitch isn’t the way I imagined him going out. He deserved better, and if I ever get my hands on—.”▒

▒”It’s a fantastic bit of strategy on the part of the Radiance Vanguards, John,” The first analyst remarked, highlighting the positioning of the party as they formed up around Harper.

“Oh, absolutely, Tom. Alone, none of them stood a chance, and if all four went up against him at once, he would have been able to focus his efforts into more singular, high-burst attacks that affected them all at once. Instead, what you see here is them continuously flanking him, attempting to stay in his blind spot, while rotating attack vectors.” The second analyst went on, adding his own highlights to the moving images.

“Conserving their energy. Hoping to wear him down,” The first observed with a nod. “Excellent strategy. This party is one of the most in-sync groups I’ve seen out here.”▒

▒”As I’ve said,” Zara began, clearly repeating a statement she’d been forced to say multiple times over the last few hours. “Following the attack by Kimura Industries in downtown Aurum, we dispatched a few Vanguards to recover another Vanguard who was abducted during the attack. Their presence behind enemy lines was incidental. The only goal of that team at the time was the retrieval of those who were abducted. When open hostilities broke out, they became trapped behind enemy lines.”

“So then it’s your assertion that this encounter with Harper Alistor was entirely incidental? Seems rather strange,” the interviewer countered.

“For our part, yes. Harper hadn’t yet declared his intentions to hunt them down. We couldn’t have known how things would end. That being said, what happened was an act of self-defense on their part. It was him or them, and they made a choice.”

“You support what they did?”

“Absolutely.”▒

▒”Brooo, there’s no way a Lifeblade should be able to go toe-to-toe with a fuckin’ Sword Saint!”

“Everyone who’s worked with the guy says he punches above his weight class. He’s been runnin’ with the big dogs for years. He stays on top of his physical fitness and strategy, but when it comes to his dietary needs, you KNOW he’s crammin’ supplements right?”

“Which brings us to today’s sponsor—.”▒

▒”Chat, I think we’ve been sleeping on support classes. Obviously, we’re talking about Lifeblades here, but I think we’ve got a few more with some pretty decent DPS potential. Let’s crunch some numbers and see who ranks higher: the Lifeblade or the Warpriest. I got a good feeling about the Warpriest on this one—.”▒

▒”COMING UP ON ‘EVENTIDE TONIGHT’: Meet the families of the victims of Harper Alistor’s UNHINGED rampage through downtown. THEN, hear from the security force survivors who witnessed the massacre on the front lines! FINALLY, we’ll sit down with the Senior Vice President of Kimura Industries to hear what—!”▒

Lily groaned and pointed the remote at the viewer, turning it off and plunging the dark room back into silence. She huddled under the thick blankets from the bed, staring at the corner of the room as she replayed the events of the day over again in her head. In the heat of battle, consumed by rage as she was, it was difficult to recall all of the little details. She thought she’d seen Harper going for the kill, felt it in her chest, and the rest was a blur of fire and red.

That was, until she saw the look in Ethan’s eyes as he looked up at her through the ashes of the Sword Saint’s remains. He’d looked at her like she was some kind of monster. He hadn’t looked at her like that since Neo-Elysium.

As though summoned by her thoughts of him, the door slid open, casting a long light across the floor of their room, and there he was.

“Whoa, dark in here, huh?” Ethan said, stepping into the room and reaching for the panel next to the door for the lights.

“Don’t,” Lily cut him off, shooting him a brief look before averting her gaze. “Leave them off. I just… I want to sit here for a while.”

Ethan sighed, lowering his hand from the panel. “You were watching the feeds again, weren’t you?”

Lily didn’t answer.

“You know it’s all going to be bullshit,” Ethan continued, stepping further into the room to allow the door to slide shut behind him automatically. “Everyone has their own spin that they’re going to put on things. Everyone has an agenda they want to serve. There’s a profit motive to everything they say and do. It’s like the world’s shittiest filter that reality gets crammed through. You can’t let it get to you.”

Still, Lily didn’t respond. She wasn’t sure what to say. Her heart swung like a pendulum between despair and a sort of resignation that left her feeling numb. What bothered her about it the most was that she wasn’t even pushing back against the characterization of her as a monster. All she seemed to be debating internally was whether or not she was okay with that fact—whether she could live with it.

That, in itself, had a disquieting effect on her that she hadn’t expected.

“Lily,” Ethan murmured, moving to the bed to sit beside her. “Talk to me.”

“You looked at me like I was the bad guy—like the demon had won,” Lily murmured, sneaking a look at her.

Ethan pushed the blanket she’d cocooned herself in away from her head and face, then brushed her hair behind her ear. “If that had been true, you would have still been my demon,” he said, his words sounding like what warm velvet felt like. It sent a slight shiver down her spine. “I was surprised. The whole thing went sideways in more ways than one, but I still love you. I love every part of you, including the rage and fire. Sometimes, I love you so much it hurts.”

Tears she’d been holding in check finally slipped free, streaking down her cheeks in long, hot rivulets. He kissed them away, one by one, his lips feather light and tasting of salt and devotion. Then, those lips met hers and everything seemed to grind to a halt. It was a slow, reverent sort of communion. Lily melted into it, her hands sliding up to tangle in his silky hair. The kiss deepened like darkness itself during the transition from twilight to night. She felt a relief with his touch, a forgiveness that couldn’t be properly spoken aloud. It seemed no matter how much she fucked up, he would be there for her to hold her.

Ethan’s tongue traced the seam of her mouth with exquisite patience, as though taking great pains to memorize her taste. In truth, he was holding himself in check so as not to overwhelm her too quickly. Without her giving him some sort of signal, he had no way of knowing whether he should push things even further. He was a gentleman like that.

Lily sighed into him, a sound halfway between a sob and a moan, and he gathered her up against his chest. The world narrowed to the steady thunder of his heartbeat beneath her palm and the gentle glide of his fingers down her spine. He lifted her as if she weighed nothing, Berserker strength or no, in his arms, she was just Lily. Before she knew it, she was lying back upon the bed, the sheets whispering gently as she did.

Clothes fell away in a process akin to an unveiling. He peeled the nightrobe she’d been wearing from her shoulders with the utmost care. His lips followed the path of bare skin along her collarbone, down to the swell of her breast, and finally the sensitive peak at its center that tightened under the warm lap of his tongue. Lily’s back arched as a soft cry escaped her, fingers threading through his hair as golden pleasure unfurled through her veins. She traced the hard planes of his chest, mapping every fading scar and implant line as though rediscovering the prize of his body for the first time.

“You know I would die for you, right?” Lily whispered against his mouth, her voice trembling with the weight of a truth core to her being. “A thousand times, if needed.”

“You did once,” Ethan responded, the words vibrating against her throat. “I would prefer it be the last.”

He settled between her thighs, the thick, heated length of him pressing against her entrance. It wasn’t a demand of her, but rather an offering of himself. Their eyes locked, and in that moment, the universe held its breath.

He slid home with one, long exquisite glide, filling her completely. Lily gasped, back bowing, the sensation so profound it bordered on worship. They moved together like two halves of the same eternal song—slow and deep. His hips rolled with deliberate grace, stroking every hidden place inside her that sang for him and him alone. She met him stroke for stroke, legs wrapped around his waist, nails tracing delicate lines down his back. Their breath mingled in soft, reverent moans. Sweat-slicked skin slid like warm satin; the wet sounds of their joining were the only true music in the room.

Time lost all meaning whenever she was with him, and this time was no exception. There was only Ethan and the perfect press of his body claiming hers again and again. Lily felt her soul expand, every fracture from the earlier battles knitting together under the healing light of the Lifeblade’s love.

The fire within her continued to build.

The slow burn in her blood, which was always there, began to flicker and grow even hotter. Her hips lifted harder, becoming more demanding. Ethan’s rhythm faltered for half a heartbeat, then answered with something more raw than before. His fingers dug into the soft flesh of her hips, abandoning the pretense of gentleness. A low growl rumbled in his chest.

“Fuck, Lily… you feel so good,” he rasped, the gentle words cracking at the edges. He was barely managing to hold back, but she wanted all of him.

She answered with a needy whimper that broke into something far sharper. “More, Baby. Harder.”

The shift happened like a dam breaking. His next thrust slammed home with bruising force, even for her, driving a guttural cry from her throat. The thin haze of romance burned away, leaving only the primal need that they were so accustomed to. Lily’s nails raked down his back hard enough to draw blood, were he a normal person. She felt the fire within her try to creep out before she managed to will it away, but the feral edge of it remained. She bared her teeth, legs locking around him like iron bands, heels digging firmly into his shapely ass, pulling him even deeper.

“Mmmm! Take it,” Ethan snarled happily, his voice no longer velvet but gravel and smoke. What had begun as soft intimacy quickly devolved into fucking—hard and fast, hips like pistons of relentless power. The bedframe slammed against the wall in a brutal staccato rhythm. Wet, obscene sounds filled the room. The slap of skin, the slick squelch of her dripping cunt swallowing every thick inch of his cock, and the ragged gasps and groans tearing from both their throats were an all too familiar symphony for them.

Lily’s head thrashed against the pillows, her hair spilling like liquid across the sheets. “Harder, damn it. I want you to ruin me. I want to feel you for days!”

The words spilled from her crude and filthy, her thin, civilized mask now long gone. She was rage, lust, and love twisted into a single, screaming inferno. Her inner walls clenched around him like a vise, milking him with every savage thrust.

Ethan’s eyes flashed, and for a moment, Lily thought she saw hints of corruption behind them. “If that’s what you want, then I’ll fill this greedy pussy until you can’t walk straight.”

He hooked her legs over his shoulders, folding her nearly in half, and pounded deeper, the fat head of his cock battering that perfect spot inside her until stars exploded in her vision. His heavy, swinging balls slapped against her ass deliciously, adding to their two-person body-music.

Her orgasm came with a broken scream, body convulsing, cunt gushing around him in hot, rhythmic pulses. But he didn’t stop. He fucked her straight through it and into another that crashed right on its heels, growling filthy praise the entire time. “HRHNG! You’re squeezing me so tight! Milk that cock, Baby, just like that!”

Only when she was trembling, sobbing wreck beneath him did he finally let go. With a long, bestial groan, Ethan buried himself to the hilt and came, flooding her in thick scalding ropes. His hips jerked erratically, grinding deep as if trying to fuse them together permanently. She couldn’t say she didn’t absolutely love the idea.

Lily’s body was still spasming around him when the demon within beckoned for dominance. With a growl that reverberated from her chest, she shoved hard against Ethan’s slick pecs, her strength more than enough to flip their positions in a singular, savage motion. He landed on his back with a startled grunt, but his cock never left her. It remained buried to the hilt inside her, dripping, clenching cunt. Lily rose above him like a wild-haired goddess of ruin, thighs straddling his hips, and grinned down at him with bared teeth.

She planted both her palms flat on his chest and started to ride him like the world was ending. She wasn’t gentle about it either. She put on a full, shameless pornographic show just for him, arching her back so sharply her tits thrust forward and bounced heavily with every downward slam, nipples hard and glistening gloriously. Her hands slid up her own body in deliberate, slutty strokes, cupping those full breasts, squeezing them together, pinching and twisting her nipples until they ached.

“Watch me, Baby,” she panted, voice cracked and laced with filthy intent. “Watch my titties while I fuck you senseless!”

Ethan’s eyes widened, taking in every detail that he could, locked on her like she was the only light left in the world. His hands dug bruises into her hips, but he didn’t try to control her. He just drank in the sight of her, exactly like she wanted. Lily threw her head back, letting her long hair whip across her shoulders, bouncing harder with every passing second.

Wet, obscene slaps filled the room as her ass collided with his thighs again and again, loud, rhythmic, and porn-perfect. She rolled her hips in wide, exaggerated circles between slams, grinding her swollen clit against his base. She was careful to give him an eyeful whenever she could, her greedy pussy stretched obscenely around his thick shaft, the shiny mess of their mingled lust coating every inch, dropping down to slather and soak his balls.

“Fuck, look at that,” Lily snarled seductively, eyes half-lidded and burning as she stared straight into his soul. “Can you see your cock vanishing inside of me? You love this, don’t you, dirty boy? You love watching me ride you like a cheap whore.”

She leaned forward, dragging her slick tits across his face, smothering him for a heartbeat before sitting upright again and slamming down even harder and faster than before, her inner walls deliberately fluttering and milking him with every brutal descent upon him. The bedframe screamed in protest beneath them, but the sound fell on deaf ears. Her moans turned into guttural, animal grunts, raw and broken.

Once more, Lily felt Ethan’s dick swell inside her, his hips stuttering helplessly beneath the relentless grind of her hips. Lily leaned down, her hair forming a curtain around their faces as her mouth formed into an animalistic snarl.

“Give it to me, Baby—every drop! I want it all.” Her hips relentlessly punished him, milking him with perfectly timed squeezes of her silken, inner walls, chasing her own peak while forcing his release. Ethan’s hands clamped down on her ass, as though holding on for dear life, a broken groan tearing from his throat as he crumbled to pieces beneath her. Thick ropes of his jizz erupted deep inside her in heavy, pulsing jets. Lily kept slamming down through every shuddering spurt, grinding her swollen, aching clit against his base until the hot flood of his seed finally pushed her over the edge again. She came with a raw, triumphant cry, pussy clenching and fluttering around him like it meant to wring him completely dry, her whole body shaking as she fucked the last trembling pulses of his seed out of him to her own wicked satisfaction.

When their shared orgasm finally passed, she allowed herself to collapse on him, draping her body across his with an aura of satisfaction radiating from them both. Lily’s fingers trace lazy circles over the faint scars on his chest, her voice soft again. “I love you.”

Ethan pressed a kiss to her damp forehead, already half-asleep from the incredible exertion. The gentle version of the man had returned, banishing the beast for a time. “And I love you. Always.”

It wouldn’t be long before Gloomy and Glory joined them in the room, either to check on them or settle down for the night. Until then, Lily allowed herself to bask in the rare moment alone in the dark, with only the blinking lights of different equipment offering them even the slightest bit of illumination.

“How mad was Barbara?” Lily murmured with amusement, trying to picture the look on the older woman’s face when they got back.

Ethan laughed shortly, possibly recalling precisely what she imagined. “Uh, she wasn’t happy. But it wasn’t us she was upset with, it was Barb. Coming out to get us was pretty risky on her part.”

“Well, I suppose that makes up for the stunt she pulled with Glory,” Lily giggled. “At least, a little, anyway. Would have been tough for you to drag all of our asses home, I think.”

“I made that same point,” Ethan responded with a brief nod. “Assuming I would have been able to get us more than a block away before Kimura security descended on us. They were swarming the area right as we were leaving. Without the invisibility rune, Barb would have had to do a lot more, I’m sure.”

“Lucky us,” Lily yawned, sliding off of him to rest her weight on the bed beside him. She clenched up a bit to keep as much of his jizz inside her as she could. There was so much of it, though, that it was a tall order. “How’re the other two?”

“They’re fine,” Ethan assured her, audibly pleased with her inquiry. “Between my healing and some potions, you’d hardly know they were in a fight. They’re tired, though. I think they’re watching the feeds.”

Lily let the silence linger for a moment, glancing between him and the door. She had the strangest urge to go out after them and bring them back to bed, but wasn’t keen on the idea of dribbling Ethan’s love all over the floor. She wanted to keep it inside for as long as she could.

Instead, she settled on activating her party tag, beckoning to her counterparts to come join them. She wanted them near while they slept. Soon, they would be going back into battle, and there was no way of knowing if they would be as lucky as they had been that day.


Chapter 24



Gloomy - Early to the Party

Gloomy jerked awake as the building shook, jumping out of bed and taking a few steps before pausing to assess the situation. Still naked, she looked back at Ethan, Glory, and Lily, all in similar states of surprise, in bed. “What was that?”

Another, smaller shaking rattled the windows and loose fixtures around the room, deepening Gloomy’s confusion.

Their HUDs all lit up as an audio message from Barbara came through. “SlayerCorp is hitting Eventide. Meet me in my office.”

Ethan groaned but slid out of bed while the girls went about sorting through the clothes they’d discarded the night before. There hadn’t been much in the line of sex, but some naked cuddling was what Gloomy felt she’d needed at the time, anyway.

“Grab all your gear,” Ethan instructed as he grabbed his armor, which Barb had miraculously repaired shortly after they returned home the day before. It turned out that with a few well-placed runes, she was capable of repairing magical gear, provided there was a certain percentage of the gear still intact. “We don’t know how bad this is going to get. I think this might be it, though.”

“Probably,” Glory agreed, tossing Gloomy a bra to sling on. Gloomy grabbed a skirt, turning it over a few times before determining it was Lily’s and handing it off to her.

“How do you know which ones are yours?” Ethan wondered, hopping around on one foot as he pulled his boots on. “Aren’t you all the same size?”

“I’m using more blacks and stuff these days,” Gloomy answered with a little shrug.

“I’m really feeling the magenta and red thing,” Glory added, pulling her clothes on with a tad more grace than Ethan, but not much.

“Except underwear,” Lily corrected. “We’re all still using black… so we have to figure that out.”

“Sorry I asked,” Ethan chuckled, slinging his pack over his shoulder and waiting for them at the door. He didn’t have to wait long because they were right behind him.

As they rushed down the corridor and made their way to the floor with Barbara’s office, a few more explosions outside in the city caused the building to shake to varying degrees. It seemed they weren’t very close to the bulk of the fighting, but there was no way of telling how long that would last. Gloomy didn’t know nearly enough about the most strategic points to capture in Eventide to predict that sort of thing. They only went out for portals, food, and the occasional date.

To Gloomy’s surprise, when they arrived at Barbara’s office, she and her younger counterpart were both wearing gear of their own. “What’s going on?”

Barbara gestured to a few of the screens in her office displaying various feeds of active combat and talking heads weighing in on things. One of them had someone from the government issuing a statement. They were all thankfully muted.

“I was worried that Glory being seen fighting Harper might have caused SlayerCorp to hesitate in their advance, but it seems like the weight of his death has created a fervor within their ranks,” Barbara explained. Her expression was a mixture of delight and concern. The opportunity they were waiting for had finally arrived, but it was much larger and more destructive than they’d predicted. “So this is it. We have to get going.”

“I… figured as much,” Gloomy muttered, flicking her wrist a few times to point out the gear they wore. “I meant this.”

“Oh,” Barbara laughed, looking down at herself a little self-consciously. “It’s been a while since I wore any of this stuff. I was worried it wouldn’t fit. Does it look alright?”

Gloomy blinked a few times in surprise as she assessed the gear. She used light armor, favoring a basic curiass, bracers, and greaves, all of which had come with some minor enchantments and been augmented with her own runes. She had a helmet on the nearby desk that appeared to be her most powerful piece of armor, and was made specifically for her class. Her weapon, a large hammer with some serious heft to it, glowed slightly and registered as Uncommon on her HUD, with no other information available thanks to the privacy protocols Barbara had in place.

“It… looks fine?” Gloomy answered awkwardly.

“I think what she means is, why are you geared up like this?” Ethan asked, looking between the Barbaras. “I thought it was agreed that we would be doing this while you two hung back.”

“The combat zone is much larger than predicted,” Barb responded calmly. “We estimate this building will be caught inside the expanding area within the hour. We stand a much stronger chance of survival going with you than remaining here.”

“My wards are strong, but not that strong,” Barbara added. “So I may as well take them down and recover the mana to use for the mission. I’ll help you in whatever way I can.”

“As will I,” Barb noted solemnly. “It’s an all-or-nothing situation now. No turning back.”

Gloomy looked to Lily and Ethan to see what they thought of the situation, but neither seemed to have come to a decision. “We’ve done six-member party comps before,” Gloomy suggested. “We just have them stay in the back line?”

“Well, that works for Barbara, but what about Glory?” Ethan wondered. “She’s a front-line fighter, isn’t she?”

“I have some baseline skill trees for melee, but most of my skill points are uncommitted,” Barb answered. “I could build for range or additional support if required, either by replicating trees from Ethan or Barbara.”

“She was only so heavily melee before because she was going off of me,” Glory added, giving Barb a look that suggested she wasn’t quite so angry about it anymore.

“You can’t borrow from more than one?” Gloomy asked, clarifying something that should have seemed obvious but needed to be clear before they took one step outside.

Barb held up a single finger. “Just one. I can switch off as we go, but only one at a time.”

Ethan’s expression turned thoughtful. “We have plenty of melee damage, but I’ve never been in a party with another Lifeblade. Is there enough room on the front line for that?”

“Might be better to have another Runesage,” Lily suggested after some consideration. “Almost double the runes to augment everything else, right?”

Ethan looked to Glory and Gloomy for their input before making a final decision.

“I think anything that needs to stay active the whole time should be on Barbara,” Gloomy suggested. “That way, if Barb wants to switch off to someone else—maybe someone we encounter—she can without us suddenly losing a bunch of buffs at once.”

“Yeah, we already know there’s going to be a shitload of Reapers there to get in the way,” Glory agreed. “Being able to adapt to whatever they throw at us would be good.”

With each of the Lilys signing off on the idea, Ethan turned to Barb. “Does that work for you?”

“Yeah,” Barbara confirmed, squaring her shoulders and standing a little taller. “Whatever you guys need.”

“It’s decided, then,” Ethan confirmed, turning his attention back to Barbara. “Leave behind whatever you can’t carry. It’ll suck if the building gets demolished, but we have to stay light on our feet.”

Barbara took a deep breath and sighed as she took in her surroundings for what was likely the last time. “I saved a few larger things in the transport, but I always knew this was an eventuality. I’m ready.”

“What about Radiance?” Lily said, holding a hand out to stop anyone from leaving the room just yet. “We need them to make this work.”

“Last I checked, they were on the move,” Barbara answered, though she didn’t seem entirely confident about it. “I can’t say for sure when they’ll get here, but I’m sure they’re moving as fast as they can.”

Lily’s lips pressed into an uncertain line, but there was nothing they could do about it. Waiting for them to be in the optimal position was out of the question. The various rumbles and booms drawing closer from outside only emphasized that point.

“Let’s go,” Ethan said, placing a hand on Lily’s shoulder to offer some assurance.

“Is the transport ready?” Glory inquired as she lingered at the door, looking back at Barbara. With a nod from the older woman, they all fell in line, making their way to the roof where the transport waited for them.

Gloomy brought up the rear as they stepped into the open, pausing for a moment to take in her surroundings. It was still early, and the sun had yet to come up, so some of the city lights she associated with night were still running, but many more had been completely destroyed. SlayerCorp had come not just with Slayers, but with a full military arsenal at their disposal.

Explosions thundered from a few blocks over, sending plumes of smoke and debris billowing into the streets and high into the air. Flashes of light around the corners of other buildings indicated that there were already Slayers in the streets, though she had no clue as to what their targets were. The building lurched under the power of a pressure wave, the origin of which was a single Slayer clashing with a Reaper one street to the west.

There was something more, though—something in the air. It was like a subtle charge of static that grew, slowly but steadily. It was possible it was the various forms of magic clashing with one another, but she’d felt that sort of thing before, and it didn’t seem quite right.

“Gloomy?” Ethan called back to her from the transport, one foot already inside. “You alright?”

Her lips formed into a frown, shaking her head. “I don’t know. Something feels… different.”

Ethan arched a brow, then glanced out at the city swiftly devolving into a warzone. “Well… I’d say take your pick, but I know you wouldn’t say something if it were that obvious.”

“No,” Gloomy murmured, her eyes darting around the cluttered cityscape for any sign of what was unnerving her so much. “But I can’t place it.”

Ethan waited for a moment longer for the answer to come to her, but every minute spent on that rooftop was another minute exposed to potential danger. “We have to go.”

Gloomy nodded and took a final look at everything, just in case the answer wanted to make itself known at the last minute, but there was nothing. She fell in with Ethan, hopping into the transport and toggling the hatch shut behind her. “Let’s go.”

Barbara toggled the invisibility rune in the cockpit, then lifted off, taking them higher than the usual flight paths in order to avoid the majority of the fighting. She and her younger counterpart, seated in the copilot chair, continued to exchange information as they plotted the best course to Kimura Tower. Below, Slayers and the military forces supporting them continued to advance through the skyways and roadways. Missiles, spells, gunfire, and magical weapons wreaked havoc on everything around them. Slayers darted from building to building on multiple levels in their pursuit of the Reapers, who continued to fall back.

“Are we still going to be able to slip in?” Gloomy asked, leaning into the cockpit. “If they all hole up in the tower, we’re fucked.”

Barbara grunted in acknowledgement, but didn’t have anything else to say on the matter yet. Squinting as she leaned over the control panel, the Runesage examined some sensor readings at the edge of the city. “I don’t think we’ll have to wait long.”

“Radiance Industries?” Gloomy asked hopefully.

Barbara adjusted the readout with a few swift motions of her hand. “It would seem so. I don’t think SlayerCorp has realized they’re there yet. I’ve augmented the instruments on this transport enough to pick them up, but I doubt SlayerCorp has anything quite so sensitive, much less pointed in that direction—figuratively speaking.”

“With that in mind,” Barb interjected. “We should begin moving into position for when the second front opens up.”

Gloomy nodded and moved back into the passenger compartment, taking a seat on Ethan’s left. If Radiance relied heavily on a corps of supports, they would be more than enough to occupy SlayerCorp, drawing their attention away from Kimura Tower. Kimura Industries would be able to rally its forces and be given the opportunity of a lifetime in the process.

They rechecked their equipment to be sure everything was ready to go, but it was Ethan’s weapon that drew her attention and that of her counterparts.

“Caladbolg…” Gloomy whispered. “Incredible. Have you chosen what skill tree to add?”

Ethan shook his head. “No. Sword Sage has a few good ones—hard to choose just one. I spent a little while yesterday going through them.”

“Now seems like a good time, doesn’t it?” Gloomy suggested, elbowing him gently. “You know, with the big battle up ahead?”

“Yeah,” Ethan agreed, his brow creasing with slight frustration. “The Burst Sword tree is how it sounds: AOE. That’d be pretty good to combine with healing, pulling bits of damage from multiple targets for larger recovery.”

“…but?” Glory asked, urging him on.

“But the other one I have my eye on, Ruinous Blade, has a lot of insanely good hard-CC options. The AOE isn’t much, and the spells are mostly single-target. It doesn’t change my capacity for healing much, but the crowd control and debuffs are hard to overlook.”

Gloomy saw the upsides of both. The extra healing-AOE combo would make up for their lack of a nuker in some respects while giving them more sustainability, but depending on how potent the debuffs were, Glory would be able to pick up some insta-kills with some of her own skills. They wouldn’t need sustainability if the fight ended sooner.

Examining the weapon again, Gloomy smacked her lips gently. “What about the weapons stats? Which do you think will work better with how you fight? It has to fit into your other skills too.”

Ethan looked thoughtful, turning the weapon over a few times. “True. Charisma bonus would go great with the AOE, but none of them can crit. The Ruinous Blade ones can.”

“I’d say Ruinous Blade, then,” Gloomy concluded. “The Luck boost from the weapon will make it so you crit more often. That would get us that extra burst of healing and keep the CC.”

“Gloomy is correct,” Barb called from the cockpit, briefly looking back at them. “Very few AOE spells can score critical hits or benefit from Luck at all.”

Ethan looked between them and shrugged. “I guess it’s settled then. Ruinous Blade it is.”

His expression grew a little distant for a moment as he made selections on his HUD. She couldn’t help but feel a little eager to see whatever he picked in action. He had a selection of abilities that no one else had. Even she and Lily didn’t have anything that compared to—.

A chill ran down Gloomy’s spine. It was like someone had just walked over her grave.

Her head whipped around in the direction of the source. She found herself staring at the inside of the hatch, but somehow she knew it was out there. No… not right there, more…

“Look up,” Barb said to Barbara in the pilot’s seat, craning her neck to see better. “What is that?”

Without another word, Gloomy toggled the hatch and threw it open, breaking the invisibility spell of the transport mid-flight. The compartment was instantly filled with a blast of wind, whipping their clothes around wildly. Though they were on the upper levels of the city’s skyways, the source of her unknown dread was even higher—much higher.

There, hanging high above them, a rift had formed. It wasn’t like the portals they were used to when they went into dungeons, though she could sense that it was related. It was more like a tear, slowly ripping across the sky as if someone was unzipping reality. Beyond the threshold of the expanding tear, she found herself working up at another landscape entirely. It was lush and verdant, dotted with mindbendingly large mountain ranges and deep, cerulean bodies of water so clean and clear it seemed like a dream.

Gloomy’s eyes widened as the shape of a dragon moving through the peaks of the closest mountain ranges caught her attention before vanishing from sight. Ruins and abandoned castles dotted the hillsides as strange yet familiar creatures moved in bands at the edge of the forests. Something in her chest swelled with a sense of dread and anticipation. It was as if the concept of home itself were coming to her, but the reception of that home was likely to be tumultuous.

“What are you doing?” Lily shouted from her seat, fiddling with her harness. “Messing up my fricking hair!”

“It’s… It’s happening,” Gloomy gasped with a mixture of awe and fear.

Lily appeared beside her, grasping tightly at one of the overhead handles to lean out and have a look for herself. “Frick on a Stick. Isn’t it… too early for this still?”

“Guess not,” Gloomy murmured as the battle continued to rage below them. Radiance Industries had advanced enough to hit SlayerCorp’s rear flank, the latter of which was struggling to adjust to its new circumstances. Explosions and bolts of magic ripped through the city. One building lost its structural integrity entirely and began to list to one side, slamming into another before crumbling into massive chunks that continued on to the street below.

“I need that hatch closed before we can approach the tower!” Barbara shouted over the wind. Lily placed a hand on Gloomy’s arm, easing her back into the compartment before closing it. Before Gloomy had a chance to retake her seat, her HUD flashed with an incoming communication.

It was Zara.

Gloomy opened the channel. The Oakfist appeared delighted to see her. It still made Gloomy a little uncomfortable how the woman looked at her, but she had the good taste not to press matters. She knew where Gloomy’s heart belonged and made no attempt to change that. For that, at least, Gloomy respected her.

“Hey,” Gloomy croaked, trying to forget what she’d just seen outside. “Did you… uh… did you see it?”

“I did,” Zara confirmed, effectively masking her unease. “Cheryl says this is it—it’s happening.”

Gloomy nodded slightly. “It must be a Nova thing, then. Maybe part of us is… tied to that place? Whatever it is?”

“It’s a decent theory,” Zara agreed before changing the subject slightly. “I just wanted to give you an update and make sure you knew we were here. We’ve engaged SlayerCorp and divided their attention. Once they start suffering major casualties, I’ll update you again and let you know what the situation is.”

“We appreciate it,” Gloomy said truthfully. “We know how risky this is for you and your people.”

“You guys are my people too,” Zara countered. “Truth be told, I would feel much better if I were up there with you instead of down here. I’d feel a lot more useful, that’s for sure—especially with that… whatever it is opening up above us.”

The transport picked up speed as Barbara began her descent, banking heavily to the right to keep her approach vector wide until the last minute. It was too early. The window they needed to make entry was meant to come after Kimura Industries rejoined the fight. Everything was happening too quickly.

“What are you doing?” Ethan called up to the cockpit.

“There’s a massive rift that’s opened just above us and is continuing to expand,” Barbara answered, not taking her attention off the controls. “It’s completely disrupted their security net. There’s a gaping blind spot I’m going to use.”

Gloomy braced herself on the bulkhead and leaned closer to the cockpit. “Aren’t we going to have more Reapers on our asses if we go now?”

Barbara turned to look back at Gloomy with a distinctly concerned expression. “If that thing continues to expand, they might not come out at all. If we wait around much longer, we won’t be able to stop them from taking control of the System before the convergence.”

“Shit,” Ethan growled.

Lily scoffed, taking up position just across from Gloomy with a smirk on her face. “Sounds to me like you better step on it, then!”

Barbara chuckled and returned to the panel in front of her, moving the transport into an even steeper descent at full speed. “You got it!”


Chapter 25



Glory - Breaching the Tower

The hole in the security net of Kimura Tower was located somewhere on the twentieth floor, which appeared to be where some of the middle management was located. A large balcony for breaks, outdoor meetings, or maybe lunches, was where the transport made its approach, opening the hatch and letting them out. Glory hit the ground first, with Gloomy and Lily dropping in behind her.

Targets became available on her HUD instantly, with guards on the other side of the door taking notice of them immediately and opening fire. Glory charged into the hail of gunfire, taking several hits but avoiding dozens more with her unreal speed. The arm blades erupted from their compartments a split second before passing through her foes. Compared to her, their armor was brittle, their flesh squishy.

Not stopping to admire her handiwork, Glory continued down the corridor at breakneck speed. The building was already going into lockdown with alarms sounding all around them as rooms switched to emergency lighting. As she moved, her eyes and ears served to update the map Barbara had constructed for them—where necessary—and kick it back out to the rest of the party’s HUDs. The map blinked with green indicators for directions and with red dots for new targets.

A Reaper crashed through one of the walls, tackling Glory into a conference room where a long table broke under their combined weight. Additional guards, alarmed by the sudden intrusion, snapped to attention and drew their weapons.

The Reaper was some kind of warrior class that specialized in daggers, one of which he drew with a quick hand to drive down at her neck. Glory’s face split into a sadistic grin as the blade passed into her flesh.

“…the fuck?” the Reaper grunted, completely surprised by her response.

“Oh, don’t let me stop you,” Glory cackled. “Try again! You might get lucky.”

Rather than take the weapon out and go in for another strike, the Reaper drew a second blade, gleaming with magic, and drove it into her chest.

“Ah, you’re a ‘tits’ guy, I see,” Glory giggled with a wink, leaning up toward him so the blade sank to the hilt. “Or a man after my own heart?”

The conflicting emotions of rage, fear, and confusion were something worth savoring for Glory, but she couldn’t allow herself to get caught up in leisure time.

[Skill Activated: Ravager’s Frenzy]

Effect: Attack Power +200%

Duration: Until Calmed

“O-oh, SHIT!” The Reaper cried, trying to scramble off of her as he realized who it was he’d engaged without thinking, but it was too late for him. Her blades impaled him through the torso, one after another, and she opened him up on the floor of the conference room, spilling his guts in front of the guards who clearly weren’t built for this sort of thing. One of them vomited while the other backed up toward the door, scrambling with the controls to get it open and failing to make any progress. Within the span of five seconds, they were dead, and Glory was tearing through the walls like a meth-addled badger.

“HEHEHEHE!” Glory giggled, half-skipping and half-sprinting across the floor toward the elevator. Resistance was light, considering it was just for middle management, but she found the paper mache a nice little warm-up for them to offer.

Her HUD registered several security lockouts crashing down around the elevator access, but she didn’t care. Without a Reaper behind it, the subroutines didn’t stand a chance against her.

“You got it?” Ethan asked, lingering behind even Gloomy and Lily as he kept an eye on Barbara and her younger self. “Do we need to send her up?”

“I got it,” Glory assured him.

[Skill Observed: System Ravager]

User: Glory

Effect: Deal catastrophic damage to an enemy OS, inflicting a wide array of conditions

Condition Imposed: Blind, Crippled, Dazed, Confused, Disarmed

Duration: 5 minutes or until healed

The security crumbled before she even reached it. All that was left when she got to the doors was removing the steel panels themselves, which came with a few strokes of her arm blades. She finished kicking the doors into the shaft to plummet to the floors below just as Gloomy joined her at the shaft’s threshold.

Glory waited only a beat as the map updated, confirming that they were going down where the server room was located. Leaping into the shaft, she allowed herself to go into freefall with Gloomy beside her and Lily right behind. As they approached their floor, she grabbed onto the elevator cable to stop just short of the floor. Gloomy and Lily shot past, swinging their axes into the wall just above the door and creating a massive gap of destruction in the wall.

The resulting debris and collapsing supports were just enough of a distraction to throw off the soldiers in power armor waiting for them on that floor. Though not quite as challenging as actual Reapers individually, there were enough of them to present a credible threat. Their weapons, like those of the armored transports they’d encountered in the badlands, actually hurt.

“OPEN FIRE!” One of the soldiers screamed, but he was late to the party and didn’t even know it. Lily’s grin echoed Glory’s as she brought Hellscream around in an upward diagonal sweep.

[Skill Observed: Earth Slash]

User: Lily Chen

Effect: Tear a massive line out of the ground, using the material as a giant axe blade.

Duration: 4 seconds

The skill only killed a couple of the soldiers on impact, but it split a deep line down the center of the corridor despite the fortification it had relevant to the middle management floor they’d just been on. The giant axe, formed from the floors and walls, temporarily held the same enchantments as Hellscream, causing a massive divide of fire and cacophonous screams that filled the space amid acrid smoke, burst pipes, and broken power conduits.

The Lilys went to work on the remaining soldiers as Ethan and the Barbaras came in after them.

[Buff Applied: Rejuvenating Aura]

Effect: +25 HP regeneration per second

Duration: Until out of range

[Skill Activated: Lifelink]

User: Ethan Harper

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

Duration: 1 minute

“Try not to get too far ahead,” Ethan cautioned. “Otherwise, you won’t be able to tank as many hits like you just did.”

“Yes, Daddy,” Glory responded sweetly through her teeth as the rage continued to course through her system, ripping the arm off of one of the armored soldiers and beating another over the head with it. She’d just cracked the shell of the second soldier’s helmet when a heavy impact blindsided her and knocked her into some system tech’s office. Though devoid of any people, it was crammed full with equipment that sparked and spat as she came hurtling through it.

[Skill Observed: Arcane Impact]

User: Odai

Effect: Simple burst of arcane energy with low damage but a high probability to shove the target

Condition Imposed: Reeling

“This guy!” Glory snarled, digging her arm blades into the floor, bringing herself to a stop. Odai appeared through the smoke, looking as he always did, his expression dour and disgusted at the sight of her. She probably had a similar look on her face for him.

“I had a feeling I’d be seeing you again,” Odai remarked coldly, brandishing his wand. Glory didn’t wait to see what he had in store for her, but wasn’t about to back down either. Instead of diving for cover, she charged forward, running up along one of the walls and leaping from vertical surface to vertical surface in quick succession to throw his aim off.

Glory hit him at full speed across the upper torso, tearing into him like a cat as the two went tumbling backward through another room stacked with computer equipment. Lines of blood streaked the walls and blinking panels of equipment, but as a Reaper of a higher tier, he wasn’t taken down so easily as the soldiers were. He kicked her off of him and rolled to his right, striking a pose like a man aiming a rifle, and let loose a spell.

[Skill Observed: Arcane Bore]

User: Odai

Effect: Fire a narrow beam that deals high damage and adds your full Magic stat to penetration against everything within a 60 ft line.

Glory fell into a backbend, allowing the concentrated beam of magic to pass over her a mere quarter inch from her tits, then pushed into a back hand spring to stay mobile. Had she taken the bore to the chest, there was no telling if she would have been able to keep on her feet.

[Skill Activated: Short Circuit]

Effect: Cause painful shorting out of a single piece of cybernetic hardware in a target.

Duration: 5 minutes or until healed

“AGH!” Odai grunted, flinching as a piece of hardware inside his skull shorted. “You fucking bitch.”

Glory took advantage of the minuscule window the flinch offered and rushed forward, eyes wide with anticipation of the kill.

[Skill Observed: Electro-Static Aura]

User: Odai

Effect: Deal 50% of your Magic stat as damage per second to any target in contact with you. This damage increases by an additional 5% for each piece of cyberware the target has.

Duration: 10 minutes

Glory felt the electricity light her up inside as she collided with Odai, knocking him onto his back. Battle continued around them between the Lilys, Ethan, the Barbaras, and Kimura’s forces, but at that moment, Glory felt like it was them as they gazed intensely into each other’s optics.

“I was ready for you this time,” Odai grinned savagely, blood oozing out from between his teeth.

“I’m flattered,” Glory responded as arcs of electricity licked across her skin and danced beneath the surface, lighting her up in places like bolts of lightning amid darkened storm clouds. It was difficult to move, and she’d barely nicked him with her blades. His plan seemed to be just to wait her out until she was out of HP. “But I think you should have given it a little more thought.”

“Helluva thing to say when you’re cooking from the inside,” Odai scoffed, slowly bringing his wand up to press under her chin. “Maybe I should just hurry it along.”

Glory’s grin stretched wider as she tightly gripped each of his upper arms. “Too late for that.”

[Skill Activated: Vicious Appropriation]

Effect: Tear any physical modification from the body of a target you have grappled and add it to your own, inflicting significant damage and related conditions

System Alert: Your arm slots are full. Would you like to equip the new arms instead?

Condition Imposed: Disarmed, Bleeding

Artificial muscles and tendons snapped and cracked as the arms ripped free from their sockets. His wand hand went limp, and the electrical aura around him sputtered and fizzled as the life swiftly drained out of him. Holding an arm in each hand, Glory selected ‘no’ on her HUD and simply discarded them to either side.

“Glory!” Barbara said, appearing in the doorway wide-eyed. “Oh, damn.”

Rising from the burned and broken body of Odai, Glory waved her off. She’d be fine. Ethan’s healing was still reaching her, which meant he must have been somewhere nearby fighting.

“Hold on,” Barbara said, moving quickly to kneel beside Odai’s body. She traced a symbol on the deadman’s chest then pressed the head of her hammer to it, causing a green, glowing rune to appear. She then turned and pressed the head of the hammer to Glory’s chest, and the rune appeared on her HUD. Her system went into a scanning mode, then placed the rune again on the map overlay.

[Skill Observed: Rune of Revelation]

User: Barbara Singer

Effect: Reveal the location of a single target. Accuracy, duration, and distance are determined by the degree of sympathetic material used in the casting.

Duration: 1 hour

“That’s where the real one is,” Barbara answered with a little smirk. “Might be a good idea to take him out before he sends another of these puppets up after us, hm?”

[Skill Activated: Hunter’s Prey]

Effect: Track specific target’s movement across vast distances.

Target: Odai

Now that Glory knew where the original Odai was, there was nowhere he could run where she wouldn’t be able to follow. Even if the hour duration of the rune had elapsed, she’d be able to find him. “Sounds like a good—.”

The floor erupted under them into fire and debris, blowing a hole wide enough to drive a transport through and sending them plummeting downward. Glory felt the link with Ethan growing weaker, a faint reminder that she was quickly approaching the edge of his healing’s effectiveness.

Glory looked up from where she and Barbara had hit the floor to see yet another Odai standing over her.

“Too late for that,” Odai chuckled mockingly, training his wand on Glory even as he took note of the Runesage beside her. Then he did a double-take. “Barbara Singer?”

It was all the opening Glory needed to lash out and knock Odai’s hand with the wand wide. He was quick to stumble away from her following attack in the relatively cramped space, but he wasn’t nearly as fast as she was. Mage Armor was a standard spell for many spellcasters to prebuff with before going into a fight, and it was the only thing that kept Glory from splitting him open on the spot.

This Odai also wasn’t foolish enough to attack her on his own—a fact that became apparent as a squad of soldiers opened fire on her.

“AGH!” Barbara exclaimed, frantically holding her hammer out in front of her.

[Skill Observed: Rune of Shielding]

User: Barbara Singer

Effect: Create a strong magical shield with your weapon, lasting as long as you hold your weapon at the ready. This skill uses a small amount of mana over time.

The hemispherical shield was only visible at the various points where it was struck, creating an effect of rain on glass as gunfire peppered it. It wasn’t large enough to protect Glory, but it did mean she didn’t have to worry about protecting the Runescribe while she continued to go on the attack.

“We’re going to need some backup down here,” Barbara said in the party comms. “Odai blew a hole in the floor. We’re right below you.”

“Be right there!” Ethan responded, but judging by the grunting, he had his hands full with whatever Lily, Gloomy, and Barb were dealing with.

“I’ve got it,” Barb interjected.

[Skill Observed: Rune of Stone Giant]

User: Barb Singer

Effect: Bestow the target with natural armor that stacks with their Armor and Defense. This bonus is equal to their Strength. In addition, all melee attacks of the target gain the Tremor and Knockdown qualities.

Duration: 2 minutes

Even though Glory was nowhere to be seen, the thundering and pounding on the next floor up told her that Barb had exploited the same trick Ethan did with single-target spells. By buffing the Lily closest to her, she’d extended the buff to Glory one floor down as well.

“Heh,” Glory laughed. “I can work with this.”

The gunfire was significantly less effective against Glory as she weaved through the squad of armored men, lashing out with her arm blades. Each strike of her blades sent the men flying, along with the massive breaches in armor and deep gashes in their flesh. If she happened to overswing and strike a wall, support, or the floor, the impact caused the structure to quake and crumble to pieces.

If her speed wasn’t enough to throw off Odai’s aim, the constantly trembling and shifting floor beneath his feet was. Spells hurled her way went wide several times, with a couple striking down Odai’s own people in the process. Even the one Glory picked up and hurled at the Reaper wasn’t spared the wrath of Odai’s spells.

“God-fucking-dammit!” Odai spat, steadying himself and deciding that Barbara made for an easier target. No doubt he was counting on his Arcane Bore being enough to puncture her shield.

Rather than sit around and find out, Glory leaped into the air, bringing both her blades down into the floor, utterly destroying what remained of their surroundings and sending them into free fall once again to the next floor down.

“We’re at the Primary Server Room,” Barb informed them as they passed beyond Ethan’s reach. “How soon can you get up here to get us in?”

“I think they’re moving the Core,” Gloomy interrupted. “I can sense someone inside.”

“They can move it!?” Ethan groaned. “Where the fuck is it going to go?”

“Be right there,” Barbara grunted as Glory pushed some debris off herself, taking in her new surroundings. It was cold, sterile, and bright as rows of cold-storage pods were lit up along a pair of narrow corridors. Each one of the pods had an Odai in it.

“….Oh no,” Barbara gasped, eyes darting around the room in all directions. From her perspective, they were surrounded and trapped in the storage area with what seemed like endless Odais. From Glory’s perspective, all of the Odais were trapped in there with her.

“EEEEEE!” Glory squealed gleefully, streaking down the aisle she’d landed in, tearing through one pod after another.

[Skill Activated: Ravager’s Ultimate - Rampaging Calamity]

Effect: Overclock every piece of cyberware you have equipped, boosting their passive effects by 25% for a deadly charging barrage. All attacks have +75% Penetration and become Criticals.

Duration: 1 minute

Cooldown: 1 week

The drawback to Rampaging Calamity had always been how much she had to commit to it to make it worth it. Glory wasn’t protected from the destruction she created when the ability was activated, so debris, explosions, and all sorts of things could inflict serious harm or interrupt her during the small one-minute window it granted. However, with the Stone Giant buff, she was able to throw herself into it with reckless abandon, tearing through pods of Odais without a care in the world.

Explosions erupted around her, shrapnel was hurled in all directions, and debris came down around her, but Glory kept swinging as she moved in a straight line down the aisle. Every piece of cyberware she’d installed was working past its normal maximum, creating the effect in her perception that time had slowed down. Her speed, power, durability, and perception were all pushed past her already impressive limits. With the addition of the lightning along her blades, she was a localized tempest in a world of cardboard.

Odai tried to keep up, waking one vessel of his after another in an attempt to intercept her, rapidly making adjustments to which ones he picked ahead of her to try to outpace her advance. Two ahead, Four ahead, Twelve ahead—it didn’t matter. Each one fell before her in rapid succession, and through it all, she laughed.

More like a cackle, really.

By the time her minute was up, nearly every pod had been destroyed, the storage area was falling apart, and there were massive system failures that were having knock-on effects across several floors.

Coming down from her Ultimate also meant a wave of fatigue. It wouldn’t last forever, especially once she was able to catch up with Ethan again, but it did cause her to experience a wave of vertigo as she came to a stop on the far side of the storage area.

“I suppose you must feel quite satisfied with yourself,” a voice rasped from the shadows. Between flickering lights, she was able to make out a squat column of sophisticated machinery similar to the pods she’d torn through. This one, however, was not enclosed, but rather had the form of a human torso from the waist up jutting upward from the lower section. It had no legs and no arms, and was connected via several wires, cables, and conduits to the device that partially enclosed it like an open casket. It had no jaw. No eyes. No nose. Part of the skull was missing, replaced with cyberware.

Glory stared dumbfounded for a moment, feeling herself drawn to the macabre tableau before her. Her optics enhanced the visual, filtering out much of the flickering light and enhancing the shadows to give her a better idea of what she was looking at. What was left of the face wasn’t enough for her HUD to recognize against a public database. “What…?”

“Congratulations,” the raspy voice continued. It sounded like it was coming from a damaged speaker located amid the machinery around the mouth or throat. “You’ve got me.”

As the initial shock and vertigo wore off, Glory knew that between the rune Barbara had given her and her own Hunter’s Prey ability, there was no mistaking who she was looking at. “…Odai?”

“Correct,” the voice responded. Though the head had no eyes, they had been replaced with a set of black optics that somehow seemed hateful as they stared back at her.

“My god,” Barbara gasped, finally catching up with Glory. “Kento Kimura?”

“Once,” the figure answered. “That’s not a name I’ve gone by for a long time. Does my appearance shock you?”

Glory and Barbara stared back at the immobile cyborg in silence.

“It shouldn’t,” Kenta continued. “You knew my father. You know what he is capable of. You aided him in many of his endeavors. Your work helped make me what I am today.”

“It was never meant for this,” Barbara objected, shaking her head desperately.

“Lie to yourself, if you must,” Kenta’s speaker crackled. “But not to me. Not now.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Glory said, cutting in abruptly, readying an arm blade as she approached Kenta’s fixture with a few steps. His presence made her skin crawl, but she had bigger concerns. If Barbara was somehow responsible for the man’s current existence, the truth could wait until later. That was, assuming that she cared. It wasn’t her business, and it was an old wound. If she and the others were to return to Radiance Industries when things were over, she saw no reason to open it up again. “I have somewhere to be.”

“You’re right,” Kenta agreed, his head twitching in a way she couldn’t fully read. “It doesn’t matter now. Do what you’ve come to do.”

Glory stepped up onto the lower section of the equipment, climbing up the front of the mass of machinery to be level with his gaze. He didn’t bother to beg or talk her out of what she was about to do. He was too proud for that, it seemed, and there was a part of her that admired that. He was beaten, and he knew it. Now, he sought only to accept his fate in as dignified a manner as he could in such a state.

“Final words?” she asked, more as a courtesy than general interest.

“No,” Kenta responded with a slight hint of resignation.

With that, Glory drove the blade into the skull, piercing his brain and electrifying the cyberware both within and behind. Several conduits shorted out. Running lights went dark.

He was gone.

Glory pulled the blade from the man and jumped back down to the floor, ignoring Barbara’s presence for a moment as she re-located Ethan and the others. They were two floors up, waiting for them to gain access to the Primary Server Room.

“I…” the Runesage began tentatively.

Glory chose the best route for them to make their way back up and proceeded. “Let’s go.”


Chapter 26



Ethan - Duel in the Penthouse

Alarms blared around them as Ethan held his position near the entryway, where he topped Glory off with some more healing. She’d taken a fair amount of damage in the little time she’d been separated from them, despite the rune Barb had bestowed upon her.

“You want to talk about it?” Ethan asked her in a tone low enough that it nearly disappeared beneath the blaring alarms and sounds of secondary explosions across multiple floors. Fire suppression systems had come online, but for obvious reasons, those around the Primary Server Room weren’t as overzealous as others. Glory had a look in her eyes that seemed almost disturbed, which was a commentary in itself as to how bad what she’d seen must have been.

“Later,” Glory said, looking up into his eyes and offering a brittle smile. “Not now.”

“Alright,” Ethan agreed, letting her go to interface with the independent system responsible for locking down the server room in an emergency.

“Zara says that Kimura Industries is going for it,” Gloomy murmured as Lily shifted her weight impatiently from one leg to the other. “They’ve slaughtered a huge chunk of the Slayer Corp forces, but a bunch of them are doubling back to the tower. They’ll be here soon.”

He felt another rumble from a distant impact outside, but there was a strange sense that the ceiling was slowly coming down on them, despite being completely stationary. Mostly. They’d done a lot of damage to the place.

[Skill Observed: System Ravager]

User: Glory

Effect: Deal catastrophic damage to an enemy OS, inflicting a wide array of conditions

Condition Imposed: Blind, Crippled, Dazed, Confused, Disarmed

Duration: 5 minutes or until healed

“Alright,” Glory said, taking her hand off the sealed door to the server room. “That should be enough to do whatever you’ve got to do.”

Barbara nodded, drawing a series of runes on the door before pressing the top of her hammer against them to activate.

[Skill Observed: Command Override]

User: Barbara Singer

Effect: Issue a single root command to a system, overriding all previous instructions for a short period of time, while preventing remote access and overrides from other sources.

Command Chosen: Open

Duration: 5 minutes

The lock to the door clicked and beeped before sliding open along a pneumatic track with a hiss. Inside, a trio of Reapers was guarding a team of technicians as they finished hooking up the Master Computer Core to a complex rig of straps and supports. The MCC itself looked very different from the surrounding technology, most notably due to its semi-spherical construction and different-colored running lights. Something about it… felt alive. It was like a person was staring back at him with a silent plea.

The rig they’d attached to it extended up to the ceiling of the server room, where an inexplicable opening existed. Looking at it for just a second made Ethan feel a little nauseous, as though he’d been stuck on the puke-a-tron ride at the pier for an hour.

“…What is it?” Ethan wondered, swallowing back the bile rising in his throat.

“Spatial disruption,” Barbara answered as the Reapers took notice of them and advanced. The MCC lifted from its housing in the server room and began rising towards the strange, nonsensical opening in the ceiling. “Spatial magic. It bends the rules of physics.”

“Where are they taking it?” Lily snarled. “I worked my ass off to get into this room.”

“GO, GO, GO!” One of the Reapers shouted back at the technicians.

“Screen left,” Ethan commanded, instructing the Lilys to ‘steer’ enemies to one side so that they could create an opening on the right. The trio flew into their respective rages without question and threw themselves into a clash with the Reapers. Ethan considered his positioning, but felt panic set in as the MCC began to cross the threshold of the opening in the ceiling. “Fuck.”

Without giving it more thought, Ethan sprinted through the opening the Lilys had created, shot past stacks of support gear for the MCC, and leaped through the air with all his strength. He barely caught a strap of the rigging with one hand, swinging and dangling from the underside of the MCC as it rose higher toward the spatial disruption. Barb hit the side of the rigging soon after, reaching down to give him a hand up where he could get a better grip.

“Stay with them!” Ethan yelled, pointing down at Barbara as he passed into the disruption himself. He knew no matter where he ended up, the Lilys would be able to track him. Once inside the strange warping of space, Ethan’s eyes vision became a kaleidoscopic twisting and turning of office space, conduits, ventilation, and computer equipment. The rig continued its click-clacking as it was pulled through the strange space, then suddenly stopped as they went into freefall.

“Hold on!” Barb shouted as a cacophony of sound from seemingly every floor of the building rushed over them in a roaring, discordant wind. It was a good thing she told him to hold on, because he’d been considering letting go and just drifting into whatever fuckery was shooting past him at breakneck speed.

They shot out of an opening in the floor where they lay sprawled out, as though they’d been coughed up by the building itself. Ethan’s head whipped around, trying to get his bearings as the map Barbara had given them struggled to update and orient itself on his HUD.

It appeared to be a large penthouse/office space, similar to the one Elias had once reserved for himself. It was the sort of space a CEO not only worked in, but likely spent nights in as a home away from home. Large displays lined the walls to one side, giving completely updated information of the battle for Eventide as well as several muted feeds to keep an eye on. Ethan pushed himself to his feet, looking up at the MCC as it hung suspended from the rig attached to a moving track along the ceiling. The far wall of the room was entirely windows composed of fortified smartglass, but there was a single opening to allow the MCC to pass through, where an empty private launch pad awaited it.

“This is… Seito’s penthouse,” Barb murmured, climbing to her feet beside Ethan. She didn’t look nearly as nauseous as he was. Near the door stood not one, but two fully equipped war mechs with their weapons readied and trained on them. A fully kitted-out Reaper Ethan didn’t recognize stood with them, nearly eight feet tall, yet he still looked small next to the heavy military equipment flanking him. “And that is Tremor.”

The large cyborg Reaper stepped forward, the ground trembling beneath his heavy cybernetic feet. “Ethan Harper. The bug responsible for killing Harper Alistor—for denying me my prize.”

“Uh,” Ethan muttered, glancing toward the MCC and the massive growing rift across the sky outside. “Yeah, I guess that’s me.”

“Where’s your girlfriend?” Tremor asked, walking a wide circle around what Ethan realized had been the main sitting area of the penthouse before a spatial disruption had opened beneath it.

Ethan shrugged and spread his hands. “Pbbbt. You got me. Could have sworn she was right behind me.”

“No matter,” Tremor growled, his voice distorted slightly by the cybernetic alterations in his throat. It was impossible to tell which parts of him were armor or just more cyberware. Every piece looked as though it had been constructed with one of the so-called ‘fantasy metals’ found or mined from the dungeons. He wasn’t just a cyborg; he was covered in enchantments that pushed him way past the limits of any other cyborg in existence—perhaps even Glory. His class, the Annihilator, didn’t give him any clues as to what his capabilities were, but Ethan supposed it was fair to assume he was DPS. “I’ll get to her eventually. I’ll split her meat after I’m finished with you.”

“Chotto matte kudasai,” an old, but deep voice commanded. Though it filled the room with its weight, it came from an elderly man barely taller than Lily who emerged from behind a partition that divided the room in half. He held a hand out toward Tremor, who bowed his head respectfully and retreated a step. Ethan’s HUD translated the Japanese automatically to ‘Please wait a moment.’

“Kimura-sama,” Barb responded, bowing respectfully. Ethan furrowed his brows at the gesture, wondering why she bothered to pay him any such respect. “It has been a long time.”

“Tashika ni,” the elderly man acknowledged. Again, Ethan’s HUD translated it automatically, displaying the word ‘Indeed.’

Though the man was shorter than Ethan by a fair amount and incredibly wizened, he moved with such grace as to almost glide across the floor. He had completely replaced his eyes with advanced optics, but the rest of his head seemed to still be the original meat he was born with—judging by the wrinkles, liver spots, and other skin defects, anyway. He wore on his hip a katana still in its scabbard.

His gaze shifted toward Ethan before he continued to speak, the translation scrolling across his HUD. “You will have to excuse Tremor. He had his heart set on a fateful duel with the Sword Saint. Now, that will never happen. You took that from him.”

“I defended myself,” Ethan countered without a hint of respect. “Nothing more.”

Seito scoffed and nodded, nonplussed.

“Kimura-sama,” Barb interjected, finally rising from her bow and speaking in English. “I ask that you step aside. This has gone far enough, and the convergence is at hand. It’s over.”

“I am aware of the position I am in,” Seito responded, his voice still in Japanese but vanishing behind the text scrolling before Ethan’s eyes. “That is why I have brought the device here, to the top of the tower, to help the process along.”

“I’m not going to let you take full control of the System,” Ethan said, taking a step forward with sword in hand.

“Oh?” Seito replied, looking up at the Lifeblade with a hint of amusement in his expression. “You think yourself up to the task of stopping me?”

Ethan glanced at Barb, then Tremor, looking for any sign that he had somehow triggered a trap. “You said yourself I killed the Sword Saint.”

“With a team,” Seito corrected, clasping his hands behind his back as he continued his stroll around the room. They were all running out of time, but he didn’t seem to be in any hurry. “Such battles hold little interest for me, and use up far too much time. What did interest me, however, was when all of that fell away, and it was just you and Harper.”

He’d been watching the battle. Ethan supposed he should have expected as much, but he just seemed like the kind of guy who had more important things to do. “And?”

“I confess,” Seito continued, “that I found your swordsmanship rather impressive. Not at all like other Lifeblades.”

“Other Lifeblades,” Ethan echoed, unable to mask his curiosity. “How many others have you met?”

“Enough,” Seito assured him with a slight nod. “They’re more brutish with their attacks. They hack at their enemies like they’re chopping wood, doing only what is necessary to provide healing for their parties. You, however, are a person who takes pride in your training. Harper acknowledged as much in his fight with you. So… I have a proposition.”

Ethan shifted uncomfortably, his brow creasing impatiently. “I’m listening.”

The old man slowed to a stop, turning to face Ethan. “I propose a duel between you and me. No outside interference will be allowed. A contest of swordsmanship.”

“Kimura-sama,” Barb interjected, only for the man to cut her off with a brief gesture of his hand.

“I am certain that if we were to do this your way,” Seito explained, his gaze boring into Ethan, “that my superior resources would prevail over you. However, it would rob us both of much-needed time. You would perish, and I would lose my opportunity to seize System control. My son is dead. The empire I have spent all my life building will mean little when the convergence has completed. I am an old man who will be forced to start over. If we do it my way, the outcome will be decided by the wit and skill of two men.”

Ethan glanced at Tremor, who was visibly restraining himself from interrupting, then over at the sentries by the door. There were more drones outside, hovering around as the MCC was guided to a fixture waiting for it on the landing pad outside.

Barb shook her head shortly. “Ethan. Don’t.”

He could tell by the tone of her voice that he was being baited into some kind of trap, but it didn’t make the prospect any less enticing.

“Sir,” Tremor rumbled from behind the old man. “There is no need for this. Let me handle them while you—.”

Seito silenced him with the same gesture he’d used with Barb. “No. We would prevail, but his healing abilities would drag things out too long. There is too much at stake now.”

“But, sir,” Tremor growled in frustration.

“Leave us!” Seito commanded, glancing over his shoulder at the larger man. Their body language was the complete opposite of what one would have suspected from their size difference. The cyborg lingered for a moment longer before turning toward the exit. The Sentries were deactivated as he approached, and within moments, he passed through the large double doors into the corridor beyond.

With that, the matter had been decided. Ethan motioned toward Barb to back up as he moved to a new spot across from Seito. “Alright, let’s do this.”

“Ethan!” Barb protested, becoming more insistent than before. “Don’t do this! You have no idea what you’re dealing with.”

“Do not allow her to mislead you more than she already has,” Seito remarked, deactivating whatever protocols he had in place to conceal details about himself from her HUD. The moment he did, the information about his Tier and class, among other mundane details, passed before his eyes. He was a B-Tier Samurai. Only one tier higher than him, so the power differential wasn’t that significant on paper. Ethan reminded himself that such information wasn’t definitive enough to base a strategy on. He, himself, was a C-Tier that had outstripped everything someone in his tier should have been capable of.

There were other factors in play. The old man likely had everything he needed to know about Ethan, but Ethan had yet to determine what Seito was keeping in his back pocket. He was old, and a lot of people would consider that a weakness—Ethan himself had fallen into that trap at first—but that meant he had experience. He was a student of the blade likely before he obtained a Reaper class, which meant much of his skill was likely from years of training, conditioning, and some modifications along the way.

Seito admired the swordsmanship between Ethan and Harper. For all of their fantastic abilities, that was what had gained his interest. The old man was more than met the eye. Ethan had to proceed with caution.

“Don’t interfere,” Ethan reminded Barb, glancing over at her. “One way or another, this will be settled between us.”

“Fine,” Barb grudgingly agreed, making a show of the additional steps backward that she took.

With her out of the way, Ethan’s attention turned back to Seito. The old man slid one foot back, presenting a more narrow profile to his opponent, but had yet to draw his blade. “Are you ready, Mr. Harper?”

“Ready and waiting,” Ethan said, assuming his standard ready stance. It was nice and neutral, capable of handling most situations. It was a good standby, but as Seito stared him down on the other side of the sitting area, Ethan began to doubt that it was up to the task. Seito took a single step to his right, and somehow the Lifeblade knew for certain that it wasn’t.

Ethan shifted to his right as well, changing his stance from neutral to a little more defensive: Form III. Still, it felt inadequate. The intense stare of the older man felt as though it was picking him apart, piece by piece, without ever taking a swing. Ethan started gaming out the ways the man might move in his mind, visualizing the movements and how he might countermove. Pushing it further, he considered how Seito would respond and how he could answer in kind. The scenarios continued to expand outward, and Ethan knew that the old man had to be doing the same. He wanted a contest of wit and skill… this was certainly part of that.

As they continued to circle one another, Ethan shifted between a few more stances, using them to probe the old man for any possible opening. Again and again, Ethan played the scenarios out in his mind, testing his footing and examining Seito for even the slightest changes in breathing, posture, or footing. The man remained impassive and completely unreadable. It was definitely not his first rodeo. Worse still, a man with his resources was likely well studied on both Ethan and Harper’s skill sets. He’d mentioned having met other Lifeblades, too, indicating a deeper understanding of his skills than he had of Samurai skills.

Ethan only had one shot at this. Seito wasn’t the sort of guy to give him a second bite at the apple, so it was going to be all or nothing.

Before Ethan realized what was happening, they were both moving. Only a couple of steps with a flash of steel, and they were in opposition positions from where they started. Ethan’s heart was racing, and his brow was covered in a thin sheen of sweat. He was down on one knee, with his weapon at the end of its arc already.

[Skill Observed: Iaijutsu Strike]

User: Seito Kimura

Effect: You draw and strike in the same blinding motion. You add your Agility and Perception to Damage and Penetration. If you score a critical hit, you instantly reduce your target to 1 HP.

[Critical Hit Taken!]

HP Remaining: 1

Ethan felt the strength drain out of him as a puddle of blood formed at his feet, gushing from a wound across his chest. Behind him, Seito slid his katana back into its scabbard with a resounding clink. It was like hearing a nail being driven into his own coffin as he fell to one knee.

“Very good, Mr. Harper,” the old man complimented, easing himself onto his knees as he slipped his sheathed weapon from his obi. “Well done.”

Setting his sword to the side, Seito let out a long breath before half of his torso from his right trapezius down to his left hip slowly slid free of the rest of his body. Once free, the chunk fell to the floor on his left with a heavy, wet thud while the rest of Seito tumbled lifelessly to the right.

[Skill Activated: Sanguine Sword]

Effect: Take 50% of your maximum HP as Cursed damage, adding the same amount to the damage of your attack. All damage dealt in this way is also Cursed.

Condition Imposed: Cursed Damage

[Critical Hit!]

Ethan briefly noted his XP shooting through the roof as he slowly dragged himself to his feet, fumbling for a potion on his belt to stabilize him long enough to let his natural regeneration to take over. He could blow a bunch of healing on himself, but without additional enemies, he didn’t see a rush.

“How did you know what he would do?” Barb asked, approaching slowly. “It was quite the gamble.”

“Heh,” Ethan chuckled, bracing himself with one hand against a nearby piece of furniture while popping the top of the potion with the other. “I didn’t. I ran through all the options I could think of, realized he probably knew everything Harper and I could do, inside and out, and thought, ‘What would Lily do in my position?’ I went with one of the Ruinous Blade spells that was way too reckless for Harper to have ever used—Something completely new.”

“Still… very risky,” Barb said, wrapping one hand around his before he could bring the potion to his lips. “Considering you never know who might pose the next threat.”

Ethan’s eyes rose to meet hers as her grip tightened around his hand. “…Barb?”

“Mmmnope,” Barb said, her cool exterior cracking and splitting into a familiar, wicked grin, her eyes gleaming viciously. “Try again.”

“Gloria,” Ethan gasped in astonishment. “How?”

She ripped the potion from his hand and tossed it over her shoulder before shoving him onto his back with her foot. The potion shattered across the marble tile a second later. “I’d love to share the whole story with you, but as the old man said, we’re pressed for time. Lucky for you, Lily and the bitch-brigade are going to be here any second, so I need to keep you alive a little while longer so as not to raise suspicion or send them into a premature bitch-fit.”

“What are you going to—!?” Gloria brought a swift strike down to the back of his skull. It wasn’t enough to do any serious damage, but in his weakened state, it sent him face-first into the floor, where an endless expanse of black awaited him.


Chapter 27



Lily - Fire and Ice

Lily wrenched Hellscream from the skull of the biggest Reaper before turning back to where the strange opening in the ceiling had been. Whatever electronics and equipment had run through the ceiling was completely ruined, and the surface was deformed into swirling shapes, but the opening itself was gone. “Where did it go?”

“Uh, up,” Gloomy answered. On its face, it was a dumb response, but when Lily checked with her Hunter’s Prey ability, it was absolutely correct. If they doubled back to the elevator shaft and just climbed, they’d eventually catch up with him.

“Penthouse,” Barbara clarified, wiping some blood splatter from her face disgustedly. The older woman had surprised Lily by getting her hands dirty, taking a few hard swings at the Reapers when things got rough. “That’s where Barb’s tracker is.”

“Let’s go, then,” Glory grumped, picking her way over a mound of computer equipment that had been turned to slag by Lily early in the fight. Without Ethan, it had fallen to Barbara to be their support, and she’d done an alright job by stacking runes around the way that Barb had. It wouldn’t have worked with any other party, but the System glitch allowed her to stay close to just one of them and not have to dart around the battle getting to others.

“Are we all healed up?” Barbara asked, glancing between each of them in turn to check their condition. The Rune of Recovery wasn’t quite as useful as Ethan’s healing, as it was a fixed amount of healing it dealt out over a period of time before having to be refreshed, but it got the job done. The last one she’d put on Gloomy was only just now fading from view.

“I’m alright,” Lily said, though her gaze remained fixed on Glory, who seemed preoccupied with whatever it was that had happened two floors down. She said she’d taken care of Odai, but that was about it. “What about you?”

“I’m fine,” Glory responded curtly, making her way impatiently toward the door. She stepped over the body of a Reaper she’d hacked to pieces on the way. More were surely on the way, but that wasn’t why she was antsy. Lily exchanged looks with Gloomy, and the rest of the group fell in behind Glory, hustling back to the elevator shaft.

Going up was nearly as easy as coming down had been for them due to one skill Lily had taken early in her Slayer career.

[Skill Activated: Wall Climb]

Effect: Allows vertical ascent on most surfaces

Duration: 30 seconds

Thirty seconds wasn’t a long time, but between that, the numerous handholds, and the incredible speed at which they moved, it was more than enough—even with Lily giving Barbara a piggyback ride.

“This next one,” Barbara called out as they approached the floor that Ethan was on, confirming what the Hunter’s Prey ability was already telling them. Glory reached the sealed door first. It was secured in almost the exact same way as the server room had been, which was to be expected.

“I think the whole floor is sealed,” Glory said, looking along the walls on either side of the door. “So we can’t hack through.”

“Well hit it with your… System thing,” Gloomy said, hanging from a steel beam by one hand as she motioned between Glory and Barbara.

“It has an extra layer of security,” Glory responded with a frown. “It’s blocking my ability to crash it.”

“Hold on,” Barbara murmured as Lily turned to give the woman a better look. The older woman traced a rune on the door, which provided her with a magical panel that resembled a tablet.

[Skill Observed: Diagnostic Rune]

User: Barbara Singer

Effect: Learn what security subroutines and enchantments are active within a small area.

Duration: Until canceled

Lily watched as information scrolled across the magical screen Barbara had created. Most of it was gibberish to her. It provided a list of security subroutines, ICE, and enchantments, only the last of which she knew anything about—which wasn’t much.

“That’s a lot to get through,” Barbara murmured to herself thoughtfully. “We’d have to go layer by layer. Unless…”

“Unless what?” Lily asked as Barbara climbed off her back and held onto some of the supports next to the door.

“Unless you chop through it,” Barbara answered with a sly smirk. “Your Paradigm lets you do damage to corruption, which is just the System’s manifestation of corrupted code. You should be able to damage this stuff in a similar way. It might not be 100% effective, but it’ll be better than sitting in here fiddling with each layer of security.”

“Hm,” Lily grunted, liking the idea of just hitting things with her axe until they got out of the way. Simple. Straightforward. Hard to forget. “Alright, back away and I’ll see what I can do.”

Once they’d got some distance from the doors, Lily braced herself against a support and wound up with all her strength. A shimmering reverberation of magic emanated from the point of impact once the axe struck. She could feel it working in a similar way to corruption whenever she struck it. Emboldened, Lily grinned and threw herself into the work of hacking through the door.

“Code’s degrading,” Barbara shouted over the large banging in the shaft. “Keep it up!”

[Skill Activated: Infernal Arc]

Effect: Add a large amount of Hellfire damage to a melee strike against a single target. The target gains the Burning condition, taking damage proportionate to your Magic stat.

Condition Imposed: Burning

Duration: 1 Minute

Lily didn’t know for sure how coding and programming could burn, but magic had its own logic to it that wasn’t worth overthinking. She continued to hammer at the door while the Hellfire tore through the security subroutines. Within moments, she tore through every layer of magic and code that was locking the floor down, sundering the physical structure of the doors themselves. Glory and Gloomy stepped in at that point, using the warped opening as handholds to pry the paneling open further, allowing everyone to pass through.

“Excellent work,” Barbara complimented, patting Lily on the shoulder. They found themselves standing at a T-section of a hallway made of dark marble with red carpeting. Old paintings and frescoes adorned the walls while sculptures and old suits of armor from various eras resided in alcoves, dramatically illuminated from below by recessed lighting.

Lily’s attention wasn’t on the decor, though. It was fixed on the giant cyborg walking down the hall toward them on the left.

“I’ll be damned,” the Cyborg laughed in an electronically distorted voice. Lily’s HUD displayed that he was an S-Tier Annihilator. All the Reaper classes were so damned edgy. “Just the bitch I was hoping to see.”

Lily and her counterparts exchanged confused looks before pointing to themselves and then each other, not certain which one of them he was referring to.

“You,” the cyborg said, pointing with a large chunky cybernetic finger. With the trio standing so close together, it was impossible to tell which one he meant. The Lilys continued to point at themselves and then each other, brows furrowed. “No. You. YOU! THE ONE IN THE MIDDLE—Ah, Fuck it!”

The cyborg charged toward them, cyberware and Reaper strength combining to propel him at incredible speed. Barbara swore and stumbled away from them, but Lily and her counterparts held their ground, each of them flying into their respective rages.

[Skill Activated: Seething Hellfire]

Effect: Wreath yourself in furious fire, granting +200% to all fire damage in addition to all other bonuses, including those from Rage.

Duration: Until Rage ends

“COME ON!” Lily roared, flames pouring out of her mouth as the aura burst into existence around her. Lily and Gloomy hit him head-on, creating a shockwave of force that cracked the floor and walls around them. Glory leaped over them, passing over the top of the cyborg in a flip as she raked her blades across his back.

The Annihilator turned to backhand her, but she was too fast. The attempt left him open, allowing Lily and Gloomy to strike at different points along his torso. Lily immediately noticed how shallow the wound was—if ‘wound’ was even an appropriate word. It was more like they’d chipped away pieces of his armor and hide. Both of which seemed to be made up of fantasy metals, at least in part, and the faint shimmer of light across his chest indicated there was magic on top of that.

[Skill Observed: Gaze of Balor]

User: Tremor

Effect: Deal a moderate amount of Poison damage to every target within your field of view, inflicting the Poisoned condition.

Condition Imposed: Poisoned

Duration: 2 minutes

Glory wasn’t caught within the blast of green that erupted from the cyborg’s optics, but everyone else was. Lily’s HUD flashed with a warning that she’d been poisoned, but she ignored it, ducking and weaving with Gloomy to stay out of reach of the larger man to divide his attention while they continued their attacks. Each strike felt as ineffective as the first, but they had to keep probing him for weaknesses if they were going to bring him down.

Meanwhile, her HP continued to be whittled away by the poison.

[Skill Observed: Thunderclap]

User: Tremor

Effect: Create a deafening wave of Sonic damage that has a chance to inflict Knockdown, Stunned, and Deafened

Condition Imposed: Variable

Duration: 30 seconds

Lily managed to hold her ground against the shockwave that slammed into her, but she felt her ears pop a few times as a result. Her hearing wasn’t gone, thanks to the biomods she’d received from Radiance Industries, but it was like the sound was coming through a damaged speaker. Glory was sent hurling against a wall while Gloomy was locked down by the stun effect. Tremor used the opportunity to follow up with a pair of devastating strikes that seemed to break everything down around them.

[Skill Observed: Seismic Slam]

User: Tremor

Effect: A single slam attack that deals an additional 75% Damage with +50% Penetration in a small AOE, and a chance to give armor and weapons the Sundered condition.

Gloomy was thrown back in the direction of Barbara while Glory was hurled down the hall, bouncing off the floor, wall, and ceiling before coming to a grinding halt. It looked like the Sunder condition had been inflicted on a few pieces of her equipment in the process.

“Barbara!” Lily shouted, gesturing quickly toward Glory with the back of her hand while leaping at the Annihilator to intercept his advance on Gloomy. She knocked his blow wide, then shunted him backward with all the strength she could muster. He looked surprised that she was able to move him at all, much less the several feet she ended up achieving before he grabbed her by the head and tossed her aside.

“Careful!” Barbara warned as she sprinted off after Glory. “I can repair the damage but I’ll need a minute.”

“Ugh, of course,” Lily snarled, her aura igniting a paint on the wall along with the carpet beneath her feet as she recovered from the throw.

“You ain’t gonna last a minute,” Tremor chortled as he raised an arm in her direction. Instead of attempting a strike, the arm opened up in several places, revealing a pair of rotary guns at the center.

[Skill Observed: Cyclonic Punishment]

User: Tremor

Effect: Massive increase to a ranged weapon’s attack speed, with +50% Sonic damage, Wind Damage, and Penetration.

Duration: 10 seconds

Lily managed to evade the first few seconds of gunfire, but Tremor was quick to correct his aim and pin her down against the wall, which began to rapidly crumble around her.

“YEAAAARGH!” Lily screamed as she felt her HP crumble right along with the wall. Were it not for the wall giving way and her falling back through it into an executive bathroom, it might even have been enough to drop her completely. The blood pouring from her wounds came nearly as fast as the water from the various broken pipes around her.

Tremor knocked down a few more pieces of the wall around the main hole and stepped into the bathroom with her. “Without a healer to prop you up, you ain’t shit.”

Gloomy broke in through a second wall, bringing Eboncold down onto the floor with both hands.

[Skill Observed: Phoenix Talon]

User: Gloomy Chen

Effect: Add your Magic stat as Fire Damage to your melee attack. Enemies within 5 feet of the impact take 50% of the total damage. All targets gain the Burning condition.

Duration: 25 seconds

[Item Activated: Gloves of Frozen Flux]

Effect: Converts all elemental damage to Ice Damage

The flames that surrounded Gloomy’s attack were blue, rather than orange and yellow. As soon as Eboncold made contact with the floor, the swiftly growing puddle was instantly frozen beneath the cyborg’s feet, mid-stride. The result was a semi-comical display of Tremor slipping on the new sheet of ice, his arms flailing about briefly as he sought to get his balance. The Burning condition manifested as a slow, creeping frost across the surface of his body rather than heat.

That gave Lily an idea, but it was difficult to form it fully while in a raging state.

[Skill Activated: Nerves of Steel]

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

Duration: 1 hour

With the Nerves of Steel active, she was able to hold onto the benefits of her rage while regaining a degree of clarity, allowing her to work through the idea more effectively. Stepping into the path of the water rushing from one of the broken pipes, she created a billowing cloud of steam to form around her. It expanded rapidly, filling not just the space in the bathroom but that of the halls as well.

“What’s going on?” Barbara asked through their party comms. “What’s happening?”

“Just get Glory over here as quick as you can,” Lily said, swinging her axe around as she moved about the room, converting large quantities of water into steam. Each time she moved, she created a new burst of steam that obscured all conventional sight, but the goal wasn’t concealment. Even with the steam forming a wall of white, her flaming aura made her a beacon of orange that was easily tracked.

Gloomy continued to dart around, keeping the cyborg busy while taking advantage of the constantly shifting state of the floor beneath his feet. Lily had to move quickly before he gained the presence of mind to resort to another string of AOEs to pin them down.

Lily charged through the steam toward Gloomy, using her as a guidepost to veer into Tremor.

[Skill Activated: Berserker’s Fury]

Effect: Attack speed and damage massively increased

Duration: Until calmed

The attacks did little in terms of physical damage against the cyborg, but the fire damage from her aura on each strike caused the metallic components of the cyborg to rapidly heat up. In some parts, the components began to visibly glow a dull red that grew steadily brighter. Gloomy circled around the periphery, waiting for a chance to strike.

“Gloomy! The talon again!” Lily said, disengaging just as the cyborg wound up for another Thunderclap. “Now, now, now!”

Her counterpart brought Eboncold around again with both hands, crashing into Tremor with everything she had. The cold flames exploded on the cyborg’s chest, immediately freezing the surrounding steam into ice crystals while dropping the metallic components of the Annihilator to below zero.

[Team-up Attack Unlocked: Thermal Rupture]

Participants: Lily Chen and Gloomy Chen

Effect: Superheat a target, then instantly bring it to below zero, dealing 200% Fire and Ice damage while Sundering equipment with thermal contraction and causing liquids to crystallize. The Magic Stat of both participants is added together as additional Crushing Damage.

Bonus XP: 75%

The metallic components of the Annihilator buckled and cracked in several places, with the more durable of the Fantasy Metals faring the best of the bunch. Tremor’s body began locking up, even as thick ice spread across his body, creeping into his mouth and down into his lungs via the steam. The damage was considerable, but not enough to bring such a powerful Reaper down to zero HP.

That was where Glory came in.

The Ravager screamed through the air past them, clamping one hand down around Tremor’s head. His armor had buckled, his joints had frozen, and his gear had been sundered, rendering him completely vulnerable.

[Skill Observed: Skull Ripper]

User: Glory

Effect: Catastrophic damage to a single prone target, likely inflicting instant death

[Critical Hit!]

Bonus Effect: Target cannot be resurrected

Tremor managed to let out an ear-piercing scream as Glory ripped his head from his shoulders. Though the man was mostly cybernetics at this point, there were bits of meat and blood that still clung to the spinal column. Glory held the skull over her head for a moment, then began bashing it off the floor until it broke into pieces.

Lily took a deep breath to steady herself just as Barbara came rushing to her side.

“I’ve got you,” she assured her, tracing the rune on her back as she had done earlier. “You’ll be alright.”

[Skill Observed: Rune of Recovery]

User: Barbara Singer

Effect: Heal 50 HP a second and remove some debuffs

Conditions Removed: Poisoned

Duration: 10 seconds

The next breath Lily took was much steadier, much calmer. As before, the effect was duplicated for Glory and Gloomy as well. Knowing that she wasn’t going to pass out from blood loss or collapse from massive trauma, Lily’s thoughts turned immediately to Ethan once again.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen Team-Up attacks between two melee classes before,” Barbara commented, nodding broadly toward the remains of Tremor. “Have you ever done that before?”

“No, this was the first time,” Lily answered. “I saw what Gloomy did with the ice, and I got an idea. Then I thought, what would Ethan do if he were here? How would he get through that armor?”

Barbara nodded, reapplying the Rune of Recovery the moment the first one expired. “I see. So you weren’t trying for the Team Up, specifically but unlocked it all the same. Very interesting.”

“Yeah, super interesting,” Glory growled, joining them alongside Gloomy. “Now that he’s dead, let’s get out of here before we have to deal with another one.”

Lily turned and resumed her path toward the giant pair of double doors at the end of the hall—toward Ethan. Everything else was secondary to that. There was no telling what sort of trouble he’d gotten himself into without her. Woe unto whoever was responsible for giving him such trouble.

“Easy,” Barbara cautioned, placing a hand on Lily’s arm. “I don’t want to crash the gates and accidentally destroy the MCC. Tremor was their top Reaper, considered to be the closest thing that Kimura Industries had to Harper Alistor. If he was out here patrolling the halls, then I can’t imagine what they’ve got lurking for us in there.”

Lily jerked her arm away with a frown. “Ethan’s in there. That’s all I need to know. If anyone has harmed a hair on his head, I’ll fucking kill them.”

Barbara sighed but offered no further argument. Lily was a bit nervous after what she said, but she wasn’t about to back down. When she reached the doors, she placed both hands upon them and pushed. To her surprise, they came open with ease. They hadn’t been locked, warded, or reinforced. She supposed most people would consider an S-Tier cyborg Reaper and the wards at the elevator to be enough. Most people didn’t anticipate having to deal with her.

“Ah!” Barb exclaimed, turning to face them as they entered. Ethan was unconscious on a couch while pieces of an old man lay strewn across the floor. “There you are! Quick, the MCC is just out there.”

Barbara’s head whipped around to see the device being affixed to a new housing that had been constructed for it on a landing platform outside. Her attention was divided, though, by the body of the old man on the floor. “…is that Seito?”

“Yes,” Barb answered. “He challenged Ethan to a duel. He’s at critical HP, but he won.”

Lily moved toward Ethan, her heart sinking at the sight of her beloved in a blood mess on the couch. Gloomy and Glory moved up alongside her, exchanging silent, suspicious glances with one another.

“Seito wasn’t supposed to be here,” Barbara muttered anxiously. “He should have been on the ground overseeing the battle. He would have never passed up a chance like that.”

Gloomy cleared her throat and motioned outside the windows toward the growing rift that continued across the sky and down toward the horizon. “That probably changed his mind.”

“Of course,” Barbara sighed, shaking her head. “We came very close to him seizing control for himself.”

Lily leaned over Ethan and kissed his forehead. “I don’t care. So long as he’s dead, my Baby is okay, and we can go home.”

“We’re almost out of time,” Barb urged, motioning for Barbara to proceed to the MCC. “Go ahead.”

Lily noticed Glory’s eyes narrow as she stared at Barb, her hands clenching into fists a few times. Looking up at her, she seemed uneasy. “Glory? What’s wrong?”

“…I don’t know,” Glory murmured without looking down at her. Behind her, Barbara began toward the MCC, slower than Lily expected—more cautious.

Lily’s lips pressed into a thin, frustrated line. She didn’t want to dig into their business, but if Glory’s instincts were telling her something was wrong, Lily couldn’t afford to have it bite them in the ass, especially with Ethan in such bad shape. “Barbara…”

The older woman slowed down to look back at Lily. “Yes?”

“I thought the point of all this was to stop Kimura Industries from getting control of the System before the convergence,” Lily mused, moving away from Ethan to saunter across the small sitting space. “We’ve done that. We just have to wait now, right? So what are you going to do with that thing out there?”

The Runesage gave Barb a brief sideways look as she heaved a sigh. “It’s too dangerous to allow the convergence to happen without someone at the helm. It would simply be too chaotic—too destructive.”

“You’re going to take control of the System for yourself,” Gloomy growled, narrowing her eyes. “You were always going to, weren’t you?”

Barbara averted her gaze. “I wanted to tell you, I just didn’t know how. You see I—.”

The woman’s younger self grabbed her by the neck from behind and lifted her into the air.

[Skill Observed: Vicious Appropriation]

User: Gloria Lyle

Effect: Tear any physical modification from the body of a target you have grappled and add it to your own, inflicting significant damage and related conditions

Implant Ripped: Singer Systems Book of Thoth Mk.3 Cyberdeck

Condition Imposed: Bleeding, Dying

Lily’s eyes widened as Barbara fell to the floor like a rag doll, her eyes wide and her mouth agape in a silent scream. Barb tilted her head to the side as the ripped cyberdeck migrated through her arm and up to the base of her skull within seconds. “Ahhh, much better. I thought she’d never shut up.”


Chapter 28



Gloomy - Ash and Dust

Gloomy’s blood ran cold as she watched Barbara’s life rapidly fade away, lying in a pool of her own blood on the floor. Her eyes drifted hesitantly to the woman standing over her, the younger version of Barbara, but with a malice and twisted sadism in her expression that belonged to someone else entirely.

“Gloria,” Gloomy growled, trembling with a mixture of fear and fury. “What in the actual fuck?”

“Miss me?” Gloria grinned with Barb’s mouth. “For a moment, I thought you and my old body had figured me out.”

Glory took a step closer, her hands balling into fists at her side. “Answer the question, skank.”

“What? This?” She responded, gesturing down toward Barbara. “All part of the plan. Just changing who’s in charge is all.”

“Bullshit,” Lily snapped angrily, gripping the haft of Hellscream tighter. She positioned herself carefully between Gloria and Ethan in case the bitch got any ideas in her head.

“Hahaha!” Gloria responded hysterically. “You’re so fucking dumb. She’s been stringing you along the whole time. All she had to do was convince Ethan he was some big damn hero, and the rest of you went right along with it. You follow him around like sick damn puppies. You’d follow him into hell itself if it meant getting headpats or some stupid shit.”

“Damn right I would,” Lily growled, with Gloomy and Glory nodding right alongside her. Loyalty to their man was nothing to be ashamed of. “Almost as much as you seem to follow US around, you needy whore.”

“How is this even possible?” Glory grumbled, shifting a little to her right to begin positioning herself for a familiar attack formation that Gloomy and Lily both recognized.

Gloria placed a hand on her own chest. “When this braindead bitch tapped into your skills, she created a connection that functioned like an escape hatch. I jumped from you to her, and my, my, what an upgrade it’s been. Her synthetic consciousness is much more pliable and easy to override than yours.”

Gloomy and Lily exchanged looks. “Synthetic?”

“This is what I mean about you all being fucking dumb,” Gloria cackled cruelly. “Barbara Singer didn’t accidentally spawn an abomination like you did. She created a synthetic copy of herself, occupied by an AI modeled off of her own brain, and then had the System slap a class on it!”

All three Lilys stared back at Gloria in disbelief. There were suspicions, but they’d been dismissed already. Glory frowned, shaking her head in denial. “No. We saw her eat. We saw her bleed. She’s not a robot.”

“You’re not fricking listening!” Gloria responded angrily. The slip in her word usage wasn’t lost on Gloomy. “The fact I’ve had to suffer through your sluggish intellect is one of the biggest indignities I’ve had to bear through this whole terrible saga, but no more. Barb is not a robot, she’s a synthetic human—an artificial copy of a person with inorganic materials. It’s a perfect duplication.”

Gloomy used the moment of Gloria’s frustration to break into a sudden sprint. She was sure that if she could get to Barbara, she could bring her back from the brink. She was probably the best hope in combating whatever it was Gloria had in store for them.

Gloria’s response was shockingly swift, coming at her with a battleaxe that materialized out of thin air. Gloomy was fortunate enough to pivot to her left, avoiding the downward swing and allowing it to crash into the floor, creating a destructive shockwave in the process. “Not so fast!”

Gloomy shifted and redirected, bringing Eboncold around in a wide arc to take the bitch’s head off, only for her to intercept the strike with her own battleaxe. Gloria grinned wickedly, her eyes lighting up a twisted inner fire.

[Skill Observed: Berserker’s Rage]

User: Gloria Lyle

Effect: Attack Power +200%

Duration: Until Calmed

[Skill Observed: Berserker’s Fury]

User: Gloria Lyle

Effect: Attack speed and damage massively increased

Duration: Until Calmed

[Skill Observed: Seething Hellfire]

User: Gloria Lyle

Effect: Wreath yourself in furious fire, granting +200% to all fire damage in addition to all other bonuses, including those from Rage.

Duration: Until Rage ends

“Oh no,” Gloomy gasped, eyes wide with terror as she realized what Gloria had done. Using Barb’s ability to lift other people’s skills, she’d borrowed Lily’s. She was now perfectly stacked to do the most amount of damage to Gloomy with Lily’s Raging Demon abilities.

“Oh, YES!” Gloria roared, raining a barrage of blows down upon the poor woman as she beat a frantic retreat from her as swiftly as she could. “I was hoping it would be you to go first. Your flesh will peel the easiest and crisp like bacon!”

Just being in close proximity to her was eating away at Gloomy’s HP. Fortunately, Glory and Lily were quick to respond to give her a little space. Glory came in with a deadly swing of her electrified arm blades toward Gloria’s head, only to find that Gloria retained all of the speed and reflexes Barb did. She leaned under the strike, shouldered into Glory, and tossed her across the room.

Lily intercepted an attack meant for Gloomy, parried it to the side, and slammed her head into Gloria’s nose. It did little more than surprise her, but it gave Gloomy the opening she needed to slip past her and dive for Barbara. “I got her!”

[Skill Observed: Whirlwind Slash]

User: Gloria Lyle

Effect: Deal damage to everything around you within normal reach with a moderate bonus to damage.

Duration: 5 seconds

Neither Gloomy nor Lily was accustomed to fighting someone with the same basic abilities as them, and it showed as they were both knocked down with large gashes where they’d been struck by Gloria’s axe. Rather than follow the attack on either one of them, Gloria leaped through the air and brought her axe down on Barbara’s body.

[Skill Observed: Immolation]

User: Gloria Lyle

Effect: Single Hellfire Melee Attack with Penetration and Damage increased by 300% against a single target at less than 25% HP. If you slay an enemy in this fashion, it is reduced to ash and cannot be revived. All equipment worn or carried by the target is destroyed.

Gloomy was only a few feet from Barbara, looking her right in her face, when she was suddenly consumed with Hellfire and reduced to a pile of ash on the floor. Barbara Singer was as dead as any Slayer could ever get. She was never coming back.

Something about seeing it so close, knowing that she was very likely to be next, caused tears to begin streaming from Gloomy’s eyes. Gloria stood over her, eyes wide as she relished her despair. Pulling the axe from the floor, she prepared to send Gloomy screaming into the abyss after Barbara.

Again, it was Glory that interrupted, raking her blade up the distracted Gloria’s back, then following with a horizontal slash with her other blade. Gloria screamed in pained frustration, whirling on Glory with a powerful swing. Glory bounced away from the swing, already prepared to counterattack before she’d even landed.

Gloria threw a hand up, then clenched it into a fist, causing a magical shockwave of ethereal power to rush out at them.

[Skill Observed: Runesage’s Ultimate - Root Access: Force Restart]

User: Gloria Lyle

Effect: Force every piece of technology running off of Singer Systems OS within 400 feet to shut down and restart. If any of these targets are networked to another system, the range extends to all secondary systems attached to them.

The trio fell to the floor limply like rag dolls as every piece of cyberware inside of them went into shutdown. While Lily and Gloomy weren’t hit as hard as Glory, every Slayer and Reaper relied on the software in their cyberdecks to interface with the System. Without them, it became uncontrolled noise and pain that was near-impossible to function in.

The lights of the building went out, the drones outside fell out of the sky, and everything seemed to fall silent save for the eerie, distant groaning of the rift opening wide across the sky.

“H-how?” Gloomy stammered, unable to pick herself up off the floor as she stared up at Gloria.

“You think I took Barbara’s cyberdeck just because it looked cool?” Gloria laughed, slinging the axe over her shoulder. “No. I needed it as a master key to everything she’s ever made. Fortunately for me, everything around here uses her code—legitimate and stolen.”

Gloomy eyes trailed over toward the MCC. All the lights in it had turned off as the system shut down and went into a restart. Gloria had knocked out the System itself.

“The only way to interface directly with the System is during its start-up sequence,” Gloria explained, taking a moment to gather up the Lily’s by handfuls of their hair before dragging them outside to the platform with the MCC. “This body was designed for this moment, and you almost distracted me enough to miss it. Almost. Barbara was going to give herself up to her copy for the convergence, allowing her to guide a Second Awakening so that more people would be given classes, tiers would be updated, and fewer lives would be lost. She carried the guilt for so long, she wanted to do it right the second time around—redeem herself.”

“What are you saying?” Lily groaned, trying to weakly roll away from Gloria as she plopped the three of them down at the base of the MCC.

Gloria opened up an access hatch on the large device to access a dated-looking console inside. “Barbara designed the System. She was always a true believer in AI. Even after the wars, she was convinced that if she could get it right, it would undo all the damage she and others like her had wrought on the world. To do that, she needed to patch in a new world to help this one recover, and she needed to patch in the people to survive what the new world would bring with it.”

Gloria moved her hand around, tracing little circles in the air with a finger. “And around and around she went. An endless cycle of fuck-ups and patches. Barb was meant to account for everything a human mind couldn’t. She was designed to take on any function she needed to and then, at the moment of truth, take over for Barbara with all of her knowledge and skill. Kimura had done so much damage that it was like shoveling sand against the tide. Then came SlayerCorp, Radiance Industries, and every other vulture looking to slice off a piece for themselves.”

“The grand design was going to fall apart before it even got off the ground, and the Messiah she’d crafted for it would be rendered inert by the System’s aversion to most technology—until you,” Gloria said, lifting Glory up by the neck and slamming her face first into the side of the MCC. Holding her there, she pulled a connection cable from the larger machine and forced it directly into a port in Glory’s cyberdeck. “Or… me, I guess. It was my class before it was yours, after all.”

“Why her?” Gloomy asked through gritted teeth as the cyberdeck struggled to come back online. With such massive outages everywhere, accessing networks and the System itself had ground to a halt. “Kimura already has people who can affect cyberware and technology. She’s not as special as you think.”

“Ah, but she’s the ONLY one who can do dungeon runs,” Gloria corrected, uploading something from Glory into the MCC before letting her slide back down to the floor in a heap. “She’s the only one the System has allowed to interact with all of that world, being joined with ours. After the convergence, she would be the only piece of functioning technology besides the System itself. Even Barb would cease to function, her final act ushering in the Second Awakening before returning passive control back over to the System itself.”

Gloria pulled a cable from an access port on her arm and connected it to the MCC. “Dunno if the System made that call or whether it was your corrupt influence or Kimura’s…. Whatever the case, it was a glitch—a fluke. Now, I’ve patched that BACK into myself and the System. Now, the only technology that will make the transition is what I decide. After so long being left out in the cold by the System, then having my long-awaited class stolen from me, I will be the master of it all. Even Slayers will bow before my will. I’ll be the undisputed Queen of the new world, with every function of the System available to me.”

Gloomy managed to push herself up to her hands and knees, determined not to let Gloria take complete control of the System. She could feel the convergence starting. It was a mix of ecstatic anticipation and dread as the worlds began to come together. She was given a swift kick to the ribs for her efforts, sending her face-first back to the ground.

“Patience. I’ll get to you in a minute,” Gloria chuckled. “This is a delicate process, and the sheer amount of access is… a lot. Even for this body.”

“Maybe you should let Barb handle it if you’re not up to it,” Lily growled from the other side of the woman. She was doing better than her counterparts, likely due to the heavy amount of biomods she’d installed by Radiance Industries to pick up the slack.

Gloria looked over at Lily and smirked. “You know, despite all her lies and secrecy, Barbara liked you morons, for some reason. She was going to make good on her promise to let you go home once everything was done. She and Barb discussed it at length.”

Lily’s brows furrowed, clearly confused about what point the woman was trying to make. She glanced at Gloomy, who shook her head. She didn’t know either.

Gloria raised a hand pointedly, holding up a finger before jabbing a button on the panel inside the MCC housing. “Too bad.”

The structure of the building shook around them as something roared up from somewhere deep within it. A hatch out of sight on the roof flew open as a long, slender missile briefly came into view before hurling off to the west. Gloomy’s eyes widened. “What… what did you do?”

Gloria’s eyes danced with a sadistic savagery. “Only a few companies were able to hold onto the armaments of the old world. It’s what propped up the corporate stalemate and forced all of us to use back channels and more subtle tactics. They used to call it, Mutually Assured Destruction.”

“….what…” Lily responded flatly.

“WHAT DID YOU DO!?” Gloomy roared, her rage beginning to fill her with a strength to begin overcoming her state of weakness.

“I ensured Aurum will not be part of my new world,” Gloria answered. “It’ll be vaporized in nuclear fire before the convergence is complete. I wanted you to see it. I wanted you to know, deep down in your bones, on a fundamentally core level, that the home you’ve been talking about returning to and longing for this whole time will be little more than a smoking crater in a few minutes. Then, once that’s dealt with, I’ll send all three of you to hell, utterly beaten and broken.”

Gloomy’s HUD blinked several times, indicating that all of her gear had come back online.

“Then, I’ll go back inside and ride my man’s dick until he passes out,” Gloria added, licking her lips. “All of this has made me so fricking horny.”

[Skill Observed: Raging Demon’s Ultimate - Root Access: Manic Damnation]

User: Lily Chen

Effect: Activate Rage, Frenzy, and Seething Hellfire if not already active, adding your Magic stat to the bonuses granted by each. This bonus increases proportionally to the damage you take while this Ultimate is active. If slain while in this state, you immediately resurrect as a Hellfire Elemental that continues to destroy everything until slain again.

Duration: Until Calmed

“YOU

FUCKING

WHORRRRE!”

Lily slammed into Gloria with such force that it caused the platform under them to crack under the force and blister from the heat. One second they were there, and the next they flew over the side of the platform into the open air, plummeting through the skyways toward the buildings and street below.

With her strength returning to her, Gloomy shook off her fatigue and made her way to the edge of the platform to go after her. Glory, though slower to recover, was right there with her.

“No!” Ethan shouted, halting them a split-second before they took the leap. “Don’t.”

“Baby!” The two shouted in unison, racing to meet him as he emerged from inside. He looked weak and still injured, but he was recovering. They helped him stay on his feet as they attempted to guide him back inside. He was in no condition to join the fight. Gloomy ran her fingers through his hair, feeling a pang of despair in her chest as she realized just how much they were about to lose.

“You need to rest,” Gloomy urged, but Ethan pushed back against them.

“No,” Ethan coughed, nodding toward the MCC. “We need to put a stop to this shit. Glory, can you burn her commands out of the System before the convergence finishes?”

Glory stared at him blankly for a moment as she considered the request. “…maybe? I’m not sure.”

“It’s your code she jacked,” Ethan continued. “There has to be some way for you to retake control while Lily beats her face in.”

“I can try,” Glory agreed skeptically. She wasn’t on the same level as Barbara, but the System had gifted her the means to interact with it in ways that no one else could. Perhaps she was the failsafe they needed to pull the rug out from under Gloria.

“Good,” Ethan acknowledged, before turning his attention to Gloomy. “Bring me down to Lily, then I need you to go to Zara and let her know what’s going on.”

“Baby, you’re in no condition to—,” Gloomy began, but the glare Ethan gave her said he wouldn’t be having it. When a Lily’s life was on the line, he wouldn’t be kept out of the fight. Gloomy brought the contact information up for Zara and tried to reach out that way, but the local communication networks were a mess. She would have to move fast. “Alright.”

Ethan glanced at Glory as she went about her task, then got a running start of his own before leaping off the platform into the open. Gloomy was right behind him, streamlining herself as best she could to gain more speed.

Below, bursts of flame and violent explosions erupted from numerous buildings as Gloria and Lily traded blows. Each of them was functioning at a level beyond both her and Ethan now. She hooked her hands under Ethan’s arms and called upon her wings before they splattered against a lower building or passing vehicle.

[Skill Activated: Phoenix Flight]

Effect: Your Phoenix wings can now obtain lift, granting you true flight at a speed proportionate to your Magic and Strength.

Duration: 1 hour

“You upgraded them?” Ethan asked, glancing up at her with a slight smile, her wings beating mightily around them as Gloomy banked right toward the fight. “When did you do that?”

“After the server room,” Gloomy answered, keeping her eyes trained on Lily and Gloria’s fight as it raged through the financial district. “I was going to save it for a romantic date, though.”

Ethan nodded approvingly. “Good idea, actually. We should still do that when this is finished.”

“You got it,” Gloomy agreed hopefully, momentarily forgetting how terrible everything was around them. “Where do you want me to drop you?”

Ethan scanned the area, then pointed out the rooftop of a parking garage. “There!”

“I really don’t like this idea,” Gloomy protested weakly. “I don’t want to leave you.”

“You have to,” Ethan answered, looking up at her again. “Glory pulled down XP when she was linked into the turret, remember? It treated it as an extension of her.”

Gloomy realized what Ethan was getting and felt a shudder run down her spine. They had to do everything they could to prevent Aurum from getting hit, because if that many people died at Gloria’s hands, there was no telling how much XP she would gain. Regular people wouldn’t be worth much, but Novas and Vanguards would be worth a lot more. With a boost like that, the chances of them taking her out went down considerably. She’d be beyond their ability to go toe-to-toe with.

“Alright, fine!” Gloomy agreed crankily. “But I’m coming right back, alright?”

“Fine with me,” Ethan responded before pointing out the roof of a parking garage near the fight. “Drop me there and get to Zara. We have to hope they have some sort of defense against a fucking nuke, and we have to hope that every other company isn’t launching their own right now.”

“This just gets better and better,” Gloomy murmured as she approached the roof of the garage. “Please be careful.”

“I will,” he assured her with a charming smile. Even while exhausted and injured, he had a charisma to him that made her heart flutter. “I love you. See you soon.”

Gloomy’s eyes welled up with tears of sappy joy as she mustered every scrap of will left in her to let him go. It went against her very nature, but she had to trust that he knew what he was doing. She had to trust in Ethan. “I love you, too.”

Gripping him tighter for a second longer, Gloomy finally released him onto the rooftop before beating her wings with all her strength to get some lift. Leaving him there like that was probably the hardest thing she’d ever done.


Chapter 29



Ethan - Fight for Eventide

Ethan steeled himself for what he had to do as Gloomy vanished behind a building across the street. A nearby explosion from the fight kept him from lingering on the sight too long, pulling him back to reality and getting his head back into the game. If there wasn’t something Radiance Industries could do to protect Aurum, it would be up to him and Lily to take Gloria out quickly.

As much as it hurt him to do so, Ethan broke into a run toward the fight, which was tearing through a shopping center attached to the parking garage Gloomy had dropped him on. Leaping through the broken window of an upper level, Ethan tucked into a roll to absorb the impact from the difference in height. He felt the partially healed wound dealt to him by Seito scream in complaint, but the athleticism he’d honed over the years of being a Slayer and Vanguard helped him push through it.

As he reached an intersection in the shopping center, Lily crashed through a decorative water fixture in the center. The fire around her converted a bunch of the water into steam before she was back on her feet, ready to clash with Gloria, charging at her once again. Ethan drew his blade and prepared himself.

[Skill Activated: Lifelink]

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

Duration: 1 minute

[Skill Activated: Rejuvenating Aura]

Effect: +45 HP regeneration per second

Duration: Until out of range

With their HP pools connected, Ethan was able to get some proper healing going for them that didn’t rely on piecemeal potions here and there. A fringe benefit was the brief distraction it created when Gloria noticed the skill activation.

“YOU!” She shrieked with surprise. “How did you—!?”

Lily clobbered her with her axe with an impact strong enough to crack the floor and cause the rest of the water fixture to crumble. Strangely, it didn’t seem to be as effective against Gloria as it should have been. After a moment of closer scrutiny, Ethan could see why.

Gloria Lyle’s available status on his HUD displayed as an EX-Tier Replicator. The class was strong enough before under Barb’s control, but now she seemed to possess a Tier that sat above that of S. Hard to say if Lily had noticed in her current rampaging state. Regardless, Ethan knew that he’d have to be far more aggressive than he was in most fights, more on par with how he’d been with Harper Alistor.

Waiting until she was occupied by Lily again, Ethan darted in to take a swing at Gloria. Keeping the healing going would be key in whatever route they chose to outdo the crazy bitch.

[Skill Activated: Mending Slash]

Effect: Heal the nearest ally for 1500 HP

The extra burst of healing gave him and Lily a little more cushion to work with, which they both desperately needed. Lily had only been fighting Gloria for a few minutes and had already dipped below her HP’s halfway point. It spoke to the level of punishment Gloria could dish out with her new body and its various upgrades.

Before he could breathe a slight sigh of relief from the healing, Gloria whirled on him, slamming the back of her fist into his face with so much force that it nearly undid the healing completely while knocking him across the aisle into a clothing boutique. Lashing out at him caused Lily to renew her brutal assault, buying him a little time to recover from the hit.

“Bitch hits like a goddamn tank,” Ethan murmured, rubbing the side of his face as his HP continued to tick upward from the Rejuvenating Aura. He had to be quicker on his feet if he was going to stay in melee with her like that. Pushing a few busted mannequins off of him and getting to his feet, Ethan rejoined the fray as it continued to unfold.

Adding to the complications was the amount of heat they were both throwing off. Lily’s flames were far more consistent than Gloria’s, but each time they clashed, the bursts of power created between them left things melted and scorched in their wake. Ethan kept his positioning in Gloria’s blind spot as best he could, reducing his potential exposure to such bursts, but the passive heat thrown off by her aura was still a problem.

That was his first order of business as he thrust his blade toward Gloria, though the accuracy of the attack itself wasn’t particularly important.

[Skill Activated: Aetheric Splinter]

Effect: Inflict moderate damage to the target’s MP while temporarily reducing their Magic stat by 25%.

Imposed Condition: Sapped Magic

Duration: 4 Minutes

The aura of magic around his blade flared, tearing at the aura of Hellfire that surrounded Gloria. With her Magic stat reduced, her overall efficacy waned slightly, though not enough for him to get sloppy. She didn’t seem to notice at first, which left her open for a few powerful strikes from Lily. Ethan fell back, whirled around, and let another spell from the Ruinous Blade tree fly.

[Skill Activated: Shellbreak Sword]

Effect: Deal a portion of your normal damage to target’s overall Defense, reducing it by this amount and sundering armor for a period of time. Any protections offered from spells and skills are similarly reduced, along with whatever damage they inflict.

Condition Imposed: Sundered Armor, Sapped Defense

Duration: 2 Minutes

The magical arc that came off his blade slammed into Gloria while she was tangling with Lily. Ethan watched the number of Defense reduction notifications pop up on his HUD as the flames of her aura flickered and died. Finally, she took notice of him and what he was doing, but it was a little late. The hits Lily was dishing out were much harder now, much more difficult to shrug off and recklessly push through. One hit sent Gloria reeling for several feet before she regained her footing.

“How did you…?” Gloria gasped, staring at Ethan in disbelief.

“Do you have any idea how much XP Seito was worth?” Ethan scoffed, keeping his blade at the ready. “I wasn’t just going to lie there on the couch with my thumb up my ass.”

“You were unconscious,” Gloria argued angrily.

“I was, but then you restarted everybody,” Ethan pointed out smugly. “So while you were rubbing my girl’s faces in the dirt, I got to work on some upgrades the second my shit came back online.”

Gloria glowered, leaping away from Lily, whose enraged state wouldn’t allow her a moment to catch her breath. She was a force of nature in this state, not easily ignored.

[Skill Observed: Rune of Recovery]

User: Gloria Lyle

Effect: Heal 50 HP a second and remove some debuffs

Conditions Removed: Sapped Magic, Sapped Defense

Duration: 10 seconds

Gloria traced the rune on her chest with one finger while barely managing to parry a strike from Lily. The second, however, grazed her across the hip, negating the healing. Of course, the HP recovery wasn’t the point, it was removing the Sapped conditions.

[Skill Observed: Infernal Arc]

User: Lily Chen

Effect: Add a large amount of Hellfire damage to a melee strike against a single target. The target gains the Burning condition, taking damage proportionate to your Magic stat.

Condition Imposed: Burning

Duration: 1 Minute

Ethan couldn’t say which he would have preferred in Gloria’s position, Burning or Sapped, but the fact that she wasn’t making headway against the pair was a visible source of frustration for her.

“Fine, you want to get cute?” Gloria snarled, leaning into Lily’s next attack with her battleaxe.

[Skill Observed: Cut Across]

User: Gloria Lyle

Effect: Intercept an attack with one of your own, possibly negating it. If you do, the target briefly gains the stunned condition.

Duration: 5 seconds

The skill didn’t come from the Runesage skills she’d stolen from Barbara, nor did it sit on any of Lily’s skill trees, which made Ethan wonder just how she’d pulled it out of her ass. However, with Lily stunned, Ethan was forced to rush in and fill the gap before Gloria had a chance to capitalize on the opening. He met her strike with his own, shunting her weapon to the side as best he could. Despite being successful, the tingling that ran through his hands warned that head-on clashes with her wouldn’t be sustainable.

He shifted to an offensive stance before advancing on Gloria, buying precious seconds for Lily in the process. The wicked grin Gloria gave him told him immediately that he’d allowed himself to be baited into a trap.

[Skill Observed: Shatter Defenses]

User: Gloria Lyle

Effect: Perfectly time a counter with your equipped weapons to destroy the equipped weapons and armor of your attacker.

He could tell she expected more from the skill as her weapon met with his and failed to destroy it. He thanked whatever power there was from above that she’d completely overlooked the most significant trait of the Caladbolg: it was indestructible. The entire effect of Shatter Defenses was negated.

Slipping his blade free with a flick of the wrist, Ethan brought the weapon across her midsection.

[Skill Activated: Mending Slash]

Effect: Heal the nearest ally for 1500 HP

[Critical Hit!]

Bonus Effect: Healing Critical - Instantly converts the extra damage from your next Critical Hit into extra healing for the target of your Lifelink.

The damage wasn’t enough to concern Gloria deeply, but it was enough to put some pep in Lily’s step, which definitely was cause for concern. She surged past Ethan like a rabid animal let off the leash, singeing his hair and skin in her passing. She hit Gloria hard—hard enough to force Ethan to one knee—and sent her hurling out the bay windows of the food court. Lily sprinted after her, charging through the lower section of the bay windows out into the street.

Ethan jogged behind them, not wanting to be too close until he had a lay of the land outside. It also afforded him a chance to snatch an untouched meat skewer from one of the tables and munch on it while he caught up.

“So hungry,” Ethan murmured around the meat. Whatever sauce had been used on it had a bit of zip, so he didn’t even mind that it was cold.

Ethan emerged from the shopping center just in time to see Lily take a hit so hard she went airborne and bounced off the corner of the building across the wide street.

[Skill Observed: Seismic Slam]

User: Gloria Lyle

Effect: A single slam attack that deals an additional 75% Damage with +50% Penetration in a small AOE, and a chance to give armor and weapons the Sundered condition.

Ethan squinted in confusion. That wasn’t a skill he recognized at all. Where was Gloria pulling all of these from? Before he could give it more than a second of thought, a bright flash of magic out of the corner of his eye got his attention. He reacted instinctively, shifting to the side and raising his weapon in a deflecting motion.

[Skill Observed: Shellbreak Sword]

User: Gloria Lyle

Effect: Deal a portion of your normal damage to target’s overall Defense, reducing it by this amount and sundering armor for a period of time. Any protections offered from spells and skills are similarly reduced, along with whatever damage they inflict.

Condition Imposed: Sundered Armor, Sapped Defense

Duration: 2 Minutes

He sent the wave of magic flying wide, where it careened into a parked vehicle and exploded. “That’s… not good.”

Ethan’s enhanced Perception and Luck continued to hold as he leaped to the side, narrowly avoiding a devastating strike from Gloria as she drove her axe deep into the pavement where he’d stood a moment before.

“You’re faster than I remember,” Gloria remarked with a grin. “But you can’t run forever. I was going to save you as my personal fuck-meat, but I can’t get rid of her until I get rid of YOU.”

“All that extra processing power help you figure that one out?” Ethan mocked, continuing to back away from her. “Good thing you went for that upgrade.”

Gloria seethed at his taunts, wrenching the axe in an upward swing, tearing a large strip of the street up with it in the process.

[Skill Observed: Earth Slash]

User: Gloria Lyle

Effect: Tear a massive line out of the ground, using the material as a giant axe blade.

Duration: 4 seconds

Ethan shifted to his right, moving to the inside of the upward swing. Her anger had telegraphed it, making it easy for his enhanced Perception to see it coming, but he still barely stayed ahead of the attack’s incredible speed. Before she could recover from her own massive swing that tore up the street, Ethan lashed out with his sword.

[Skill Activated: Purifying Blast]

Effect: Long-range projectile attack that heals allied targets with 25% of damage dealt.

Damage to Gloria Lyle is very effective!

[Critical Hit!]

Bonus Effect: Blinded.

He caught her in the face with the recently upgraded blast and was surprised by the agonized shriek that came from her. She stumbled backward, holding her smoking face with one hand and nearly tripping over some of the rubble she herself was responsible for.

“My…my face!” Gloria gasped, her voice shaking. “My EYES!”

She swung her axe wildly to keep him from pushing his advantage, but Ethan was more concerned about tracking down Lily to make sure she was alright. He turned and ran toward where he’d last seen her, finding her crawling angrily out of rubble piled high by the building across the street.

“Babe!” Ethan called, rushing to clear some of the debris for her. “You alright?”

“Yeah,” Lily growled, keeping her response short through the haze of fury clouding her mind. “Healing helps.”

Ethan resisted the urge to throw his arms around her, not wanting to get caught up in her flames. “Her connection to the System is letting her lift a bunch of skills from anyone connected to it. Doesn’t seem like she has Barb’s limitations either.”

“I noticed,” Lily grunted, tossing a chunk of concrete to the side before jumping down from the rubble. “Fricking bitch.”

Ethan interposed himself in front of her before she could shoot off in Gloria’s direction. “But she’s also tapped into the leftover corruption. It makes her weak to the same abilities corruption would be.”

Lily adjusted her torn shirt to ensure her tits weren’t hanging out. “So… what, then?”

“We fight her like we would corruption,” Ethan responded more plainly. “Ignore all the other shit she has, we treat her like a corruption-based enemy and a fissure.”

“Seal her?” Lily growled, her rage making it difficult to make all the mental connections. What mattered was that she trusted him. “…Okay.”

“Alright, here’s the plan—!” Ethan began when a cluster of painful lines raked down his back, cutting him off abruptly. “ARGHHH!”

Ethan fell forward, his body contorting and twisting from the pain. It felt like a tiger had torn ribbons out of him and dumped some acid in. “…the… the fuck?”

A Reaper he didn’t recognize came into view as he turned. Sure enough, her cybernetic arms ended in sets of vicious claws that appeared to be glowing green with some sort of necrotic magic. “I’ve had about all I can fricking take of you two.”

Ethan’s brow quivered as he glanced between the new girl and where Gloria had been flailing around before. He couldn’t tell where she went, but she definitely wasn’t the Reaper standing in front of him. This person was taller, leaner, with smaller breasts and shorter, neon green hair. “G-Gloria?”

“That’s right,” she said, slowly advancing toward him like a hungry animal. “As I become one with the System, I can be anyone connected to it at any time. The more cyberware, the better.”

Lily flew past him, her flames flaring higher as she slammed the haft of Hellscream into the face of Gloria’s new body. Gloria’s new body wasn’t quite as impervious as her previous one had been, which was evident by how quickly the flesh of it began to burn and bubble.

Ethan took the opportunity to let his healing do its thing and call up Glory.

“Glory?” he said, a bit of urgency creeping into his voice as the ground beneath him lurched. Looking up, he could see very little of their original sky. It was like whatever world the dungeons came from was falling toward them, with its gravity beginning to tear chunks out of the tallest buildings. The cracks spreading down the street told him that it would become a problem for them at ground level very soon. “How’s the situation with the MCC?”

“Still working on it,” Glory responded in a clearly distressed voice. “This isn’t really my thing, Baby. Barbara would have been much better at it.”

“Alright, try to focus on locking Gloria out of as many areas as you can. She’s accessing the skill trees of everyone connected to the System, and now she’s started jumping around from body to body,” Ethan advised, moving to join Lily as quickly as he could. The clawed Reaper wouldn’t last much longer, but Ethan knew that when that body reached the end of its usefulness, Gloria would just hop to another. They had to stay together or they would be caught by surprise. “Have you heard from Gloomy yet?”

“No,” Glory said flatly. “I can’t track her while I’m doing this either. It takes too much concentration.”

“Then, I’ll stop bothering you. Good luck,” Ethan responded, closing the channel as he leaped back into the fray. With both of them on the attack, there was very little that the new body could do to stop them. That was, until a third body joined the fight.

Then a fourth.

Then a fifth.

Gloria wasn’t just leaping from body to body; she was taking possession of multiple bodies at once and converging on them. If she couldn’t bring them down with the one body, she seemed hellbent on bringing them down a fuckload of bodies. Being threaded into every body, their tactics were as seamless as Ethan and the Lilys—more so, perhaps. Their positioning was perfect, their flanking more effective, and the timing of their skills seamless. Their only saving grace seemed to be that Gloria was evidently pulling whatever Reapers and Slayers were closest to them, so the quality varied wildly.

That was when it occurred to him that perhaps it wasn’t a strategy but of desperation. He still couldn’t tell where Barb’s body had been taken. Though he may have blinded her temporarily, he knew he didn’t do enough damage to take the body out of commission for good. And then there were the occasional lapses she had where she sounded like Lily again. Perhaps she didn’t have as much control over the changes she was experiencing as she wanted them to believe.

“We need to find Barb’s body,” Ethan said to Lily. “We can chip away at the rest of these all damn day, but I think that’s the one that’s most—!”

The earth beneath their feet tore free, lifting into the air as a single massive chunk that broke away slightly along the edges. Ethan’s eyes bugged out as he looked around at the levitating chunk of asphalt and rock. “Uhhh…”

“Down!” Lily roared. Ethan did exactly as she commanded and hit the deck.

[Skill Observed: Whirlwind Slash]

User: Lily Chen

Effect: Deal damage to everything around you within normal reach with a moderate bonus to damage.

Duration: 5 seconds

Hellscream sailed over his head as Lily whirled around like a top, eating up all of the available space on their little floating island. Those of Gloria’s bodies that weren’t cut down were knocked off completely, leaving just the two of them to occupy the space as they gained speed in their ascent. More chunks ripped free from the buildings around them, while others followed them up from the ground below. Some had more of Gloria’s puppets on them, working their way up to them in a series of leaps, but it wasn’t as easy as they thought.

Each of the chunks moved at a different speed, had drastically different densities, and didn’t move in straight upward lines. Several collided with one another, broke apart, and collided with still more. What seemed like a relatively stable eye in the storm for Ethan and Lily, began to quickly deteriorate under their feet from several smaller impacts and the stray ranged attacks of the puppets.

“There!” Ethan shouted over the thundering destruction around them, pointing to one of the few chunks rising faster than their own. Crawling up over the ledge was Barb’s body, still injured but evidently with her sight restored, likely through the use of a Rune of Recovery. Lily and Ethan leaped over from their island, weapons at the ready.

Gloria met them with her axe as they landed, but her movements were weaker, more sluggish. She’d fallen out of her rage, and during the moments of fatigue that followed, Glory had probably made some headway.

“Alright, just keep her occupied for a second,” Ethan said, keenly aware of the other Gloria puppets encroaching on their position. Lily continued to hammer Gloria with blow after blow, making far more progress than she had at any point before. Ethan took up a position at the far end of the floating island, adjusted his footing, and waited for his opening. Once Lily presented it to him, he let loose.

[Skill Activated: Twilight Seal]

Effect: Seal a Fissure of Corruption by sacrificing a portion of your own vitality as Cursed damage. Damage taken varies by the size of the fissure.

As the magic erupted from his blade and latched onto Gloria, Ethan briefly wondered exactly what ‘size’ of fissure she qualified as. Granted, she wasn’t particularly tall, but he was willing to bet that the rot in her fucking soul went pretty damn deep. He’d taken a good amount of cursed damage in his fight with Seito, which was very slowly falling off as time went on, so there was a genuine danger of what could happen if the corruption in her was too much.

It didn’t matter—not really. If it meant they could be rid of the bitch for good, and Lily and the others would be saved, he’d do what he had to do.

He felt that strange pull that he had before with one of the deeper fissures, like something was fighting him. Fortunately, the hellfire Lily was wreathed in had weakened the pull significantly, allowing him to keep his footing and pull back with more power and confidence.

Something hit him in the back, erupting from his chest in the span of the same second, tearing his armor and flesh to shreds in equal measure. With the spell interrupted, he fell forward onto his hands and knees to stare wide-eyed at his own guts pouring out of him. He could taste blood and something acrid in his mouth as he coughed weakly.

[Critical Hit!]

Bonus Effect: Stunned, Bleeding, Dying

“L-Lily,” Ethan managed to say weakly before collapsing onto the ground. He could feel the life oozing out of him. Did she see what happened? Had she noticed? His eyes searched for the source of the attack and caught a glimpse of a Reaper on the ledge of a building, pointing some kind of fancy cybernetic rifle attachment in his direction.

Shit. Had… had this been another trap all along?

Maybe what Gloria had said about them was true after all. Maybe they really were a bunch of idiots.


Chapter 30



Lily - Convergence

“…Baby?” Lily whispered, her blood running cold as she stared at him lying motionless on the ground in a pool of blood. One minute, he was right behind her, and the next, he’d gone silent, and the passive healing had stopped. The sobering sight extinguished her flames and rage altogether.

“Predictable,” Gloria laughed, her lips curling into a smile as she seized Lily by the throat with one hand. “Walked right into the lion’s den because you’re so used to everything just working itself out for you. Well, you’re nothing without him. He was the only thing keeping you out of serious trouble, and now he’s gone.”

Lily’s hands shot up to Gloria’s arm, trying to pry her grip free of her throat while her gaze remained fixed on Ethan. He wasn’t moving. Oh, God, he wasn’t moving! Had he stopped breathing!? “No. No, no no!”

Gloria twisted Lily around, signaling to the other puppets to back off as she forced Lily closer. “No? Here, how about you have a closer look! You tell me.”

Lily struggled against Gloria’s strength as she forced her to her knees, bending her over to look Ethan in his pale, lifeless face.

“Lily?” Glory asked through the party channel. “Lily, what’s happening?”

“What’s going on?” Gloomy said, rapidly approaching them from the errand Ethan had sent her on. “Lily, why aren’t you answering?”

Hot tears streaked down Lily’s face. She tried to reach for her love, but Gloria adjusted the hold she had her in to prevent her arms from moving. In the past, any time someone had threatened the safety of her man, she’d flown into rages. Her strength and power had always been an asset in keeping him safe, but this time, she’d been powerless to protect him. Now that he was gone, what was there to rage against? Death?

“…no,” Lily choked, her body going limp in Gloria’s hold. “How could you? He… he was so good. So beautiful. So perfect.”

“If only he’d had better taste in women,” Gloria whispered venomously into Lily’s ear. “It wasn’t me that did this to him. It was you. Everything you’ve done has led to this moment. Your obsession and destructive nature were too much for him. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t control you. He couldn’t tame you. You, the wild beast that you are, are responsible for the death of your master. I was merely the instrument. Remember… your actions created me too, didn’t they?”

“Get your hands off of her!” Gloomy screamed as she plummeted toward them. Gloria dropped Lily, bringing her axe across in a vicious swing to knock Gloomy out of the air before she could get in a single swing.

“Sit down, cunt!” Gloria snapped, hoisting her weapon and bringing it down into Gloomy’s back. It didn’t kill her, but Lily could tell that Gloomy wished it had. “Yet another mistake coming back to haunt you.”

Gloria leaned down into Lily’s field of view as Gloomy writhed around in agony. “Your perfect man, corrupted by your influence, created this monster, didn’t he? Look at this pathetic creature. Disgusting.”

Lily felt a pang of sorrow as she watched Gloomy struggling to get the weapon out of her back. As she moved about, she caught sight of Ethan’s face and slowed to a stop. It was eerie seeing the wind go out of her sails the way it had for herself. She was seeing, in real time, the exact same realization she’d just endured. “G-Gloomy,” Lily pleaded. “Don’t look. Don’t…”

“Baby?” Gloomy whimpered, her shock becoming a mix of horror and sorrow. “ETHAN!”

“Don’t look!” Lily cried, weakly taking her trembling hand as she reached out for Ethan. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“It can’t be..!” Gloomy sobbed, shaking her head in denial of what lay plain before them. “It can’t.”

Gloria wrenched the axe from Gloomy’s back. “You act as though you can actually feel anything. Your so-called ‘love’ for him is even more hollow than this bitch’s is. An echo of an obsession that was never yours to give fake purpose to your pathetic life. It would have been better to just give me your body from the start instead of fighting it so hard.”

Gloomy went completely limp as the tears continued to flow freely. Overhead, the sky rumbled, and the thunderous sound of buildings coming apart filled the air. Somehow, it felt so distant even as they rose higher into the air, meeting with the oncoming world head-on. None of it mattered to her. Not really. All that mattered was Ethan, and now he was gone.

Before Gloria could continue rubbing their face in the mud of their failure, she was forced away from them by the appearance of Glory, who’d launched herself to the floating island from the nearest building. She’d abandoned her task with the MCC to see what had gone wrong. Now, she, too, would have a chance to look upon their failure.

“So good of you to join us,” Gloria cackled, motioning toward Ethan. “Come. Have a look before I finish you fricking whores off.”

Glory didn’t look. She adjusted her stance as she repositioned herself between Gloria and her two counterparts. “Eat me.”

“How eloquent,” Gloria laughed. “I guess one of you was bound to be stubborn enough to hold onto that spark. It makes sense that it would be the one closest to being me.”

“I’m not you,” Glory snarled in denial. “I’m nothing like you. You don’t care about anything or anyone but yourself.”

Gloria continued to laugh, moving in a slow circle around the floating island, pointing at Glory with her axe. “Isn’t that the pot calling the kettle black?”

“We only ever cared about Ethan,” Glory argued. “Ever since we were kids, he was the kindest and gentlest man. Everyone loved him, but only we had what it took to win him. You took that from us. That’s all you know how to do: take!”

“She says from MY body,” Gloria sneered. Something about what her former self said had gotten to her, souring her moment of triumph. “I’ve heard enough. Time to die.”

As the two clashed, Gloomy’s grip tightened around Lily’s hand. “Get up.”

“What?” Lily whimpered, shaking her head. “What’s the point? It’s… It’s over. We failed.”

“Remember when you died?” Gloomy growled, pulling herself closer to Lily. “Did he give up on you—on us?”

Lily shook her head weakly, but still didn’t understand what the point was. “We… we don’t have a phoenix heart, though.”

“We do,” Gloomy argued, a fire rekindling in her eyes. “It beats in my chest. All you have to do is finish what that bitch started. Kill me. Rip out my heart and use it to revive him.”

Lily stared back at Gloomy, utterly stunned at the suggestion.

“Tell me you wouldn’t do the same if you could,” Gloomy continued with a weak smile. “Don’t be jealous.”

The veil of sorrow over Lily’s mind finally parted, revealing to her one of the stupidest ideas she’d ever had. Her eyes darted down to Gloomy’s arm and then over to Glory. “…maybe I can.”

“What?” Gloomy grunted just as Lily pulled away from her and got to her feet. Lily recalled what Gloomy had told her about patching Glory. Lily put a waypoint up on their HUD, signaling Glory to begin kiting Gloria back toward them. That whore wasn’t the only one who could set a trap.

Glory shifted her stance and peppered Gloria with enough strikes to force her on the defensive. Lily signaled to Gloomy with little more than a nod before they both sprang into action. Lily went high, wrapping her arm around Gloria and using the haft of Hellscream to pull back, while Gloomy used Eboncold to sweep the legs out from under her. With an extra push from Glory, Ms. Lyle was sent barreling over backward onto the ground with Lily.

“What are you—?” Gloria growled as she struggled against the three Lilys.

“Not so fun when it’s a bunch of one person working together against you, is it?” Lily snarled as she pulled Gloomy’s connection cable free from her arm and hooked it abruptly into Gloria’s data port on her arm. The sensation caused Gloria to jerk and freeze up for a second, allowing Lily to extend an arm to Glory. She pulled her cable free and connected them. Glory, however, was equipped with more than just one of the ports, and used the other to jack directly into Gloria’s cyberdeck—or where one would have been if she were in a human body. Instead, it was just an additional port built into Barb that was compatible with all the same stuff as cyberdecks.

“S-Stop!” Gloria grunted as Glory and Lily’s networked systems invaded her own.

[Skill Observed: System Ravager]

User: Glory

Effect: Deal catastrophic damage to an enemy OS, inflicting a wide array of conditions

Condition Imposed: Blind, Crippled, Dazed, Confused, Disarmed

Duration: 5 minutes or until healed

With a direct link to Gloria, the skill was much more effective than it had ever been, slicing through her OS like a hot knife through butter. Once the damage was done, the trio flew into their respective rages, wrestling around with Gloria on the rising platform to hold her in place.

“NO!” Gloria screamed, realizing only too late what was happening to her. Her foul, corrupted consciousness was being burned out of Barb’s system by one of them while another invaded the connections with the other bodies, and the last began rapidly patching her busted code with her own. “Y-you—HCK—c-can’t!”

“Get it!” Lily shouted, her voice coming not just from her mouth, but those of Glory, Gloomy, and Gloria as well.

“We have it,” they all replied to themselves, lifting the skill they needed from the nearest person who had it in their skill tree. “Executing skill.”

[Skill Activated/Observed: Revivify]

User: Lilylilylilylilylily Ch-ch-chen

Effect: Resurrects a recently deceased ally with 1 HP.

Ethan gasped as life returned to him, his eyes darting around as he tried to understand what had just happened. Lily could… feel him. She could feel his heartbeat, the confusion inside him, and the cautious optimism as he watched them wrestling with Gloria.

She moved her attention away from him as she sensed Gloria’s consciousness attempting to flee through a remote connection back to the System’s core in the MCC. The trio gave chase, their minds screaming through the connection after her, magically infused with the essence of their rages. They hit the inside of the System like a nuclear explosion, burning away the threads of Gloria that had begun to spread throughout it before she even had a chance to make use of them.

“You won’t hurt him ever again,” Lily snarled through dozens of mouths.

Gloria, cornered within the System that turned a blind eye to her plight for all she’d put it through, remained defiant. “There’ll be others. You think I’m the only one from SlayerCorp with a hard-on to bring you down? Think again! Kill me, and someone else will just replace me. You can’t protect him from everyone!”

“I can,” Lily objected as her consciousness wrapped itself around Gloria’s even as it continued to spread throughout the System.

[Skill Activated/Observed: Immolation]

User: LILY CHEN

Effect: Single Hellfire Melee Attack with Penetration and Damage increased by 300% against a single target at less than 25% HP. If you slay an enemy in this fashion, it is reduced to ash and cannot be revived. All equipment worn or carried by the target is destroyed.

And in the blink of an eye, it was done. Gloria’s consciousness was burned out of the System once and for all, never to return to the land of the living. Lily felt the System regard her with a mixture of approval and disdain. It seemed almost pleased to be rid of Gloria as well, but less than enthused about how Lily had done it. It didn’t matter—not to her.

She could feel her core consciousness beginning to fragment as parts of her scattered throughout the network that Gloria had been manipulating earlier. Her body, her brain, and her soul simply weren’t built for this sort of thing. There would be other versions of her left to protect Ethan, though, and that was almost enough to comfort her as she felt her grip on her sense of self beginning to weaken.

[Skill Activated: Twilight Seal]

User: Ethan Harper

Effect: Seal a Fissure of Corruption by sacrificing a portion of your own vitality as Cursed damage. Damage taken varies by the size of the fissure.

“No,” Lily murmured weakly, knowing that Ethan didn’t have the HP to spare to help her. She felt him magically wrap her up inside the System and pull her out while sealing off the remaining corruption that lingered behind them. She should have felt relieved to be snatched from the jaws of oblivion at the eleventh hour, but she knew what it would cost. She had wanted to save him, and she had been prepared to give everything to do it. The only problem was that he was willing to do the same for her.

Her eyes fluttered open, not realizing that her body had lost consciousness while she and the others had chased the bitch back to the System’s core. What was more surprising was that she was gazing up into Ethan’s beautiful, brilliant eyes. He seemed alright. Hell, he seemed to be perfectly fine.

Before she could ask what was happening, he placed a tender kiss on her lips that made her melt into him. Explanations could wait. All she wanted was more of that warmth, feeling herself completely wrapped up in him as he lifted her from the ground. She didn’t look up until she felt another hand on her shoulder, comforting her with a gentle squeeze.

Turning her head from Ethan just enough to see who it was, Lily saw Gloomy smiling gently back at her with Glory at her side. “We did it.”

Then Barb came into view, looking on them with a fondness that seemed strange yet familiar. “Hope you don’t mind that I called in some help.”

The woman’s voice was lighter than it usually was, with a cadence that was much more like her own. Looking up from Ethan a bit more, Lily saw numerous Reapers and Slayers converging on their position. They all moved with a similar gait and all had the same look in their eyes as Barb did. They’d stopped ascending, and everything around them appeared to be in a state of flux, glowing and shifting as the convergence bound the worlds together at a core level now that it was completely free of the corruption within the System.

“About fricking time,” Zara said, standing a head taller than almost everyone in their immediate vicinity. Lily squinted as her eyes darted around at the others.

“Barb,” Lily muttered, turning her attention back to the synthetic copy of the late Barbara Singer. “What’s going on?”

“It’s Barbi, now,” the woman replied with an impish smirk and a little shrug, pulling her short hair up into rudimentary twin tails. “I can explain everything, but we should probably get somewhere safer. I don’t know how long this fricking thing is gonna stay floating once the convergence is over.”

“Hm, agreed,” Ethan muttered, moving to the edge of the island with Lily still in his arms. He searched for the safest place within reach to go, which was more difficult than it seemed. Each of the high rises was in the midst of being transformed. Some were remade into buildings more suited to the worlds they had explored in bits and pieces through the dungeons, while others were changed into rocky mountains with fortresses or ruins jutting out of their sides and tops.

Vehicles caught up in the change took on appearances that were a little less sleek and resembled something more like open-top carriages with runes that granted them all the same capabilities they’d enjoyed before the convergence began. Lights remained mostly the same, though she supposed the underlying mechanisms might have been different. Holographic signs and ads that floated over the streets became magic-based illusions that cycled through completely different products. The streets became cleaner, the spaces became greener, and the smell! Oh, the smell. The prevalent background smell of warm, wet trash that she’d become accustomed to in the city was absent. The air was clear.

“I’ve got it,” Zara said, holding a hand out and magically guiding the floating island to a nearby terrace with a small waterfall flowing from it to the ground far below. Once they were close, everyone on the island hopped off, taking in the idyllic garden that had replaced the rooftop pool that had been there before.

Ethan set her down gently, waiting to see that she could stand on her own feet before letting her go entirely. She considered pretending she was still weak just so she could remain in his arms for a little while longer, but there would be plenty of time for that with Gloria gone and the convergence finally underway.

Lily joined the others in examining their new surroundings. The technology they were familiar with hadn’t been entirely replaced. Instead, the underlying physics was different, based more on magic than anything, but a lot of the practical application remained the same. The penthouse apartment that had adjoined the pool was now an elegant—almost elven—construction that drew her further into its interior.

“It’s beautiful,” Lily murmured, glancing back at Ethan and then to Zara. “What happened to Aurum?”

“It’s still there,” the Oakfist replied with a small shrug. “We managed to trigger the detonation before it got too close, but the blast wave still did some damage. We’ll figure it out when we get back.”

Lily frowned slightly at the thought. Besides the people that had probably been hurt, she worried that the home she had been building with Ethan had been caught up in the blast and destroyed. “I’m sorry, Zara. We tried.”

The Oakfist waved it off with a smirk. “Don’t worry about it. Also, you can call me Zari.”

Lily’s brow arched. “…Zari?”

“That’s right,” she responded, wiggling her green eyebrows. “You wanted more of us to keep Ethan safe from anything, you got it.”

It was only then that Ethan seemed to realize what was happening, glancing between Zari and Lily, utterly astounded. “Wait. Are you serious?”

“As a fricking heart attack,” the Oakfist answered, running a finger across his chest in little circles. Lily’s hand snatched out reflexively and pulled the hand away, but she froze when Zari looked back at her with a wounded expression. It was true. She was Lily, too. Barbi was Lily. Looking around at the others, they were all Lily.

“How many?” Lily wondered, scanning each of the Slayers and Reapers as they milled around the Garden and interior of the former penthouse. Each of them cast looks in her direction and toward Ethan, no doubt wondering how things were going to work now. “How many are there?”

Zari took a moment to look back at the others and do a quick headcount, then seemed to realize how pointless it was. “As far as I can tell? Everyone in the city. I don’t know about anything beyond that.”

Ethan’s lips pressed into a thin line as his face became a darker shade of pink.

Zari looked back at Lily and shrugged it off. “We can figure it out later. For now, why don’t we see if this place has somewhere more private so we can slip into something a little more comfortable?”

Lily opened her mouth to object only for another of the Slayers to interrupt. “Hey! You think you can just hog him for yourself?”

“Not without me!”

“I should get a turn, too! I got here faster than most of these bitches!”

“Bitch? You’re a bitch!”

“You’re both bitches, go fight somewhere else, we’ve got a dick to ride.”

“LIKE HELL YOU FRICKING DO!”

Ethan’s eyes slowly drifted over to settle on Lily in silent reprimand.

Lily pursed her lips together sheepishly as she rocked uncertainly back and forth on her heels. “Heh. Oops.”


Epilogue



Blaze had been out of the loop for quite a while. The last battle he’d been in with Ethan and the Lilys had put a sour taste in his mouth. He’d been prepared to walk, but Marcus Sterling was desperate to keep every Slayer that he could and decided to offer him a paid sabbatical to clear his mind. The fact that no one knew just how much of Gloria Lyle’s dirty laundry was known to him was likely what helped the most in getting him such a sweetheart deal, though.

He’d taken his girl, Elaine, on a little trip, and it turned out that they’d done so just in time. When the Corporate War broke out, they had been caught on the outside without a clean way of returning home. They’d lain low, done what they could from behind enemy lines, but mostly missed the worst of the fighting.

Then the fucking Convergence happened.

The whole world he’d known up to that point had been flipped upside down. Though plenty of Slayers saw the event as a net positive, millions of people had died to make it happen. Monsters that they’d come to know only in dungeons were now part of everyday life, and numerous corporations that had once held a stranglehold over the populace were being forced to circle the wagons or perish. Few succeeded because the Slayers—and all of their analogs—were the ones essentially calling the shots now.

But there was one place that still remained something of a mystery to outsiders, and that was Eventide.

Blaze had caught some of the fight between Ethan and Harper on the feeds. He’d heard the rumors that came soon after that he had bested Seito-fucking-Kimura himself in single combat in the penthouse of Kimura Tower. The rumors got stranger after that. Some said that all the men in the city had been killed. Others said they fled. One rumor stated that no communication going in or out of the city was permitted and that every single person in the city looked the same.

It… wasn’t the strangest thing to come out of the Convergence, but it was up there.

No one seemed to want to check on it. As part of the newly-formed High Council of Slayers, Blaze took it upon himself to go have a look. He and Ethan had reached something of an understanding a while ago when the Pyromancer had finally had enough of Gloria Lyle’s shit. He was hoping that between that and the friendly relationship they’d had before everything went to shit would be enough to get him access to the city and have a chat. If nothing else, he just wanted to know that the guy was still alive in the city somewhere.

He filed his plans with the HCS and set out in his new magic-based hovercar toward Eventide.

When he arrived at the border, it was via one of the sanctioned trading posts. The road had a huge structure that sat atop it, functioning as a gateway, but the area around it looked nothing like the other border crossings he’d seen. The building, like most, had been converted in the convergence to have a more medieval flair to it. Around it, an old-world style marketplace had cropped up. Plenty of things were being moved by companies that had survived to that point, but a great deal of the commerce was being handled by individuals like himself, fortunate enough to have the means to move it.

For all of the bustle he found in the marketplace, no one seemed prepared to go beyond it into Eventide proper. When he informed the guards who watched over the market that he was traveling into the city, they looked at him like he was insane.

“You know about this place, right?” one of the men asked, demonstrating clear concern for Blaze’s decision. “What they say about it?”

“What? You mean you’ve never been?” Blaze laughed, thinking the guy was pulling his leg.

The guard stared back at him with an expression as serious as a goddamned heart attack. “No. No one here has.”

“What about people from the city?” the Pyromancer asked. “I mean, someone has to have come from there, right?”

“If anyone came out, they didn’t come this way,” the other guard accompanying the first stated. “We do all the business with some chick named Cheri from the inside. But no one leaves the city. No one goes in.”

Blaze leaned out of his vehicle to look up and down the sprawling space that served as the border between Eventide and what was formerly the rest of Kimura territory. There were no walls, no armed guards, not even a fence to politely mark the line for people who might get lost. The only guards were those of the market, and they were there solely for the market. It wasn’t their job to check IDs or prevent people from traveling anywhere. The travel just wasn’t happening on its own.

The Pyromancer nodded before settling in behind the wheel. His hand tapped a few runes to put the vehicle back into gear. “Well, thanks for the warning.”

“Good luck,” the guards said, waving him by as they stepped away from the vehicle.

“Weird,” Blaze murmured, though he had a feeling that wouldn’t be the end of it.

Entering Eventide was something else. There was hardly any traffic on the pristine streets. All the buildings in the gorgeous city had been transformed by the Convergence. The air was clean, everything was covered in greenery, and waterfalls fell from the terraces towering high overhead. He’d seen a lot of how things had changed, but Eventide was quite possibly the most beautiful place he’d ever seen.

It was like paradise.

He didn’t notice the strangeness until he sat at an intersection. He noticed it first in the vehicle that passed. The woman inside had long pigtails like he remembered Lily having. She even resembled Lily. He glanced to the corner to see someone about to cross and noticed that she, too, had pigtails and a face that looked like she could have been Lily Chen’s cousin. His gaze continued to drift up and down the sidewalk as he noticed that every single person had the same hairstyle. Everyone looked like they could have been a member of Lily’s family or a doppelganger.

There were no men.

Blaze decided that was worth a closer look and found a place to park his vehicle. From there, he went on foot. The Pyromancer didn’t have a huge ego, but he knew that by conventional standards, he was an attractive guy. He would even get looks on the street from women who clearly shared that opinion, but those weren’t the looks he was getting on the streets of Eventide. Instead, each individual looked at him as if they recognized him from somewhere. Some even seemed confused to see him there on the street. It was a strange experience. They didn’t seem hostile, but the looks clearly said, ‘What the hell is this guy doing here?’

It was deeply unsettling.

Continuing on by foot, he was able to take in more of the details he might have missed behind the wheel of the magitech hovercar. At one point, while waiting at a crosswalk, he noticed a few of the women had fading scars along their faces, evidently from surgery. He realized that not all of them just looked that way, but that some had deliberately changed the way they looked to be that way. Again, the fact that there were no men to be seen was readily apparent.

“Where did all the guys go?” Blaze off-handedly asked one of the women at the intersection. She looked at him like he had two heads, was speaking another language, and asked a completely nonsensical question IN that language. She turned and left without a word.

Blaze brought up the sparse information he had on the city across his HUD, double-checked his directions, and continued on toward the heart of the city where Kimura Tower had once stood.

More of the city’s strangeness continued to unfold for him. It had taken time for his eyes to acclimate to the unusual architecture with its sweeping, organic lines and decorative style that reminded him of elven items sometimes recovered from the dungeons. When he was finally able to see through it all, he noticed that the things he expected from a city like Neo-Elysium were absent. There were no banks, no holo-theaters, no dealerships, no dens of vice—nothing like that. In their place were food establishments, gear for Slayers and security personnel, and lots of clinics that seemed to have a specialization in surgical alterations and augmentations.

There didn’t appear to be the usual services you would expect in a city, even one that paid them lip service. Schools were non-existent. Meaningful trade was supplanted by a strange feudalistic economy with its own logic that he simply couldn’t make sense of. At least, not until later when the central purpose of Eventide became clear.

Blaze finally made his way to Kimura Tower, which had been renamed Harper Tower and given a complete remodel by the Convergence. It was heavily guarded by women who were all the spitting image of Lily Chen. Each looked at him with that strange recognition he’d experienced throughout the city, but none moved to engage him. They all seemed content to just keep an eye on him and let him make the first move.

“What can I do for you?” a Lily Chen said from behind the receptionist’s desk in the lobby.

“Uh,” Blaze furrowed his brow, drumming his fingers on the counter. “I uh… wanted to see if Ethan was in? I’m a friend of his.”

“I know who you are,” the receptionist responded with a laugh. Her eyes flickered with light as she accessed some database, then she motioned to the open elevator shafts beyond. “The middle lift will take you to the top. Don’t make any funny moves.”

“Of course,” Blaze agreed, hoisting the small backpack he had over one shoulder, and proceeded to the lift. It was very similar to an elevator, but instead of a door, there was a little gate that looked like it was meant for toddlers. It closed on its own, and the glyph on the floor lit up before the whole thing rose through a well-lit shaft that covered the entire distance from the ground floor to the penthouse without making a single stop.

When the door opened, he was met yet again by a familiar face. This one looked like Lily, yes, but he knew from the other enhancements on her body that this was Gloria—or Glory as she preferred to be called.

“Hello, Blaze,” she greeted him, motioning for him to step off the lift and into the atrium. “I didn’t think we’d be seeing you again any time soon.”

Blaze swallowed hard, unable to determine whether or not she was simply making a passing remark or subtly threatening him. With Gloria, it would have definitely been the latter.

“Yeah, I uh… I missed a lot of the action, so now I’m going around checking in on people,” Blaze responded as he followed the woman through the atrium and down a long, decorative hall. What had once been Kimura Tower’s penthouse and executive suites was now a large living space for Ethan and the Lilys. It was like they had a fantastic mansion that had been plucked out of the other world and plopped down on top of the tower just for them.

The Pyromancer was escorted to a large living space with rounded windows that overlooked the rest of the lush city. A door to the balcony had been left open to let in a slight breeze that he found heavenly. Ethan was just coming in from the balcony when he entered the room, while a group of Lily’s hung about the room in anticipation of his arrival. He wasn’t sure how, but he was able to pick out the original Lily Chen in an instant. She gave him a brief, fond look of recognition before forcing her expression to go impassive again. None of them knew why he was there, after all.

“Holy shit, it’s true!” Ethan laughed, his eyes fixed on Blaze like a man at sea spotting a lifeboat as he closed the distance between them in a few steps. “How have you been?”

Blaze took the hand that was offered to him and shook it a few times. Ethan’s grip was unusually firm, like he didn’t want to let go of the man. “Pretty good, though I suspect not as good as you by the looks of things, haha!”

“Yeah, yeah,” Ethan agreed, glancing around at the girls, silently asking for them to give the two guys the room. They stared back at him for a moment longer than was comfortable before finally taking their leave. Ethan motioned for Blaze to have a seat on the pristine and expensive-looking couch from another world as he flopped down into a chair that appeared to be from the same set. “It’s been pretty nice here. I certainly can’t complain.”

Blaze set his backpack aside and had a seat. “It’s a nice place. The Convergence has been a mixed bag for a lot of people but it looks like you guys got the best of it.”

“Well, except for the guys, right?” Ethan laughed. There was a strangeness to the remark that the Pyromancer couldn’t put his finger on. Ethan looked like he was in the best shape of his life, yet somehow stretched. He was still sharp and alert as he’d always known him to be, but there was a strange mental slant to him. He had no doubt that he had all the power and skill he had when he’d battled Harper and Seito, but somehow it wasn’t the same. “Glad to see you weren’t one of them.”

“Uhm, thanks,” Blaze murmured, unsure of what else to say. “So did they leave or…?”

“Oh, no, they’re fucking dead,” Ethan chuckled, grabbing a drink from a nearby end table and sipping at it. “You want anything to drink?”

Blaze held a hand up in polite refusal. “No, thanks. I’m alright.”

“If you change your mind, just let me know,” Ethan said, taking a second sip from his glass before setting it aside. “What brings you out here, anyway?”

“The Slayers in Neo-Elysium set up their own government after SlayerCorp fell apart,” Blaze answered, forcing himself to relax back into the couch. He half expected one of the Lilys to show up and wrap a wire around his throat if he let his guard down too much. “I’m the guy going around touching base with any of the Slayers that used to be under their umbrella. Just checking in to see who’s still around. Specific information on casualties from the Convergence has been pretty scarce.”

“I saw that you guys executed Mr. Sterling,” Ethan remarked, nodding toward a fixture at the end of the room that may have served as a television or holoprojector of some kind. In all honesty, Blaze was still unfamiliar with the majority of the analogs to the technology he’d once taken for granted.

“Not much different from what everyone else is doing with the corpos,” Blaze noted. Every single territory fed up with the iron grip the CEOs once had on them was swiftly moving to get them out of power and roll their lifeless bodies into a ditch somewhere. “The fact that we had so much on him and what he did leading up to the convergence is what got him the death sentence, though. Without that, we probably would have just kicked his ass out of the office and sent him on his merry fucking way.”

“Ha, yeah,” Ethan mused. “We got rid of the one at Radiance like that right before everything happened. Or rather, Lily did.”

“I saw,” Blaze noted. He hadn’t seen coverage of it live, but he’d got caught up after the fact and plenty of footage was out there of the guy falling to his death with a huge ass table landing on top of him. “Though Zara is the head of Radiance now, isn’t she?”

“She goes by Zari now,” Ethan casually corrected. “She was just in here a second ago, didn’t you see her?”

Blaze furrowed his brows and thought back to the Lilys that had occupied the room. One of them had been taller with darker skin and green pigtails. “O-oh! Right. Of course. I just mean, she’s still the head of the company even though she’s here, right?”

“I guess so,” Ethan acknowledged with a shrug. “I haven’t really been paying attention to that stuff. They handle it for me.”

“Business stuff?” Blaze asked, seeking clarification.

Ethan paused for a moment to think about it before his face split into a boyish grin. “I guess everything, come to think of it. All the women in the city with links to the System had their consciousness overwritten or integrated into Lily’s. They’re all an aspect of her. When it happened, they all just sort of woke up to the fact that they were in love with me and that anyone who was a potential threat to that had to go. You know, two of them just last week nearly killed each other over who was going to bring me my breakfast.”

Blaze blinked several times in surprise. “Does that… happen often around here—the fighting?”

“They get into little scuffles here and there,” Ethan admitted with a shrug. “But they’re usually content to get along with each other for my sake. It’s rarer that any arguments become fights and rarer that the fights become killings.”

“But there have been killings?” Blaze questioned uneasily.

“Only a few,” Ethan acknowledged, taking another sip of his drink. “They’ve mostly got it under control now.”

The Pyromancer couldn’t believe what he was hearing. The Ethan he’d known hadn’t been the kind of guy to rationalize this sort of thing before, but there he was, shrugging off and minimizing some of the most horrific shit. Every man in the city had been murdered by a woman they’d trusted who’d become utterly devoted to a man they’d never met at the flick of a switch. Every one of those women was, in turn, willing to end one another if it meant a little face time with Ethan.

Something about that realization made Blaze feel like the Lilys were watching the two of them through the walls. For all he knew, they were actively listening in to their conversation.

“So all that stuff about the MCC and Barbara Singer was true?” Blaze wondered.

“I’m not sure exactly what you heard,” Ethan began with a nod. “But she was the one who built it. The System is a product of her work held over from the war. Basically, an AI that latched onto another world and pulled it into ours. I’m a little fuzzy on the motive and logic, but it seems silly to worry about it now. Kimura Industries was fucking around with it to hold onto their power after the Convergence, and Radiance was basically manipulating where the portals were appearing as a shortcut for their own purposes. Corporate espionage on steroids.”

That was mostly what the HCS had arrived at through various sources. It was good to have it laid out and confirmed by the guy who’d been at the center of it all. The fact that Lily’s consciousness had proliferated through the System was a piece that they’d been missing. The implications were chilling, but it didn’t appear to him that she retained any active control over what the System did.

“So, what’s next for you?” Blaze pressed, trying to remain casual. “Are you guys still running the company? Are you… gonna take over the world or something?”

“Nah,” Ethan said, waving a hand. “All we wanted for a long time was to live our lives, man. I was given a secondary class called a Paradigm—I’m sure you heard of that already—which gives me the means to help the System itself should it need it. Without Kimura Industries fucking things up, though, I’m not sure if I’ll be called upon again. There are no more dungeon runs because the dungeons are here now. We’re not shoveling sand against the tide of the inevitable anymore. It’s here.”

Blaze nodded, agreeing with him to a degree. The entire point of the dungeons had basically been for companies to profit from the new gold rush, position themselves for the change, and keep as many people in their stables of superpowered people as they could to enforce it when the time came. The threat of monsters was still there in the tracts of wilderness between cities, but it was a wholly different animal from the dungeon runs of yesteryear.

The Pyromancer spent the rest of the day hanging out with Ethan and shooting the shit as casually as he could manage. In doing so, he marked himself distinctly as no threat to Ethan’s position or the Lily’s that attended to his every desire. They kept their distance most of the time, willing to let him have his ‘guy-time’ or whatever, but there were a few outliers.

First was Glory, whom he had a chance to speak with around dinner time. She was standing out on the balcony watching the sun go down over the transformed city.

“How’s it been?” Blaze asked as he joined her outside in the clean, evening air. “You seem… happier?”

“You could say that,” Glory acknowledged wistfully as she leaned on the railing, gazing out over the city of Lilys below. “It’s quiet in my own head for the first time in a while. Gloria’s gone.”

“That must be a relief,” the Pyromancer noted. Gloria had once been someone they all trusted who eventually revealed herself to be one of the worst of the worst in SlayerCorp.

“You would think so,” the woman said as her pigtails fluttered in the cool breeze. “But it just feels sort of… empty.”

During dinner, the conversation was much lighter between him, Ethan, and the other Lilys. Zari was only willing to speak a little on business stuff, but she assured the Pyromancer that between her and Cheri, the woman formerly known as Cheryl, they had everything under control. The companies of Radiance and Kimura were effectively allied kingdoms with a single man sitting on the throne: Ethan Harper. Each served as administrator of one city, freeing Ethan up for… whatever it was Ethan was doing.

After dinner, Blaze made a point of getting Barbi alone as he had with Glory.

“You mentioned during dinner that you’re a synthetic being?” Blaze asked as Barbi went about cleaning up the dining room and kitchen. “You were a copy of Barbara Singer.”

“Yep,” Barbi answered with a little smile. “But I’m my own person now. Entirely independent.”

“Independent,” Blaze repeated with a note of skepticism.

Barbi looked up at him and arched a brow. “Yes. I’m not blinded by the same fog of obsession the others are. I’ve noticed your concerns, and I share many of them.”

“What do you think my concerns are?” Blaze mused ambivalently.

Barbi glanced in the direction Ethan had retired with Lily, Gloomy, and Glory. “About his mental state. Physically, he’s the safest person on the whole planet… but I don’t know what all of this has done to his mind.”

“But you love him, right?” Blaze pressed. “Despite all of that? Despite all that’s happened?”

Barbi blushed and resumed her work, cleaning up. “Of course.”

Ethan came to see Blaze again when he was settling in for the night. “Got everything you need?”

“Oh, yeah,” Blaze said, glancing back at a room that was bigger than his entire apartment with far more amenities. “I think I’ll get by.”

“Cool,” Ethan acknowledged with a little nod.

“So, what are you going to do from here?” Blaze asked, heading off the awkward silence before it could set in.

“I thought I'd already answered that?” Ethan replied, a little confused at the repeated question.

Blaze raised his brows and looked in the general direction of where he knew the Lilys were. “I mean with them. Lily has been on edge since I walked in the door, Gloomy excused herself at dinner because she felt sick, and Glory looked like she was ready to take my head off every time I picked up a knife—almost feral. You… you don’t know?”

“Know what?” Ethan chuckled with amusement.

“They’re pregnant, man,” Blaze responded, laughing a little louder at the stunned expression on his friend’s face. “You might wanna talk to them about it.”

Evidently, he wasn’t the only one who didn’t know, but by the next morning, they all certainly did. Blaze came out of his room with his things to a scene of joy for Ethan and his inner circle. The trio had fetched pregnancy tests that had all come back positive. Glory was concerned about how much of Gloria there would be in her child, Gloomy was overjoyed that Novas were capable of becoming pregnant, and Lily….

Lily just shook with overwhelming emotion.

It was no secret how long she’d waited for this moment, and now that it had arrived, she didn’t have the words.

“Just let the moment hold you for a bit,” Blaze encouraged as tears ran down her cheeks. As fucked up as everything around them was, the love between them seemed real, and she seemed genuinely grateful that he was willing to acknowledge that. “Congratulations. All of you.”

When Blaze finally left, Ethan still didn’t seem to realize the gravity of the situation.

“These kids are going to have a wild childhood,” the Pyromancer remarked as he and Ethan descended toward the lobby. “An entire city that worships their father.”

Ethan raised a brow and looked over at him quietly.

“And when the news gets out,” Blaze continued as the lift slowed to a stop to let him off. “The rest of them are going to want the same thing for themselves.”

Ethan only stared at him, dumbfounded, as the lift’s gate closed, bringing him back to the penthouse.

In the massive lobby, there was a new mural of Ethan’s face that was nearly four stories tall. A small group of Lilys stood under it, though only a few looked as though they’d been part of its creation. They didn’t say anything. They didn’t move.

They just stared.

“Will you be coming back?” the Lily behind the receptionist’s desk asked as he passed.

“Oh, uh,” Blaze muttered, having not even thought about it. “I don’t know, actually. I guess it depends on what they want me to do next.”

“Just be sure to bring Ethan something nice next time,” she remarked, seemingly leaving no room on the question of whether he’d be back at all before turning to admire the mural alongside the others.

Blaze furrowed his brows and stepped through the exit. He was surprised to find his vehicle there waiting for him at the curb. He got in, started it up, and made his way back to Neo-Elysium a little faster than he’d intended.

Nearly the minute he hit the border, he noticed how the air seemed a little less clean. It still had some of the odor of industry hanging within it from the days before the Convergence. There was something more mundane and bland about it—more human.

He took a deep breath, filling his lungs with it, and pressed down on the accelerator.
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