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1. The Life of a Multiverse Adventuring Family

 
Today was Jay’s twenty-first birthday. Looking at his history, most people would hardly believe he’d made it to this point. To the Hell Circles and back, in less than three years, Jay crawled and defeated multiple dungeons, slayed trillions of enemies, and ate the cores of deities.
That last bit was a new development. His adopted daughter, Joyce, couldn’t consume any more deific cores. She was stuffed to the brink, her refinement ending until she finally evolved from Rank 1. She might evolve multiple times now.
Killing and eating [Godlings] might’ve sounded bad to a layman. But these deities were some of the most arrogant people ever. You’d eat their cores, too, if you met them.
“A thousand curses upon you fiends!” shouted a Stage 1 Mountain [Godling] from over her shoulder, while running away.
“Why don’t you come closer and say that to my face?” Jay pointed his tail at the deity.
She was trying to dig into the foothills of her home. Above them was a purple-tinted sky with a bluish sun shining above. South of the Luckruns was a small and cozy dwarven town built between a large dwarven-made dam and a mountain of epic proportions.
The mountain was three times as big as Everest, and it was the base of a local [Godling] who fancied herself above the rule of the new establishment after Gutok’s death. Jay casually hopped across the treetops of a reddish and alien forest, flying above the heads of animals with six legs instead of four, and landed in the foothills beside a tunnel made by the escaping [Godling].
He’d long learned not to act unless called upon, so he was letting the others respond to the escape attempt.
The first to reach Jay was Victor. His younger half-brother had come a long way since they’d first met. His body was wreathed in electrical strings that crawled across his epic scaled armor. He was Rank 6 now, and had Rank 6 armaments to match him. His sword was the same, having a bit of its own spirit.
Jay had figured out how to upgrade the weapon without Kleo or Macy’s help. Kleo was a better [Crafter-type] than him. And Macy was in a different universe. Jay smiled with self-satisfaction as Victor hoisted his shining silver sword and channeled its epic power for some electromagnetic benefits. Especially the magnetic portion.
“Get back here, bitch!” Victor roared, pointing his sword into the hole and seizing the [Godling] and the surrounding earth deep down below. Victor had enough power to use magical magnetism like Magneto would when he wanted to grab at stuff that was more than just metal. It was a level of wacky pseudoscience where magic excelled when given enough power.
Ripping up entire foothills like someone digging up earth in their garden with a trowel came pretty easy for Jay’s half-brother, even if Victor had to put his back into it. If Jay had done it, he might’ve ripped up a portion of the world by accident.
Victor laughed as he reeled a deity out of the earth and then slammed her down on another foothill right nearby. His eyes were filled with electrical power. His electromagnetic halo whined like a hundred power generators combined. He held his sword up, extended his angelic wings, and prepared to hop over when a streak of warped and malignant energy shot past him.
That was Jhara, and she was going for the kill-steal.
“Oh, fuck no! That’s mine!” Victor roared, blitzing behind the Devil [Freak].
“Ha! Too slow!” Jhara became a miasma of pulsing red and sickly yellow energy. She reached the [Godling] first before Victor. She corrupted the air, fouled the entire hill, and killed the crimson trees and creatures nearby. The [Godling] screamed in horror. There was no escape from the Devil [Freak]. Jhara’s next move phased them into a domain of her own making, a playground where she reigned supreme.
Victor landed outside of Jhara’s domain a split-second too late. He could break through with an incantation. He had the angelic and spiritual qualities to do so. And plenty of power.
Instead, he shook his head and stood in the devilish glow of Jhara’s power. While she had the [Godling] in her playground, her work didn’t disappear from sight or sound. On the contrary, it remained slightly visual in the air. And if you listened closely enough, the wails of the tormented [Godling] came through from the other side.
Jay landed deftly beside his sulking brother and wrapped an arm around his neck. “You did kill the last disagreeable [Godling].”
“But I called dibs on this one. She didn’t say anything.”
“She didn’t say anything about the last [Godling], either. But that doesn’t mean she’s not plotting. Devil [Freak], remember?”
“Yeah, yeah.” Victor continued to sulk. At least he left it at that.
The first third of their multiverse family trip had gone a little rocky, since Victor and Jhara still had some hard feelings toward each other. They still had them now. Over time, they’d learned to accept each other on their good days, and give each other space on their bad days.
Granted, Jhara still had a prickly personality. And Victor was still a straightforward and quick-to-anger young man.
“You’ll make it to Rank 7 soon, if that’s what you’re worried about.” Jay liked to pretend that he didn’t know what people were worried about. He was too powerful and in tune with his wide-reaching senses to not know.
Victor gave his brother the side eye.
“We have a few months before we all head back home,” Victor said. “I’ll be damned if I don’t hit Rank 7 by then.”
Jay held his tongue that Victor might not make it. Reaching the latter levels was difficult unless you had an increasing pool of fodder to kill.
Jhara finished up her work, ending her playground power and landing in front of both boys. She didn’t wear armor like Victor or Jay who looked the part, choosing instead regular street clothes that were familiar to their homeworld. Those were Epic Quality clothes made by Kleo, too. They remained spotless while [Godling] blood dripped from her claws.
“It sucks I can’t eat this,” Jhara muttered, holding up a round crystal the size of a marble. It shone like a miniature sun between her claws.
Neither could Victor.
Only Jay and Joyce and the other half-gods could. That had something to do with their unusual qualities as Rankers. More so for Joyce, since she was possibly the strongest Rank 1 in the Multiverse System at this point.
Jhara tossed the core up and down before flicking it over at Jay. He caught it between his teeth and bit through it like a knife cutting through butter. He tasted the origins of this core. The divine concept of mountains and its qualities. Huge. Rigorous. Sturdy. Unyielding.
He pulled the concept and its qualities into the center of his body, beyond the surface-level understanding of his Profile, and deep into the Sub-System, the Precursor System. Jay didn’t understand the Precursor System that much, but he knew it accounted for more magical possibilities than the Multiverse System. He was certain it accounted for him being his own god while being an eldritch entity.
Ever the Grandmaster Arbiter’s revelations, Jay had taken every opportunity to examine the Precursor System. He’d noticed there were two important requirements to touch the Precursor– willpower and a high consumption of foreign power. Jay’s willpower and defiance against death and the will of the heavens got him there halfway. Eating [Godling] cores gave him the other half he needed to touch the Precursor System and have a glimpse of what it was doing.
It was crafting for him an unusual set of foundations. He could almost see the possibilities of his next evolution. He hadn’t become Rank 8 just yet. But he was certain the changes would be even more immense than the last evolution. But Jay couldn’t hold this knowledge for long. As soon as he touched it, he felt himself gently ejected by an unyielding force. It was neither angry nor happy. It had no emotions.
It was an existence that kept running efficiently even while being widely ignored by most of the Multiverse. The Precursor existed to be used even if those using it had no idea they’d touched on the unfathomably old power that existed before the dawn of the Multiverse System.
Jay found himself sitting in the lotus position, waking up from meditation, his memories fogged over at the deep dive. He didn’t hang on to the future knowledge of his evolution– there was no point. It stayed with the Precursor System. But he kept the feeling.
“I won’t be needing anymore cores. I’m as refined as I’m going to be.” Jay looked up at Jhara and Victor, the two finding peace with each other’s company even after Jhara’s kill-steal.
“My boy grows stronger. I’m happy. Jealous, still, but happy.” Therapy had led to Jhara being more honest about her feelings and saying them aloud. Jay did the same. They were still on a journey of healing together.
Victor had his own therapy sessions that were specific to him. Thankfully, they had two emotionally intelligent people tagging along with them on their multiversal family trip.
Jay hopped to his feet and invited Jhara to hug him. She took it this time, but she was also free to not hug him if she was in a foul mood. He congratulated her on her kill, showering her with praise, which usually took her mood from ‘meh’ to ‘hooray.’
These days, Jay felt like he was more the parent than Jhara. But he was okay with that. Jhara didn’t have much of a childhood, and in her process of relinquishing more control to Jay, she was becoming happier and more settled down.
“It’s getting too sappy here. Let’s head back.” Victor turned away moodily.
“Your girl is waiting for you,” Jay teased.
“She’s not my girl!”
“The way she looked at you says otherwise.” Jhara was in on it now.
They kept egging Victor on through their trip back to the dwarven town. They followed the forest trails, taking in the sights of the alien crimson forest and the six-legged forest animals darting around. A panther with red and white fur patterns stopped in their trail, roaring at them threateningly. It had a litter of kittens nearby.
Jhara played with the creature gently before depositing the mama panther back with her litter and catching up with Jay and Victor. When they exited the forest, a field of tall red grass flanked a dirt road that wound gradually to an arched gate. Standing before them was a stone and metal town overlooking the great dam. There was a platoon of dwarven guards at the gate, too.
They were only Rank 4s, no threat, but they looked the part. They were shorter than Jay, but nearly two to three times wider. They looked heavy enough to bulldoze through him based on appearance alone.
Their armor was thick, with intricate designs engraved on each plate. They hefted large hammers with small handles, except for a few who wielded pole-hammers. Each one had beards that reached down to their bellies, and they had big eyes, big brows, and thick and weathered faces.
The only difference between the men and women was that the women had no beards. Instead, they had long, braided hair that reached down their backs. And all the dwarves of this area and mostly around this world were redheads.
Though, it didn’t take Jay long to figure out this wasn’t a planet of hats scenario. Most dwarves had their own individual quirks even if a majority of them seemed gruff or greedy.
The town mayor stood at the front with the captain of the guard beside him. The two men were also dressed in dwarven armor, but where the captain dressed in the heaviest armor, the mayor dressed lighter.
Dwarves were very proud of their metal crafting, so no man or woman or child would go without a bit of armor on them. Which was why they threw themselves onto the ground and kowtowed toward Jay and Victor. They wore armor, and Jhara didn’t.
“Rise and speak,” Jay ordered.
“Patriarch Luckrun, this humbled servant is pleased to see you’ve returned safely from your adventure,” the mayor said. He had a deep timbre of a voice. “Is it safe to say the lack of reactive retribution from our most inhospitable guest can be attributed to your actions?”
“It isn’t safe to say.” Jay watched the mayor and his guardsmen sweat a little. “I wasn’t the one to kill your local tyrant.”
The mayor refocused on Victor.
“Nor was it him,” Jay corrected.
They finally looked at Jhara, who was buffing her claws and pretending not to pay attention.
“She doesn’t need armor to deal with a pest. And she’s not even fully satisfied with a mere [Godling],” Jay threw out.
“A mere [Godling]?” the mayor repeated before realizing his mistake and dropping into a kowtow once again. This time they were directing it toward Jhara, who preened from the attention.
Jay wouldn’t have cared too much if it wasn’t for his mom being devilish and having an ego. Unless this town wanted to endure a bit of bad luck and malevolence, they should really get over the idea that the strongest wore armor.
Jay and Victor wore theirs to blend in with the people better. Jhara refused. She was a rebel like that.
“You can tell them to rise,” Jay said to his mom.
“I will.” A few minutes went by, with Jhara standing over the kowtowing dwarves.
“And you plan to give your mom a universe?” Victor said accusingly to Jay.
“Maybe I’ll give her a Hell Circle instead,” Jay mumbled.
“The day is waning. I guess you can all rise now. Don’t disrespect me again.” Jhara leered. “Or I’ll leave my mark.”
Jay shook his head at her before starting his way into town. The mayor hurried to his feet, walking and talking beside Jay with the guard captain following.
He showered praise on Jay again, and on his mom, before swinging the conversation into praise for his town and its people. It was late afternoon, and the skies were turning a deeper shade of purple. The market was still active, with locals and visitors from other towns further down into the valley.
Farmers preparing to make their way back to their farms stopped with their six-legged animals to stare with open mouths at the foreigners. The local townsfolk showed their respect to the patriarch with a bow before returning to their work, which told the outsiders well enough that Jay and his people were a big deal.
Blacksmiths hammered away at their latest creation, traders hawked from their stands, and restaurants left their doors open for the wafting scent of cooked food to cloud the air. It wasn’t a large town, but it was a major hub of commerce before reaching the grand road leading to the underground kingdom, the main point of interest in this world. Though there were plenty of little things for Jay’s party to partake in.
While the mayor continued his attempt to butter Jay up for favors, the paradox god entered a small square where elder dwarves played a magic board game called Castles and Cannons. They had black powder on this world, so they were somewhere in the middle ages relative to Earth’s history, hence the game’s name.
The game fielded pawns, fortifications, and special units protecting a king. The cannons were the most important units. They could knock down fortifications from across the board and create openings for evading units to seize the enemy’s king.
The game comprised pawns and special troop units moving across the board to take out the enemy’s cannons or reach the king inside their fortification when the walls were knocked down. Jay found it novel because the two players going against each other didn’t have to move anything with their hands. They commanded with their voices and the magic took over, sliding around pieces and firing off cannons.
Enkidu and Koschei have been at this game all day. They had a crowd of elderly dwarves rooting for one side or the other. The presence of the mayor and his guards ruined the mood for the elder dwarves– local politics had the mayor nearly on the outs with his people since he’d rolled over for the tyrant [Godling] and kissed her ass.
The dwarf was desperately looking at Jay to back his candidacy, which came down to communal votes from the leaders of the local guilds. Most positions below the world king came down to communal voting. The commoners chose their representatives among the guilds– they had a guild for everything. And the guild leaders chose their governmental leaders.
Jay would’ve said their governance system was pretty fair if there hadn’t been evidence of corruption, embezzlement, oligarchy, and other nifty things that seeped through the cracks. Which he came across as a thing on most planets in the multiple universes visited so far. Granted, he would be hypocritical to attack all of that, since he wielded near ultimate power over multiple universes.
At the age of twenty-one.
Besides, there were a couple of places that were filled with honestly good creatures. Like the planet of fuzzy butterfly people. They were the most utopian people ever. Too bad they were farmed by a group of [Godlings] who liked the magic properties in their wings, killing them during the extraction process. Yeah, Jay and his company had put a stop to that pronto last month.
The planet of dwarves had nothing major other than renegade [Godlings]. He wasn’t here to fix anything else. He was here to see the sights, eat naughty [Godling] cores, and grab some souvenirs.
So Jay silenced the mayor with a wave of his hand and joined the crowd to watch the two [Apostles] combat each other in strategy.
Regardless of Intellect, Koschei had a knack for long-term strategy. Enkidu was a good hand at seizing opportunities and creating blunders for his opponent to fall into.
Jay sensed they were close to even on wins and losses, but that wasn’t much of a concern. The two were having fun playing a novel game in a different universe that they’d barely noticed Jay’s presence in the crowd.
“I have you cornered, old man. What sacrifice will you bear to slip away again?” Koschei smiled like a black-hearted villain.
“All I need is belief, Koschei. And to present you with an opening that you couldn’t help but take.” Enkidu gave his opponent a small smile before providing orders that sealed Koschei’s doom.
“Drat!” Koschei shouted. His voice had power to it that swayed most of the crowd except for Jay, Victor, and Jhara. Koschei had just reached Rank 6 as an [Apostle], which made him one of the weakest of the team if Joyce was to be ignored.
The immortals weren’t as active as the others in Jay’s team. But they didn’t need to be. They usually handled the local politics and did more of the talking for Jay, introducing him as their Pantheon Patriarch, master, king, lord, or what have you, of twenty-three universes.
Every habitable planet was populated with System Users. But many had no idea they’d been under Gutok’s reign, living in ignorance to the grander schemes of the Multiverse System.
Others were more aware. Those who were aware usually held positions of power. Keeping their positions depended on if they were quick to adopt the change in leadership and the rulership of Jay, YoAnna, and their Champions.
“I wish we had time for another game,” Koschei muttered, standing from his metal seat.
“Perhaps another time. I believe our patriarch needs our assistance.” Enkidu turned and gave Jay a broad smile. He did the same for Jhara and Victor.
They didn’t agree on everything, but Enkidu’s presence was filled with so many good vibes, it had a positive effect on them all. Put Enkidu and Amanda in the same room, and Jay and Jhara were at their most chill, their monstrous nature subdued.
“I got the kill this time.” Jhara skipped over and wrapped her arms around Enkidu and Koschei’s necks. The former laughed boomingly while the latter grumbled like the black-hearted and decrepit old man he’d appeared.
Granted, it was a funny sight for Jay to see Jhara chumming up with the immortals. Despite having plenty of reasons to hate them, Jhara had grown to love them. The wounds of the past– of Amanda’s death at the hands of an immortal and the imprisonment of their ancestor– had sealed up over time spent with their [Apostles], leaving faint scars.
“Oh, and the mayor keeps sucking up to Jay,” Jhara said. “You know how that annoys him. Get to work, boys.” She shoved them forward, nearly throwing Koschei off his feet. Enkidu caught his balance well enough.
The mayor wiped the disappointment off his face. Jay could tell the man wanted to go after him– Jay was twenty-one and looked impressionable even if he was the patriarch.
Enkidu and Koschei were old hands at old people talk and politics, regardless of being in a different world in a different universe. They’d picked up the local language pretty quick, after all, and they cared more about these things.
They went ahead with their usual bit as good cop and bad cop. It wasn’t hard to figure out who played what role. Jay left them to their political shenanigans, taking a side alley with Jhara and Victor in tow.
The roads were all covered in cobblestones, even the alley. From this vantage point, Jay could see the steel rooftops, especially with the awnings sticking out. Each building was three to four stories tall.
The town’s alleys were wide, and their main streets were wider, which gave them plenty of space to just wander, stop at random food stalls, and marvel at street art made of crafted metals. Mostly Good Quality stuff.
This world didn’t have high-quality materials. They made the most out of what they had, and Jay enjoyed that to the fullest. The atmosphere. The sights. The different spices that couldn’t be found on Earth.
It had been nearly a year since he and the other Champions split up and brought different teams across different universes. Jay could never lose that spark of wonder in seeing a new setting far from Earth.
It was almost easy to forget how powerful he was. How he held the entire planet and much more at his mercy. Even while walking amid mortals, their lives were so insignificant compared to his to give them a shred of his attention and admiration was beyond anything they deserved.
He did it, anyway. He wanted to be a bit more of a grounded deity if he could help it.
After all, he had the remnant sensations of what he would become as the Precursor System continued to craft his future self based on his profile refinement– the act of achieving, consuming, growing between evolutions. He sensed he might lose out on his ability to stay grounded and relatable to the people near him soon.
“Hey, come back down.” Victor snapped his fingers in front of Jay’s eyes. “You were spacing out again.”
They were in front of the inn they’d chosen to stay at. It wasn’t luxurious. The mayor had offered better and more furnished dwellings. But the inn fitted the fantasy theme Jay and his team wanted to enjoy. They had bought out the rooms on the top floor, keeping the entire floor to themselves.
Kleo, Joyce, and Amanda were in the dining room. A bard was singing his heart out while playing a lute, and everybody was clapping along to the energetic song. Up and down the street were people in the swing of celebration. The entire town was going to become festive with the death of their divine tyrant. Jay should throw himself into the fun, but he withheld.
“Hello?” Victor waved in front of Jay’s face.
“Leave him.” Jhara hugged Jay from behind. “Whatever’s on his mind, it’s important.”
“Sure,” Jay said, before turning to look at Victor. “I’m glad you came with us, by the way.”
Victor straightened stiffly. “You keep saying that.”
“It’s important to me.”
“Yeah, whatever, weirdo.” Victor huffed and rushed inside. After he greeted the rest of the team, he found himself in a secluded hallway in the tavern, flirting with the pretty dwarven waitress.
Jhara smiled and rested her chin on top of Jay’s head. “Do you need time to let out the monster inside? You’ve been on your best behavior for a while.”
“I can control it for longer.”
“Jay, I’m not an eldritch, but I know enough about evil. There hasn’t been much bad happening around us.” Jhara stroked her claws through Jay’s deadlocks. They were longer now. She’d been caring for them religiously. “You’ve been manipulating Chance for a while. You need a release. Aren’t there a few worlds around that you wouldn’t feel too bad wrecking? Maybe another plague of experiments? Or a planet filled with death-bots? There’s a bunch of those left behind by the Steel [God], huh? It’s about time you scratch that itch, so why not aim at something you can pat yourself on the back for?”
Jay sighed. Of course, his mom would notice. Jay’s presence brought conflict outside of the Pantheon Estate. Things had been relatively peaceful except for fights with villainous [Godlings] and Rankers who still believed Gutok to be their master.
But there had been no real complications even though Jay was usually at the center of conflict. Maybe Enkidu would notice, too. He was wise like that, but he would’ve kept it to himself. There were some things Enkidu, the one known as Earth’s Big G, wouldn’t face even as a therapist.
Jhara didn’t mind poking at dangerous things, and acknowledging this was letting the cat out of the bag. Kleo was fidgeting uncomfortably inside the dining area now.
Jay sighed. “I am [The Hero of Apocalypse Comedy]. There are a few places that can use me.”
“And you’re the [Multiverse Demon Lord], so I’m sure you’ll have fun cutting loose. Go, Jay. I know Kleo will follow. I’ll explain to the others you needed some time away.”
“We will kill many,” Jay said.
“As long as it’s mostly the bad ones, right?” Jhara moved to his front and gave him a twisted smile. “Go, boy. And bring doom to the poor mortals and deities who draw your wrath. And happy birthday.”
She kissed him on the forehead and shoved him away, pretty much dooming trillions of lives. At the very least, they were the lives most people wouldn’t miss, and Jay could stop and rescue others in need.
Jhara might’ve been right that Jay and Kleo needed an outlet. Or maybe she was poking holes into a wall that Jay could’ve maintained longer. It was too late now.
Kleo found their first targets. She was hungry for worlds. Jay’s hand twitched. It would be nice to wield his hammer again and smash some stuff.
Once they left, they didn’t get back to the dwarven town until two weeks later. It took fifty-three worlds in six different galaxies before Jay felt they’d done enough.
Countless lives. Dead.
The portion they’d saved from natural or [God-made] doom was moved to other worlds. But such mercy was comparable to carrying a grain of sand across an ocean, abysmally small.
Kleo’s hunger had a small dent in it even after consuming so much. At the very least, Jay felt in more control of himself.
He had a vice grip on Chance, refusing its draw for needless conflict without his say-so. It was a small price to pay to protect his people from himself. Because as Jay grew stronger. There was a question lingering in the back of his mind that had him worried. What would he look like once he reached Rank 10? What would he become if he could overcome the Multiverse System?




2. Preparations For Returning Home

 
Jay sat on the balustrade of his room’s balcony. He was currently the guest of a Stage 2 Onyx [Godling], the ruler of an elven planet that was a few solar systems away from the dwarf planet. They were fairly close compared to the other habitable planets across Universe 7.
Above Jay was a dark sky filled with asteroids and comets circling around the planet like a protective barrier. Starlight beamed through the gaps. The temperatures were colder compared to Earth, every breath coming out as a fog. Jay looked down from the castle balcony while his people enjoyed the benefits of being special VIPs.
Joyce was trying to catch the attention of the ruler’s son while walking around the halls of the castle. They were hundreds of years apart in age. Jay casually poked and prodded with gravity to trip the boy up a little every time he acted too interested in his daughter.
The castle walls had sophisticated spellcraft defenses and wards. Nothing was strong enough to stop Jay from doing what he wanted.
Joyce, of course, did all she could to counter her dad’s manipulations. Since he was scaling his power down to avoid splattering the occupants of the castle and crushing the surrounding area, she held an advantage over her dad in fine-tune manipulations. That didn’t mean Jay’s impressions went unnoticed. They were noticed, and the prince was on his best behavior as he struggled to keep his feet under him.
“Is there no better use for your overwhelming power, Master Luckrun?” asked an enticing voice from behind him.
Jay flicked his tail and let out a small harrumph. “Being called a master is still weird when you say it.”
Oshrayne sauntered up with a goblet of fine wine in her hand. The Onyx [Godling] was one of the first to turn over a new leaf when she received the memo of being under a new regime. She was much older than Jay and YoAnna and all the Champions combined. She missed her window to evolve into a Stage 3 [Goddess] long ago, forced to stay a [Godling] or be seen as a threat to Gutok’s rule.
Jay felt a smidge bad for her. Only a smidge. Oshrayne wasn’t a very nice dark elf deity.
She stood seven feet tall and was built like a vixen, more of the politicker than a warrior. But behind those teasing smiles and dark mysterious eyes was the wicked knowledge of a divine witch. Either she would crush her enemies in politics, or crushed them with onyx-based witchery. Below them was a garden filled with onyx statues of people that were too lifelike. They were the works of petrification, living beings turned into sculptures.
“How do you do it?” Jay asked.
“Do what, Master Luckrun?” Her velvety lips spread into a teasing smile.
Jay let go of a heavy sigh. “How do you tote the line on being evil and scrape by enough to avoid losing your head?”
Oshrayne was certainly evil, but damn was she good at taking care of her planet. It ran efficiently. Almost too efficiently. Mostly everyone could find work, a place to live, food to feed their families, and comforts to ease them through their lives.
She handled social issues like it was an art, satisfying a majority of her planet’s workers. She kept her nobles in line, making them afraid of getting caught with their hands in the cookie jar. It was… a mostly happy planet.
There was room for the denizens to voice their dissent and be disagreeable– to a degree– and not be turned into onyx. But that still overlooked the horrific things Oshrayne had done to get things running the way she wanted.
“You make it seem like I do evil for the sake of evil?” she asked.
“Don’t play with me. We both know you enjoy doing the bad things.” Jay shot her a suspicious look.
“Don’t you, oh [Demon Lord]?” She inched a little closer, but no more. She must’ve known she would get eradicated if she crossed a line with the husband of the Pantheon Matriarch and Pantheon Counselor. She was the type to derive pleasure from being on the edge.
“You are messed up,” Jay said. “Congrats, though. You’ve managed enough good where I can’t justify taking your head.”
Oshrayne backed away before bursting into laughter, hiding her fangs behind her hand. She was a monstrous woman, and many times Jay’s elder. He didn’t take offense at her laughter and was interested in what she had to say.
“May I bridge the gap between us and call you by your first name for this instance?” she asked.
“Go for it.”
“Is it fun being kind to ants, Jay?”
Jay nearly jerked out of his seat and into hundreds of feet of open air. The castle was pretty tall. Of course, that wouldn’t have inconvenienced him at all.
“They’re people with lives,” Jay muttered.
“Short and small lives. With little of a reach. Oh, yes, it is good to have them. Their prayers. Their belief. Just another avenue of power to keep us shackled together. But what more is there than that?” Oshrayne sauntered from one side of Jay and to the other. “Is it fun? Being so kind to ants?”
“I know you don’t give a damn half the time, but are you telling me you don’t associate with your subjects because they’re ants?”.
“Oh, I associate with them all the time! Sometimes, they do things I find so fascinating I can’t help but get a closer look. Sometimes, I like to play with them. Gently.” She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively. “But in the end. They are still ants. They live and die, providing minute services and resources that are only worthwhile when there are many of them. So it’s good to keep them content. It’s good to make them moderately happy and eager to please. But there’s nothing wrong with stepping on a few or many, and enjoying the rest of your day.”
She looked at the moving ceiling of space debris and the gleaming lights of the stars seeping between the cracks. “I wonder what it’s like to strike planets you want destroyed at a whim. Such power you have, Jay Luckrun.” She gave him a fanged smile. “I tremble at the thought of you turning your ire toward me. Another ant.”
Jay hoped Dennis got to meet the nicer elves on this multiverse adventure of theirs. Oshrayne was clearly another example of how elves could suck when they go bad.
Oshrayne looked to have more the say since she had the patriarch’s ear, but a ripple through space and time interrupted her.
Kleo appeared from the thin air, grabbed the woman by the back of her dress, and threw her off the balcony. No doubt, the Onyx [Godling] could’ve magicked her way out of the fall.
The wicked ruler of dark elves was a savvy actress, however. She landed face first in the courtyard and made it look convincing. The [Multiverse Demon Lady] nodded in satisfaction before turning to Jay.
“Hey, bozo, stop listening to bad girls like her. You’re already taken.” She hopped onto the balustrade and pulled Jay into a headlock. She was physically weaker, but Jay didn’t mind playing into the schtick.
“Yeah, yeah, you’re right. I’m just caught up in my head after the last destructive run.”
Kleo released him. After their last evolution, it took some time to get used to seeing eye to eye with Kleo now that they were the same height. She had the same amount of limbs, too. And no fairy-like antennae.
Her purple irises were surrounded by black, while his purple irises were surrounded by gold. He had more divinity in him compared to Kleo, who had more eldritch in her. But it was balanced between them. Yin and yang. Two separate halves that completed each other. Which left Jay a little bothered that Kleo hadn’t revealed the major secret she’d been withholding for years.
What would it take for her to say it aloud? Everyone was sure that Kleo was going to turn Jay into a living dungeon. Or something similarly wacky. Jay tried not to let his misgivings surface, but Kleo could feel it through their bond. There was no escaping that.
“Some guy down there is making that gooey curry stuff. Smells delicious. Let’s go eat it.” Kleo pointed down at the capital city beneath the looming castle.
Oshrayne was letting her servants help her out of the crater she formed with her landing, feigning to be more hurt than she really was. She made orders for food to be prepared. She was obviously eavesdropping.
Her personal chefs could make the best food this planet offered. But they were made out of zealous efficiency. Jay knew right away what Kleo was pointing toward and could smell the mundane hominess of the meal.
He checked on Joyce again and saw that the prince was still on his best behavior. Jay left that alone and dove with Kleo to visit a little tucked away restaurant.
The dark elves and their minor cousins– pale elves– used crystals and stones for building materials. When sunlight beamed through the gaps in the circling space debris, the structures shimmered and radiated fragmented light in all directions. Most of the capital was colorful while Oshrayne’s large palace stood as a black knife jutting into the sky– a structure of shadow and somewhat-okay tyranny.
Kleo gave the towering onyx palace a dirty look while the duo tucked away into an alley. She hated tyranny more than anyone, but even Oshrayne passed Kleo’s vibe check. The Onyx [Godling] was as slippery as a serpent, and there were others like her that the Protectorates must find common ground with to help enforce their new rule.
“We owe YoAnna an apology for being so hard on her,” Jay said. “Getting to meet other [Godlings] and seeing how they treat everyone lesser than them is an eyeopener. I thought it was only Beren… but apparently it’s just common for them to be jerks.”
Kleo gave him a suspicious glance. “She was being a big dummy at times.”
Jay pointed a thumb back at Oshrayne having a throne of servants formed up to help her ‘feel better’. The duo were deep in the city, but no walls on this planet or anywhere nearby could stop Jay and Kleo observing.
“That’s a low bar,” Kleo said, stepping aside a laughing party of young dark elves. They looked at Jay and Kleo inquisitively, especially Kleo.
“Not interested,” she said in their language. The males nodded and walked away.
The gender dynamic on this planet was skewed toward the women having more power. Kleo didn’t make a big deal about getting flirty looks from a distance by Rank 1s and Rank 2s, who had no idea how she could breathe on them and erase them forever.
She led Jay to the little shop and ordered two bowls of their special. Before Jay could take out some money, Kleo already had some out. The same coins they’d collected throughout all of their dungeon crawls glittered in her hand. It paid for these little excursions plus more.
In return for the Iron Multiverse Coins, they received two bowls of steamy brown goo with red flecks. It smelled like Indian curry. It tasted similarly, too, even with the odd but curious texture. Kleo could’ve eaten this entire shop– and every dish in the area– empty, but she restricted herself to slow spoonfuls of her one bowl.
“YoAnna could’ve been horrible to us,” Jay said. “She could’ve been horrible to the entire world. I’m a year into having all this power, and I’m still amazed by how hard it is to stay grounded.”
“Hell Circles, I still remember how patient she was with Commander Steele.” Kleo snorted. “She was putting herself in an impossible situation. Being as relatable as possible and still manipulating us for her needs.”
Jay frowned. “Okay, maybe no apologies. But I feel a little stupid. I didn’t understand the difference until we made it on the other side.”
“I say you’re speaking too soon. Who knows what her mentally will be when she’s a true world-destroyer.”
Jay slurped up the rest of his meal. It was almost time to head back home to their original universe and prepare for YoAnna’s Stage 2 emergence. Once she finished, Jay and Kleo would start their evolution. They had trustworthy people watching over YoAnna while she evolved right now, but just in case Jay was needed, they could brute force their way back to their home universe.
The only problem was the Mana cost and the… instability… of having over twenty universes linked by an incomplete Apocalypse System. They had more careful means of traveling from universe to universe, or within the same universe, for those who lacked Jay and Kleo’s teleport abilities.
“She’s not wrong,” Kleo said.
“Oshrayne?”
“Yeah.”
“That’s a surprise coming from you.”
Kleo waved her hand around the lustrous crystal structures, the people walking about, and the children playing with spells that looked like miniature fireworks . Some elves were more privileged and wore fine silk clothing made from their giant spider farms. Others wore similar clothing to their neighbors– sturdy cotton tunics and leggings that were mostly grayish or brown.
There wasn’t much of a divide between the serfs and the nobles. People were content here even while living under a deific villainess who did the greatest good. She kind of reminded Jay of… Hailey. Ah. Maybe that was why he’d stayed his tail from taking Oshrayne’s head.
“They’re so small compared to us,” Kleo said. “I don’t really lose much sleep over all the people I’ve eaten. I’ve moved on.” She glanced at Jay. “We can’t feel down about that. We should keep moving forward.”
Jay nodded along, understanding, but still unsure. He wished he had Kleo’s certainty. But maybe that came down to having an origin as rough and monstrous as hers. She was prepared for this life.
Jay watched little children run by him and try to come to terms with the costs of his power. He felt a little better. Temporary as it may be. No matter. It was almost time for the conference call.
He was excited to hear Brit’s voice again, along with everyone else’s. They tried to do this once a month based on their home world’s time. Jay didn’t want to be late for this. They had to coordinate their full return home, and there might be complications to watch out for.
The abyss was bubbling through the thin film tethering their universes together. And something might try to reach out and snatch his Champions during the long transit home if they weren’t careful.
***
Jay sat on Oshrayne’s throne, a single piece carved out of a large block of onyx and covered in gold latticework. It was a nice throne that came with the thick wooly pelt skinned off the back of Mammoth Spiders, the lair-versions, not the planet’s natural beasts. Jay had a small mountain’s worth of souvenirs to bring back, but this last stop on Oshrayne’s world was the cherry on top for fine materials, reaching up to Rare Quality, even. Outside of Gutok’s central hold and his personal caches spread throughout the different universes, the material qualities most found were mid-tier or low.
The old [Godling] herself was kneeling beside the throne, keeping her mouth shut while under Kleo’s watch, the [Demon Lady] sitting up in the ceiling with the chandeliers. Jhara and Victor were tossing grape-like fruits at each other. Joyce was pouting in the shadow of a stone column holding up banners of the Onyx [Godling]– Jay might’ve meddled a little too much with Joyce’s personal affairs. All of Oshrayne’s sons and daughters, the weakest of [Godlings] anyone could ever find, were huddled in the far corner amid the noble Rankers– far away from Joyce.
“All right, I think that’ll do it,” Enkidu said, wiping his brow with the back of his arm. He gave Koschei a smile as the old codger rubbed around the small of his back. The past ten minutes had been spent in quiet while the two worked on a spellcraft array to enhance communication between universes.
Because of the Pre-Apocalypse setup, having multiple universes tied to one was straining on the System. Additionally, YoAnna was busy finishing her evolution, so her lack of support was being felt right now since she was the official System Guide.
Jay could facilitate some duties of the guide, and so could others, but it was clear that YoAnna was talented at it. So, instead, they worked on shoring up the weaknesses with magic and sacrifices. For this communication, they were going to pay up with some of their Multiverse Coins and a heap of Mana they had stored in special orb-shaped batteries of Macy’s making.
Jay summoned a blue box that spoke to him in a code that was unique to the System Guide. He concentrated on limiting his [Demon Lord] influence and inserted his deific will. Talking to the System was its own set of hard magic rules, using symbols to write out a language the System could understand. Because he was an antithesis to a functioning System, he had to struggle his way through the process, pulling on his link as YoAnna’s husband. He wasn’t proud of that weakness, but there was a price to being the paradox god. System stuff was more of a hassle.
“Would you need assistance, Master Luckrun?” Oshrayne offered with a deadpan voice, well aware of Kleo’s gaze.
“No, I have it.” Then a second later. “Thank you for offering.”
A few minutes later, Jay’s sluggish struggles to get the System to do what he wanted bore fruit. The complex spell circles marked onto the floor in front of his seat illuminated with a divine light. The System responded with a separate notification box:
Hosting Multiverse Network Conference as Jay Luckrun, Protectorate Pantheon Patriarch and husband of System Guide, YoAnna Sainte-Luckrun.
Connecting…
Connecting…
Connection established, hosting Britney Luckrun, Pantheon Counselor.
Connection established, hosting Franklin Stronghold, Pantheon Commander.
Connection established, hosting Casey Allen, Pantheon Leader.
Blue system lights beamed from the circle and formed holographic figures around the throne room. An instance later, Jay was looking at Brit, Frank, and Casey, along with their teams, the System connecting them despite being universes apart. Far enough where even Jay’s far-reaching vision couldn’t see them. In the end, despite the laundry list of issues Jay had with the Multiverse System, its ability to connect people no matter the distance was top-notch.
“This one’s cool?” Frank pointed at Oshrayne. “I noticed she still has her head.”
Jay rolled his eyes. “I don’t behead every deity I meet. Just the ones that piss me or Kleo off.”
Brit gave Oshrayne a long look, and for the first time, Jay saw the Onyx [Godling] grow more concern for her own existence. Once Brit’s gaze focused back on Jay and gave him a big sweet smile, Oshrayne let out a breath of relief.
In came the pleasantries, the jokes, and the laughter. Casey was already drunk and complaining that they were running out of the good hooch. She was doing her best to look like a lousy Pantheon Leader when Jay knew that was far from the case– she had been promoted before the universe-hopping journey began and continued to be a source of ironic melodrama, bemoaning the position. Emily did most of the objective talking for Team Neo-Divine, which comprised Casey, Emily, Macy, the [Apostle] Medusa, and some lucky soldiers and agents from the Pantheon. Medusa looked happy to be a part of the Allen’s sisterhood, and their adventures across the five universes they were in charge of sounded like a high fantasy chick flick.
“Casey, you started a war between three princes from three different worlds?” Jay asked, incredulous.
“I didn’t start anything!” Casey hiccuped and shifted instantly into her monster tiger form, prowling around. “I was simply minding my own business, checking in with our new peons, and they wanted to gut check me. So I kicked ass like usual and–”
“I’ve told her, multiple times, to make it look like a close and boring fight. She demolished them,” Emily cut in with a rue smile. She’d been smiling more these days. “The Thamborians in that sector are hard coded to seek powerful mates and will war with each other if they think it’s worth the soldiers. Casey pretty much told that corner of their galaxy she was the most powerful woman they’ll ever meet. Things went a little crazy until we had to crack down with enough force that changed their minds on pursuing Casey.”
Dennis lifted his hand.
“Yes, Dennis,” Jay called.
“What are Thamborians?” he asked.
“Nope! No! Get outta here with that,” Cutie said. “We’ll be at this all day if we have to explain every sci-fi alien and fantasy being we’ve met.”
“The Vengeance [Godling] has spoken, and I’m inclined to agree,” Jay said, trying and failing to sound official-like. YoAnna was better at this stuff.
“I trust you’ve made records,” Lilith said to Macy.
Macy gave her two metallic thumbs up.
Emily finished the update for Team Neo-Divine and gave the floor to Frank’s Team Boys’ Club. That one had Frank leading Dennis, Tim, Mike, the [Apostles] Breath-Maker and Quetzalcoatl, and some soldiers and agents tagging along. Mike did most of the briefing, sticking to bullet points of events unless he wanted to elaborate on some interesting discoveries with the five universes they’d explored. They’d done these updates with every multiverse conference call, but there was so much to tell when exploring different planets and universes. And honestly, a year was hardly enough.
“I’ve cataloged enough spellcraft manuscripts filled with theories that’ll take decades to delve into. We’ve found a cache of Skill Books. It’s no good for us at our late stages, but it can be good for the next generation. Anything else you’d like to know, Patriarch?”
“That’ll do it.” Jay looked at Brit as they both assumed a more professional role. Her people were called Team Deliverance: Brit, Lilith, Cutie, Fuzzy, Gatanna, and the [Apostles] Dracula, and Dracula’s wives. Dracula and his wives were enthusiastic assistants to Lilith’s magic science crafts and were also fairly good at spreading messages through the dark. They were the first to be sent to disagreeable [Godlings] or rulers on any world Team Deliverance landed on, and most conflicts were ended because of Dracula’s skills as a smooth talker. If not, then Brit and Lilith would back up the budding [Godlings] learning to flex their divinity.
Cutie was the Vengeance [Godling]. Fuzzy was the Benevolence [Godling]. And Gatanna was the Kaiju [Godling]. All thanks to YoAnna and their new friends, Josuto and Rhea, teaming up to split and regrow shards taken from Beren and Gutok’s cores. The process was a challenging one… but YoAnna was all about scaling up to challenges anyway, so she had the power for it while Josuto and his wife provided their knowledge.
Hence the new [Godlings], the first earthborn ones to exist for their home universe. They’d grown stronger after the conversion, too. But they were disconnected from being familiars to Lilith and Mike, which was okay with the two. It was an interesting experiment to see if companion monsters could become System-recognized [Godlings]. Not only had they succeeded, their new [Godlings] were each more powerful than YoAnna’s Stage 1 base– back when her upper limit was destroying Texas.
“We’re going to have ourselves an interesting pantheon with these goddess-to-bes,” Brit said with a smile. “Gatanna can’t stop eating other [Godlings] that are disagreeable to our plans.”
“They’re tasty,” Gatanna said. Her human form looked flawless. Her fangs didn’t even show. She looked like a cute but normal person with actual dreadlocks made of hair. The others looked just as human in their mortal forms. Cutie had eyes again! And Fuzzy looked like a precious little sister who deserved all the good things in the world.
“I think we’ve collected enough data on worship distribution and the pooling of small magic,” Lilith said. “It is possible to divert a world’s populace into splitting their flow of small magic among multiple [Godlings], but this works best if we firmly explain each of our deities’ roles.”
“I just don’t like that it’s equal to YoAnna’s,” Brit admitted.
“It’s the best way to get anyone to spread their belief across the pantheon. It’s obvious that YoAnna will be the grandest choice– she’s the Matriarch– but presenting all of our deities as seemingly equal options helps with the distribution we’re hoping for.” Lilith waved a booklet around, one of the latest drafts of the Protectorate Bible. “We’ve agreed on this. YoAnna wanted this. Why do you raise a futile objection at every meeting?”
Brit flashed a glance at Jay. “It feels like it’s a dishonest story to provide. It makes YoAnna look weaker than she really is. And Jay’s not even mentioned anywhere.”
“I don’t want to be mentioned,” Jay said.
If they were going to mention him, they might as well mention the others with divinity running through their veins now. Which was all the Champions.
It was in their eyes. Sometimes it wasn’t as pronounced, but when Jay looked, he saw gold flakes, rings, or the glow of divinity, putting them all on a spectrum between half-gods to being unofficial gods of their own right. And what powerful deities they were, each of them at Rank 7 unless they were [Godlings]. Each of them could deliver a reckoning to any civilization in all twenty-three of their universes.
“You should be mentioned, Jay.” Brit pleaded with her eyes.
“I’ll be mentioned enough. No need to make it official.” Jay looked toward Joyce. “Catch them up on our adventures.”
“Yes, Dad!” Joyce hopped into the briefing for Jay’s more group, Team Paradox.
She effectively reduced the tension in the air even though Brit was going to keep running headfirst into this topic until she was satisfied. That was no matter to Jay. He was still excited to see her in the flesh after a year of being away. He was excited to see all of them face-to-face again, but they would have to make sure they got back safely. Joyce finished up and passed the proverbial mic back to her dad.
“So, on the return trip home, how much we bet something wrong is going to happen?” Jay asked.
All of the Champions laughed in their own way. They met Jay’s smile with their own. There was no need to bet. They knew something bad was going to happen.
“That’s all I needed to hear. Kleo and I will ferry all the teams back home. We’ll get started in two weeks according to our home time. We should get there right before YoAnna’s evolution finishes.”
“What’s the holdup?” Frank asked. “I’m assuming we’re all ready to go by now.”
Jay looked over at Joyce. “Someone’s getting ready to seize what’s hers.”
She turned rigid and looked at him with wide-open eyes. It was the ‘how did you know’ look. Jay tapped his forehead with a finger.
“Bets are open. How many ranks will she crush?” Jay asked.
All the Champions started betting. It was a bewildering affair to Oshrayne and her people, but the Onyx [Godling] looked on with curiosity and hunger. Jay could tell she wanted to be part of their world. To be close to the center of the most powerful people of their growing pantheon. He’d have to leave it up to his wives to decide if Oshrayne would ever get a ball invitation.
She got no more attention than that as Jay fixed Joyce with a warm and encouraging look. Before they made the voyage home, Jay would get a look at Joyce’s trajectory and see what sort of power she would have. He would see if she was a world-destroyer like him.
Each individual Champion was strong. And their new [Godlings] were powerful and divine. But none of them were complete world-destroyers yet.
For some reason, Jay would like for there to be another bearing the weight of that responsibility along with him and Kleo. Just to see how they would handle it.




3. Challenger of Gravity And Death

 
Jay took over one of the banquet halls and had everyone else leave except for some of his people. Jhara and Victor kept pestering each other in the corner, which had Jay smiling. He turned away from them and focused on Joyce sitting in the lotus pose on one of Oshrayne’s expensive rugs.
At long last, it was time to see what happened when a Ranker with the greatest starting advantage evolved after a long and thorough period of refinement. Her achievements had created new Talents and Titles while still a Rank 1. She was at the rank where Skill Books were usable for her, so she filled up her Skill section with appropriate abilities. Mostly death-related stuff and other oddities.
“Most of us agree on her reaching Rank 5,” Kleo said from behind Jay. “You think she’ll be stronger than us?”
“Maybe. Maybe not,” Jay said. “We have the [Multiverse Demon] hard buffs. I’m more curious about her Class and race. Will that change at Rank 3 and Rank 5?”
She was currently a [Challenger of Death and Gravity] for her Class and a Deific Nephalem for her race. Her race meant she had godhood in her even while growing as a Ranker. But unlike Jay and the other Champions who were half-golds or more, given a share of divinity, Joyce had it baked into her from the get-go, plus more. The egg she came from soaked up an offering of magic and affinities from many others, but she had come out with a specific design focused on her three parents’ themes.
Jay chuckled to himself. Only in the Protectorates could they raise an undead divine girl out of an egg made from thousands of undead roach girls and trace her origins to three parents. At least Emily was warming up more these days. Maybe they might even talk when they return to Earth.
Kleo watched for a little while before wandering out to deal with a distant issue off-planet.
Joyce glowed with an ethereal dark light with a tinge of purple and gold. The shift from Rank 1 to Rank 2 was a microsecond long once it was fully actualized. She didn’t shed any gunk– her body was more efficient and superior to what humans started with– and she only grew a few inches taller. The light dissipated and Joyce was up on her feet, blinking away her confusion and looking at the messages flashing before her eyes alone.
[Challenger of Gravity and Death, Rank 2, Level 30]: She’s ready for the next evolution. But what about her Skills?
Skills could only grow within the ranks. Experience wasn’t stored for them. But they’d talked about this already.
“Come on, kiddo. Let’s go hit a lair. There’s a Rank 4 that Oshrayne recommended.” Jay waved for her to follow.
“I can… see it. I can meet you there.”
“Oh, yeah?” Jay glanced over to the aforementioned lair. It was over a hundred miles away. “Let’s go. Mom, bro, we’ll be back.”
“I promise I won’t curse Victor by then.”
“I might banish her.”
Jay shook his head as he teleported with his daughter. Her teleport worked a little differently and wasn’t as instantaneous. But it took her from one point to the other. They linked up in front of a regulated lair the planet farmed for materials and monster parts. Instead of spiders, it had flesh-eating giant worms.
“New abilities?” Jay asked.
“Yeah. But I have so many. I don’t see why I have so much.”
“You will see at Rank 3. They will start combining then,” Jay said. “Summon Amanda, please.”
Amanda showed up in a flash of ghostly light and gave Jay a smile. She didn’t look much different since none of Joyce’s Skills had changed yet. She only gained more. It wouldn’t seem appropriate to let a Rank 2 crawl through a Rank 4 lair. When the giant monster worms first saw her strolling up, their toothy maws opened up eagerly to eat her.
Joyce ripped their souls out of their bodies and fed on them. Amanda implanted a piece of herself into the empty husks and turned the bodies into puppets. One of Joyce’s Skills empowered Amanda as a ghostly companion. Another strengthened that link between them.
Joyce had refused to collect other ghosts and wanted nobody else but Amanda at her side. The two of them together reminded Jay of himself and Kleo.
In no time at all, Joyce maxed all of her Skills. They returned to the banquet hall. It was covered in scorch marks, hellfire, and areas of holiness. Jhara and Victor were out of direct sight, but the rest of the castle was standing, so Jay wasn’t going to make a big stink of it.
“Are there no Rank 5s?” Joyce asked, sounding a tinge disappointed and afraid.
“The Rank 5 lairs are too important to Oshrayne for us to massacre. Try to put up with the Rank 4 ones, okay?” Jay asked.
“It’s just… kinda sad how easily I killed the big worms.” Joyce fanned her wings before wrapping them around her shoulder. “Sorry, Dad. I don’t mean to sound weak.”
“You are far from weak.”
Joyce nodded before dropping into the lotus pose and starting the next evolution. Twenty-eight earth hours later, she emitted a flash of dark light with purple and gold specks. Jay watched with greater interest, checking for changes.
[Greater Challenger of Gravity and Death, Rank 3, Level 60]: Her race is now Deific Huntress Scion. What sort of monster is this, Demon Lord? What weapon are you creating to wreak havoc upon the Multiverse System?
“Kid, you’re something else,” Jay said, before receiving a premonition of danger.
He extended his hand and caught a charging Joyce by the neck. She was taller than him now. Her wings had changed from feathery to leathery. The antennae became another pair of horns on her head. Her nails ended in claws that scratched at his eyes while she stared blankly into his face.
He stepped out of the way and tapped her head with his knuckles to wake her up. The blow made a strident noise and blew out the nearest windows.
“I’m not the god to eat, kid,” Jay said as he carefully eyed his woozy daughter. She took the hit well. “You okay? You’re on this side?”
“What happened? What did I do?” she asked.
“Nothing too bothersome. I guess we found a new race. You kind of remind me of the Fallen Angels from the 4th Hell Circle.” Jay clicked his tongue. “We might have to be careful introducing you again to everyone, especially Team Deliverance. It’ll be a pain if you try to eat our new [Godlings].”
“Dad, I don’t think we should keep going.” She stopped and looked down at her shredded shoes, wriggling her new toe claws. “How did this happen? I’m becoming the Yoroachian monster again!”
“No. Don’t think that way. Calm down. Breathe with me, kiddo. You have to embrace the power. We can’t halfass this.”
“It’s not our new [Godlings] I’m worried about,” Joyce muttered. “It’s you, Dad. I’m the [Challenger of Death and Gravity] and a Deific Huntress Scion. To challenge death, or hold power over death, is suitable for me. To challenge gravity, fundamentally and figuratively, is also suitable for me, too. And I get the urge you’re the perfect… prey.”
Jay smiled. “Ah, it wouldn’t be on theme if I didn’t have another family member trying to kill me. Join the line.”
He was pretty sure even Kleo had something about her that could’ve killed him in some way. Yup, this was fitting, honestly.
Joyce shook her head. “Why does it have to be this way?”
“Because it makes for good comedy, and I’ll be fine. Now come on. Let’s level up your new skills.”
They went back to the Rank 4 lair and delved deeper. A larger flesh-eating worm appeared. It had a rocky appearance and hundreds of circular teeth covered in gore. It was followed by a herd of smaller worms aiming to gang-up on Joyce.
She extended her hand and summoned Amanda as a giant ghost angel, the result of many skills fused together. Amanda’s pale hands passed through the worms and scooped away their souls while leaving a little something behind. She collected her prize into her hand, squeezed it into a tiny ball, and dropped it onto Joyce. The condensed soul-ball circled around Joyce’s body like a planet orbiting a black hole. Amanda submerged back into Joyce’s body and the delve continued while escorted by their new undead friends.
Jay whistled as Joyce brought an army to attack the other worms that showed up. But each time her undead worms attacked an enemy worm, the soul-ball flashed. The undead worms gain a little power-up to their attacks, hitting harder. They could also mess with gravity and squirm along the walls and ceilings without Joyce needing to direct them. The soul-ball kept flashing when the worms used these powers.
“Punch that one,” Jay pointed at another giant worm that was high at Rank 4. Joyce followed his command and eviscerated the monster with one punch. When she withdrew her hand, the creature’s soul was clenched in her fist. She added it to the soul-ball.
“Scary,” Jay said with a growing smile.
It took a few days of crawling before Joyce’s Skills maxed out again. They didn’t return to the castle this time. Jay led them to a barren continent with nobody around.
“Evolve here.” Jay found a rock to sit on and looked at the space debris and cosmic lights above.
Joyce looked around, confused.
“It’ll be safer for the others. Just in case.”
“We can stop here. I’m plenty strong enough, aren’t I?”
“Nah. You’re not a world-destroyer yet. You’ll be close when you hit Rank 5.”
She shifted uncomfortably. “What if I try to destroy you?”
Jay’s smile was all teeth. “Show me what you got.”
Two and a half earth days later, Joyce lunged at Jay with a hungry look in her eyes. Amanda came out, and she was just as aggressive as Joyce. The two of them were bound to each other in mind, heart, and soul. They were both their own entities and two halves of something powerful emerging with Joyce’s continued evolutions upward.
Joyce was more like a devil now. And Amanda was her angel. They were both of death, gravity, and empathy. Challengers and huntresses. An earthborn goddess following the ranking process, and her faithful partner following beside her.
Jay could see why Beren risked everything to destroy Joyce– she was scary strong.
He put her face in the dirt anyway. He launched Amanda into the atmosphere, putting some distance between the two. They weren’t world-destroyers yet, but their power reached out far across the continent and started ripping up the souls of the wildlife and monsters. Jay could feel them trying to affect his composure, too, and dispirit him.
Damn. Weaponized depression was a heinous power.
He grabbed Joyce by her ankle and flattened a few mountains by swinging her around. Each time Amanda fell from the heavens as a big white angel, he launched her back up the way she came. Finally, Joyce snapped awake and calmed down. Amanda calmed down and settled into Joyce’s body.
She was a bit banged up, but she had plenty of Talents and Titles that made her ridiculously tough. Jay remained healthy and unharmed. Touching Joyce was a deathtrap for most other beings if they could get past Amanda, but Jay was the king of giving death a middle finger.
“You really want to eat your dad’s soul, huh?” Jay said. “And you, too, Amanda?”
Amanda’s ghostly face hovered in front of Joyce’s. “The urge gets stronger with each evolution, Jay. Maybe we should hold back on Rank 5 for now and let Joyce settle into her new power.”
“World-destroyer,” Jay said. “You’ll be a baby world-destroyer at Rank 5. I can feel it. It won’t be as destructive as I am now. But every soul on this planet will be within your reach. At least for the dispiriting depression power.”
He looked up and spotted a suitable planet. “We’ll go somewhere else that has Rank 5s to level up your Skills. Then you can feed on them some more when you hit Rank 5.”
Joyce shook her head. “Why are you… why are you…?”
“So okay with death breathing down my neck?” Jay cocked his head to the side. “What can I say? Maybe it’s me being selfish. YoAnna’s going to surpass me. You’re going to surpass me. That… that’s pissing me off a little. Not in a bad way. It makes me want to grow stronger and greater. So I would rather face the challenge now than later. If you’re able to really threaten me at Rank 5, I gotta make my next three evolutions count.”
“Even if it means I’ll hunt you down until I win?” Joyce asked, covering her face with her hands. “Even if it means a part of me would want to take my dad’s life because… because it’s the greatest challenge for a huntress?”
“It’s only me, right? Not YoAnna or Emily?”
“No. They aren’t the prey I seek.”
Jay laughed as he floated into the air. “Come now, [Challenger], Huntress. Let’s see if you can live up to all that at Rank 5.” He shot upward, flying out of the atmosphere and through the debris field. Joyce was right on his tail, eyeing him hungrily.
The poor girl was new to all of this rapid change and sudden jump in power levels. She couldn’t set aside her instincts and abilities from her real self just yet.
Jay knew what it was like to get mixed up by the changes from the System. Thankfully, he had seventeen years of life before all of that to help ground him.
Maybe he was pushing her too fast, but damn it all, Jay couldn’t help but do so even at his own risk. Even while Joyce was still a Rank 4, he felt the promise of something scary chasing him, promising to kill him if he slipped up and fell from grace. If he relaxed instead of continuing his climb to be the greatest. To be the apex.
He was a death defying power-hungry addict, after all, and he wouldn’t have it any other way.
***
In each of Joyce’s evolutions, she emerged from an egg. The egg was metaphysical, an unreal thing conjured by her mental state to signify that she was being reborn anew. This was, of course, partially a lie she created to make herself feel better. Because each time she emerged from the mental egg, it felt like she was not being her true self.
She hadn’t reached the apex of her power, and she was nowhere near as close to the person of her admiration as she wanted. At the same time, she was drifting further away from normalcy, and all the little friends she had made throughout her short life were falling away from her. Becoming less significant. She was becoming something greater, monstrous, and hungry. With a specific appetite that felt nearly out of her control.
At least she wasn’t alone. Emerging from the mental egg was followed by the descent of a white oval shape that glowed with a pale light. It was an egg, but opposite of her. The shape became a figure. The figure etched itself into details Joyce could recognize as the one person who was at her side no matter what.
Amanda, officially, was both a nanny, a teacher, a confidant, and a servant to Joyce’s evolved Skill, [The Spiritual Half And Burden Bearer]. There were Talents and Titles they shared, and there were Talents and Titles that were exclusive to Amanda depending on what she did. What a strange circumstance they found themselves in, to be evolving together just like Dad and Auntie Kleo.
This was still a mental exercise. A dream of fantasy and magic. And they were emerging into the true reality where Joyce’s dad waited, but at this moment, they could talk with no one spying on them and maintain a coherent and sound mind.
“It’s pointless,” Joyce said, climbing out of her egg. When she looked back, she saw the broken fragments of so many others that had once been all of her from before. They’d sacrificed themselves to make the one, to make her a power that united System Magic and Small Magic and was a [Venerated Challenger] and Deific Huntress Princess. She had a lot of power. But in the face of Jay Luckrun, it was not enough.
“Soon as he snaps us awake, I’m going to tell him no more.” Joyce shook her metaphysical head. “I’m not cut out for this.”
Amanda floated down with all the grace and beauty of a pale, feathery angel. The imagery between them, Joyce of darkness, and Amanda of luminance, was strong. Feathers curved and spun through the air, dancing around the tendrils of dark purple energy that commanded death and gravity. “Is that what you want? To stop your advance?”
No, she would love to continue advancing. But she was afraid that she’d get too close to dad’s power. They refined her into a double-edged sword. A huntress of deities. But for some reason, she couldn’t get it out of her mind to overlook Jay Luckrun. As of now, he was the grandest prize to hunt even when he wasn’t a [Godling]. Maybe meeting an actual [God] or [Goddess] would change that. But what if she threatened those who didn’t deserve it?
“I think learning to control your powers is more important than shying away from them,” Amanda said. “While I’m not happy about the loss of control right after the evolution, I think Jay will handle us well. Though, I wonder why we have to fall into a routine like that. Here and now, we are thinking as rationally as we like.”
“He’s being reckless while Auntie Kleo is away. It’s not even fair that I’m this strong already! He… he… he should always be the best!”
Joyce still had the memories of the former undead Yoroachians. They remembered what they’d called him, “The Death Court Jester.”
In awe of his magnificence, his kindness, his dance with death, the Yoroachians worshiped him. But that was a strange thing for undead creatures like them who were supposed to be beholden to the Death Momma, and to the Mother of the Blood. Things had gotten weird.
They’d internalized this strangeness while still wanting to worship Jay Luckrun. They became the egg and created something that was the ultimate show of worship they could imagine. They created a daughter to follow him.
Joyce stared into the broken shell of her mental egg. Amanda’s marble smooth arms and soft wings wrapped around her as the angelic companion talked. “I wanted to get away from him once. Jay refused to let me go. He knew there was a goodness inside of me that cared a lot about my work. A lot, a lot. He had me figured out. YoAnna, too. And if given the choice, I would still die for their cause. But here I am, given more work to do, and finding it more vital than anything.”
“More work to do?”
“You, Joyce.” Amanda chuckled. “Your respect and love for him is heartfelt and true. But could there be more there? Why are we acting out and wishing to hunt him?”
“Because we worship a dad who loves thrills and challenges. And getting one over death,” Joyce said, feeling illumination over the topic.
“He married the girl who is fated to be the strongest. He also married the most spiritually powerful and vital Champion among the bunch. Both of which are bent toward killing him. His mom, a devil, holding back from trying to consume his power. His brother, an antithesis to him. The girl who admires him and wants his attention, Casey’s been given the power to kill him.” Amanda raised her fingers to list them all. “What does that tell you?”
Joyce’s initial thought was calling dad a suicidal madman.
Amanda then blurted, “Oh, and his ancestor is a powerful dungeon monster witch who could’ve eaten his soul to harness his power one time. So there’s that, too.”
It finally clicked.
“We’re a part of his crazy story,” Joyce said. “Consciously, or unconsciously, dad’s pulling people who are all out to kill him close. Into his orbit. But why? Does he get more power from that?”
“It could be his own way of refinement.” Amanda moved in front of Joyce. “How he keeps Chance bent to his whims. And in doing so, everyone falls in step to his beat. And why not? As long as he wins, he grows stronger.”
“Then I should fall in step, too.” The words felt false and wooden when she started saying them. Joyce shook as she realized what Amanda was getting at.
The crux of this whole matter came down to what Joyce wanted versus what Dad wanted, and in her heart of hearts, her true nature was born not from just Jay, but from him, YoAnna, and Emily. A combination of their personas made up the base of what Joyce was now, but she was more than just that, too.
She was her own entity. And deep down, she didn’t want to fall in step with her dad.
It wouldn’t be… amusing enough. Nor challenging enough. A huntress was both eager for the hunt.
And patient.
“Why would I deny him?” Joyce asked. “If it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t exist. And isn’t his whims your concern?”
Amanda laughed a beautiful laugh. “I’m evolving right along with you, Joyce. So, no, his whims aren’t my greatest concern. I will always care for him. But you are my concern now. So what do you really want?”
Joyce shifted unsteadily as the mental space broke down. Dad was going to grow suspicious soon if they waited any longer. A part of her wanted to fall in step. But that wouldn’t be challenging enough.
There were multiple meanings to being [Venerated Challenger of Gravity and Death] and Deific Huntress Princess. And if Joyce wanted to carve her own way, she couldn’t do so while under Jay Luckrun.
She had to… challenge his gravity. And challenge his dance on the court of the dead. His magnetic allure. All for what? Because she admired him so much, she wanted to see if she could surpass him in her own way. And catch him like nobody had ever.
“Something’s different,” Dad said when Joyce and Amanda emerged fully as new Rank 5s.
He glanced around the planet they were on. It was a hostile place where only Rank 4s and 5s could live. There were multiple volcanoes spitting lava straight into the atmosphere. The heat was insufferable for anyone in the lesser ranks. The nearby heat elementals watched with fear.
Joyce didn’t feel a thing. Her first concern was her control of self. It was there. She wasn’t tumbling into her dad’s story. Amanda’s face appeared over Joyce’s shoulder with a knowing smile.
“We’re playing a different game, Jay,” Amanda said.
“Oh, yeah?” The corners of Dad’s mouth quirked upward. It made Joyce anxious. She was betraying that smile. “It’s a little strange. For some reason, I’m not getting a good read on you. Scary.” He stepped closer, ignoring an erupting hill under his feet. “So, no fight? Shame, I was hoping to play around before we head home.”
“I’m not going home,” Joyce said.
Jay stopped. His smile spread wider. His eyes narrowed slightly as they shone with purple and gold light. “Kiddo, of course you’re going home. YoAnna’s going to evolve. And I think Emily’s warmed up enough for you two to chat for once.”
“I’ll see them later.” Joyce took a step back. “I’m going to do my own thing for a while, Dad. I think I’m ready.”
Dad’s smile dropped. “Holy shit, is this what a rebellious phase is? Hold on, I gotta catch myself first. You’re painting me in a bad light.”
Something metaphysical wavered between them. Joyce caught on to it fast.
“You’re going to try to stop me from leaving,” Joyce said with growing excitement, bending Chance to her will. “You don’t like it when your people leave, Dad. I guess you will have to stop me and lock me in my room.”
“Of course, I don’t like that! They’re my people! And if they leave, they always come back. Also, I am not falling for that clingy bad dad cliche. That is not my role. It sucks you are trying to use that.”
“Sorry! I never thought of fighting you in this way. I guess you get uncomfortable when things are not predictable for you.” Joyce watched him tense slightly. She was both surprised and elated that she was getting through. She knew she was walking a tightrope, but she kept going.
“I’m the [Challenger]. But I’m not strong enough to thwart your predictions directly.” His gravity was strong. “So my question is, are you okay with me doing my own thing, where you can’t predict what I’ll do from a distance?”
“What will you do?” Jay asked evenly.
“That’s for me to know, and for you to not know until I let you.”
A giggle escaped her. This was incredibly fun. And dangerous! She was needling a literal monster right now. And his reactions were genuine. He toed the molten ground before giving it a kick that sheared away rock and lava the size of Texas. Most of it jettisoned into space.
“Amanda, do you agree with this?” Jay asked.
“Of course I do,” Amanda said. “I’m her other half now.”
Jay stroked his chin with his tail. “I don’t think this is falling along with my intentions. Seriously, what are you going to do, kid?”
“Whatever I want,” Joyce said, “unless you want to go full [Demon Lord] and keep me trapped.”
She regretted saying that as soon as she saw her dad’s eyes dim. Okay, she went a little too far there. It was just tempting to needle him, since she was just realizing how deep the pull of his gravity ran. And how easy it was to fall into it and be under his whims.
It wasn’t exactly mind control. No. But it was a sort of gravity and divinity that was inherent when being close to Jay Luckrun, and Joyce was born to challenge that. Or to challenge whatever that was under the concept of gravity and death, which was more broad and metaphorical than she’d given it credit for. And she was now having these thoughts because she was going off-script from her dad.
Wow.
This was meta.
“If I overreact, I’m going to get painted into a bad corner. Fuck. This is so weird to have it happen to me. You are being unfair and making me want to overreact. Nobody goes out on their own like this. Especially with how unstable things are with these universes. And you make it sound like I can’t reach out to you. And you’re missing out on YoAnna’s evolution. Come on, kid. This is a hard pill to swallow.”
Joyce felt a tad bad about that. Maybe she could go along to see Mother YoAnna’s evolution and–
Amanda tapped Joyce’s forehead and awakened her from the pull of Jay’s gravity.
Holy shit!
Joyce gaped at him.
Jay blinked back. Was he oblivious to his own power? It was so subtle, but it was there. A gentle pull that felt right to follow. But it wasn’t right all the time. Joyce could see that with how she had lost control of herself and wanted to attack him from the Rank 3 and Rank 4 evolutions. It was inherent that she wanted to challenge this control over herself, no matter how subtle.
“Tell Mother I’m happy for her evolution and I’m sorry I wasn’t there.” Joyce took a step back.
Dad twitched, taking a step forward. Then a step back. It would’ve been creepy if it wasn’t for the hurt look on his face. “Kid, wait. I won’t be able to seek you out. What if you end up in a bad situation? And the abyss is bubbling through the gaps. It can be dangerous.”
Joyce gave him a gentle smile. “Thanks for helping me power-level. I’ll figure out the rest on my own.”
“See you later, Jay.” Amanda’s smile might’ve been the cruelest. There was nothing mean about it. But Joyce could read the gravity of that farewell. Her Dad trusted Amanda a lot.
It was almost too much for him. A massive magic field shot out from him. Joyce warped out of the way in the nick of time as half the planet was clenched into a gravity ball like it was trapped in the enclosed fist of a titan.
“Sorry,” Jay said. “Sorry. Just… uh… go. I’ll just sit here. Be safe and remember everything we taught you.”
Joyce nodded before turning away and leaving. Jay didn’t try anything else, too busy quelling his broken heart.
Joyce could feel that, and the urge to return to him was strong. But it grew weaker and easier with distance. Only when she was far enough away and cloaked from Dad’s vision did she let herself cry for hurting him.
But it had to be done. For as much as she admired Jay Luckrun, she couldn’t help but be selfish. Be the hero of her own story. Her Dad would understand in time.
***
Jay felt the underlying themes of Joyce’s decision, and there was a part of him that respected her for it. A small part. A lot of him was warring himself for different reasons. Something broke and faded with Joyce, and it scared Jay. And when he tried to look, he couldn’t see her. She was out of his pull. Totally unpredictable to him in a way that was… different. And worrying. And frustrating. Oh, so frustrating.
“You did a good thing by letting her go,” Kleo said, appearing beside him.
“Did you see this happening?” Jay asked.
“Yeah. I felt like you were going to reap what you sowed there.”
Jay stared at her, shocked.
Kleo gave him a small smile. “I don’t think she’ll kill us. But will she become a major inconvenience? Yeah. Maybe. Get ready for that. She can also be a last-minute Hail Mary save we weren’t expecting. Get ready for that, too.” Kleo looked up. “Now we have three major stories that are going to compete with each other.”
Jay’s story. Joyce’s story. And YoAnna’s story.
“I should be happy about this. Why am I not happy?” Jay asked.
“YoAnna’s predictable. It’s the standard Disney stuff. She’s an overwhelming power that’ll stand at the summit,” Kleo answered. “Joyce’s story is predictable, too. It’s just not predictable to you… You’re the father figure of her story.”
“And you can predict her?”
“Eh, not really. I’m just relying on old wisdom. I’m going to be blind to her because I’m in your story, which is in Joyce’s teenage rebel story.”
Jay palmed his face. “I reaped what I sowed. Now we’re in a story-ception.”
“Again, it’s a good thing you let her go.”
“I would’ve hated myself if I tried to stop her for real. She was so clumsy with bending Chance, too. I was going to die from embarrassment if I fell for those fully.”
Kleo patted him on the back. “And that’s why I think we’re going to be alright.”
“Now I know what it’s like having a young wildcard out there. Holy shit, saying that makes me feel old.”
“Old Jay, Old Jay!” Kleo teased.
Jay shook his head and laughed. At least he had what he had now. Kleo and everyone else. Even if Joyce left a hole in his gravity. He figured he could leave it open until she was ready to come back home.




4. Operation Homebound Begins

 
“Hey, Enkidu, can we talk?” Jay called, leaning coolly against the atrium doorway.
Enkidu, the former Big G, the most reliable of the [Apostles], stood up from the ritual circle he and Koschei were inscribing on the floor under Kleo’s watchful eye. They figured it was good practice for the [Apostles] to handle more of the setup for supportive magic.
Kleo quickly took over, filling in the spots where complex lines, words of power, symbols of power, and System-provided runes weaved into a pattern of trans-dimensional magic. Platinum Multiverse Coins glittered on their designated points. Many high-quality items stood in radiant piles in other key points where sacrifices were needed. Then there was a position where Jay planned to stand for the first deployment of Operation Homebound.
Enkidu shook his head at Kleo’s quickness. The [Apostle] shouldn’t compare himself to a monster like Kleo– her powers over sorcery and her experience from being the former secretary and former Pantheon Leader played a huge part.
No worries. Enkidu had a good head on his shoulders, or Jay wouldn’t have called on him. The [Demon Lord] and the [Apostle] left the atrium, crossing through the black onyx hallways where servants scurried quickly out of Jay’s way, Enkidu following slightly behind him.
Black glass windows caught the fragmented light from above, breaking the light into dark rainbow beams that shone on the many luxurious items dressing the castle halls. Oshrayne was not one for modesty, especially for planting the petrified statues of her enemies at the corners of rooms and halls.
Jay stopped to look up at one.
“I screwed up with Joyce, didn’t I?” Jay asked the Original Immortal [Apostle].
“Perhaps it’s not a screw up, but a blessing in disguise,” Enkidu countered. “Though, if you don’t believe there is good to be found in our ambitious [Challenger] traversing the stars and spaces in between, what would you have preferred?”
“To be at my side. To be there to see YoAnna’s evolution. And then see my evolution.”
Enkidu gave a friendly wave to some Rankers who served as Oshrayne’s court officials. They bowed their heads stiffly and walked by, straining not to look back at their overlords from another universe.
Oshrayne had a plan to transition all of her people to being a more knowledgeable part of the Protectorates. It was a sound plan. Though, it relied on the Protectorates existing after their four years were up and not getting destroyed.
“Please take my words with some grain of salt,” Enkidu said.
Jay prepared himself.
“You remind me a little of Gilgamesh.” The old man chuckled. “The part of him I’ve cherished once. Possessive. Egotistical, yes. But there was a time when he cared heavily about those around him, perhaps a little too much.” Enkidu glanced back at the direction they’d come from. “We have a situation where oligarchy and nepotism reign supreme, but I trust time would smooth out the power displacement and create space for the founding of proper governance. Depending on when you’re ready to release your hold on everything.”
“Maybe when I feel like the guillotine isn’t poised over my neck constantly.” Jay shot him a suspicious look. “It’ll suck if you stir up a rebellion, though. Really inconvenient.”
“I don’t think that’ll be necessary. I’m just speaking out because of all the time I spend reading and ruminating.” Enkidu gave him a fair and open look. “Time that you possibly didn’t have.”
“Technically, I’m older than twenty-one. Time Dilation and all that. So I packed in a bit more time than what people would think.”
“I’m not dismissing what you’ve gleamed in your journeys. Clearly, you’ve succeeded in plenty of areas where others have failed.” Enkidu nodded. “But you are not satisfied, are you?”
“I want everything to be perfect,” Jay grumbled. “I can’t shake that.”
“Ah, there it is.”
“There’s real pressure on our shoulders to overcome the bigger Multiverse System. And I don’t think four years is enough. I need my best people at their strongest. Maxed out. Rank 10s and Stage 4s.”
“But there aren’t enough things powerful enough to fight,” Enkidu said. “The great bottleneck looms over us.”
“And it doesn’t help that one of our best wanders off and I can’t track her or guide or anything,” Jay said.
“An imperfect situation, yes?”
Jay stomped without thinking and collapsed the floor beneath them. The nearest walls and windows fell apart. The entire castle shook, but remained standing. He would’ve felt embarrassed if he hadn’t brought down a few petrified statues. The entrapped souls hissed in gratitude, finally released from their prisons.
“Hey!” Kleo shouted, her voice resonating across the castle. “Don’t do that again.”
“Sorry,” Jay muttered, laying on the rubble he fell upon. He hadn’t even bothered stopping himself from falling. He glanced over at an unfettered Enkidu standing beside him. “Amanda left. Mom’s not saying anything about it, but I know she’s upset about that. Amanda felt like the daughter she’d never had. And she’s gone. Again. And Joyce took her. And I told myself it’ll be okay, and well, it’s not.”
Jay let out a long breath and waited for Enkidu to consider the situation. It probably wasn’t fair to dump his angst on him, but for the past year, Enkidu had been a valuable resource. He hadn’t the time to make his rounds with all the Champions, but Jay would recommend him in a heartbeat.
“It is scary to let go,” Enkidu said. “To give in. To surrender. The more power there is to gain. The more you gather. The more you’ll realize you’re not strong enough. There’s always something greater. Bigger than you. And then you must contend with the sacrifices and losses along the way. And the changes.”
“Challenge and change,” Jay said.
“Such apt concepts, aren’t they?” Enkidu said, crouching down next to Jay. “Then you have Chance, the stat and concept that presides above all others. Something you’ve tapped into easily. But perhaps there is still plenty there for you to learn.”
“Where are you going with this?” Jay asked suspiciously.
“You’re still learning, Jay,” Enkidu said. “You will make your mistakes. You will be pushed, frustrated, and burdened.”
“Haven’t I gone through plenty of that already?”
“And yet, there is more to come.” Enkidu reached down with good cheer, clapped his hands on Jay’s shoulders, and lifted him up. It was such a fatherly thing for anyone to do, Jay was shocked it happened. He couldn’t deny it– Enkidu had the most positive energy around. Especially when he was cheerful and warm. “I’ve suffered plenty, Jay. And I’ve shedded many tears. And wondered time and time again why. But I’ve come out of it stronger, and learned to enjoy the present moments more than ever along with the people I’m grateful to have in my life. And I’ve prepared myself to stand my ground and do what is just and moral because of these wonderful things.”
Enkidu pulled Jay to his side with one arm wrapped around his shoulders. Jay continued to let Enkidu lead the way, caught up in the [Apostles] flow as Enkidu talked. “Joyce is gone, yes. With Amanda. But when you see them again, won’t that mean you’ll just cherish them that much more? And appreciate what fortune they bring from their personal journey?”
“Yeah, I guess.”
“And while they are gone, who is here at your side?”
“You and everyone else.” Jay knew this already. He’d said as much to Kleo. But it still bugged him to have a hole in his gravity.
Enkidu waited for Jay to rise out of his thoughts. “I’m still a little stuck,” Jay added.
“And that is okay. I’m just here to remind you that as we move forward, there’s plenty to be done around you. Right here, right now. And every second forward.” Enkidu hopped out of the hole with Jay in tow, landing back on the section of the hallway that hadn’t fallen. “I also want to remind you, whatever mistakes you make, there’s still time to learn and grow and do better. Never think you can’t overcome the future challenges. And never think there is no chance for a positive change. You, out of all people, taught me to keep hope alive.”
“I did?” Jay asked.
“I’ve said enough.” Enkidu patted him on the shoulder, inviting Jay to lead the way back to the ritual circle.
To Jay, many of Enkidu’s words sounded cheesy and empty. Like well-rehearsed platitudes people tossed around that could easily be crushed by the harsh and cynical nature of reality, especially when faced with the Multiverse System.
However, much of Jay’s progress to this point was not born from cynicism and was idealistic to the extreme. It would be hypocritical of him to push aside Enkidu’s words when Jay was the epitome of pushing up against fate just because he believed it was possible.
What kept bugging him about Joyce and Amanda’s departure was the lack of control. Could he trust Joyce and Amanda to be there when the Protectorates most needed them?
Kleo had said it was a fifty-fifty split they would. Kleo was wiser, after all, and more prone to cynicism. It was up to Jay to believe one hundred percent they would. He didn’t operate based on fifty-fifty, after all. He put his everything into his endeavors, even if his decisions were ill-advised.
Besides, he had three evolutions and a personal dungeon to get through. There was plenty of room for gathering more power, too.
Now back inside the atrium, Jay looked over the trans-dimensional circle and borrowed the powers of the System Guide to scan it. The likelihood of success was within positive margins.
“Nice work,” Jay said before looking around. His teammates other than Joyce and Amanda were here now.
Mom was sulking in the corner with Kleo at her side. Enkidu linked up with Koschei just as Victor walked in, carrying the scent of the young dark elf girl he’d gotten to know during their time here.
Jay looked up, as if expecting Joyce to appear at the last second. There was no sign of her. How did she plan to get anywhere without the expensive rituals and System Guidance? If she tried to punch her way through the membranes between universes, she risked getting lost in the abyss.
“She’ll figure it out,” Kleo said, reading his mind somewhat. “Let’s go, Master Jay.”
“Alright, Operation Homebound is a go,” Jay said, glancing at the doorway. Oshrayne filled it with her deific presence. “Thanks for hosting us. Sorry for the damage.”
“Do think of me when you draft invitees for the next ball.” Oshrayne waved with a girlish titter.
“We should do that,” Kleo said, “and let Brit and YoAnna off the leash.”
Oshrayne lost some of her good cheer.
Jay snorted and assumed his position in the middle of the circle. The team was accounted for. Everything they’d gathered along their year-long journey was stuffed into their spatial storages.
Jay pulled up a blue screen, struggled with the System for a bit, and pinged the destination before activating the trans-dimensional ritual. In one wink, they went from Universe 7 to Universe 12, trading out the black onyx castle for the fetid muck of a steamy jungle planet inhabited by four-armed gorilla people and Jurassic-style beasts. All of their sacrifices were gone to the aether, and so was most of Jay’s Mana supply.
The air was steamy hot and would scald the lungs of a lowly Ranker unless they were adapted to this unique environment. Every Protectorate on this multi-universal journey was on the better side of the ranks, so their literal magical bodies could handle the changes in atmosphere and conditions.
Koschei looked around in marvel as he summoned a magitek orb from his spatial storage. The Deathless [Apostle] was a reliable hand in politics, in sciences, in magic, in management, and many other passions. He wasn’t a friendly face– that was Enkidu’s role, which he exhibited by waving at some locals looking down from the treetops– but Koschei covered all the avenues that would interest the eggheads.
Every universe had different rules. Mostly subtle stuff. But it was good to account for cases where a universe was more spread-out compared to others, or more held-together, or lacked stars and was mostly dark, or had way too many stars while packed in close. Some had more mana pockets. Jay’s team had come across one universe– Universe 4– where they could ride cosmic mana streams looping through most corners of said universe.
“Hm,” Jay looked around with most of his senses. There was a spot in the jungle that was slightly off. Soon as he turned to face it, the spot rushed straight at them. His sense of danger blared louder than anything he felt in a whole year, spooking him at first until he recognized the source.
Kleo teleported everyone out of the way as Casey moved fluidly through the wet jungle bush. She barely disturbed the thick branches and fat fronds despite being in a monstrous demonic tiger form that was at least one hundred feet tall at the shoulders. Big glistening teeth came crashing down while making Jay’s instincts scream bloody murder to get out of the way.
Jay refused and caught the fangs of the big kitty with his hands, increasing the weight of his body and his authority over physics with his gravity. His body dug up loads of mud and ran over saplings and a giant alien jungle tree with blue vines as thick as whales. Casey’s hot breath washed over him as she kept pawing at the floor and pushing him back.
When he thought he could stop her, she surged with renewed energy, spending anima that moved her in ways that told reality her weight and size had no bearing on her. She hopped back, skipped to the side like an excited pup, and nipped at him again with teeth as large as him.
“Dammit, Casey, you’re getting your drool all over me!” Jay bent space-time to slide away and get out of her range.
That did him little good when Casey activated her two skills on top of the many bonuses she had that benefited from her killer-link to Jay. [Grand Aura of Defiance and Execution] streamed from around Casey’s body in strips of black and orange, mingling magic and anima to keep up with Jay. Then [Cosmic Paws of the Dancing Demon Tigress Who Reaches Without End] placed Casey in the perfect position for a pounce. Chance, of course, gave Casey all the modifiers she needed to slam down on the [Demon Lord] before bringing him close for a messy giant kitty hug.
“Jay!” Casey called with a bestial roar. “What’s up, buddy?!”
Jay couldn’t respond. He was tucked away into Casey’s giant tigress muscles and fur, getting squished from all directions. Her words vibrated through her chest and into his body like he was at the center of an earthquake.
Now that she stopped her game, her Chance Modifiers dropped drastically, and Jay took control. He teleported above her, shifted his size with one big explosive growth matching the feline’s dimensions, and slammed down onto Casey. He answered her greeting with a muddy wrestling match.
Unfortunately for Casey, her best opportunities to keep Jay down was when she had the complete offensive. Outside of that, Jay’s immense bonuses as [Demon Lord] were unmatched. He easily locked Casey into a headlock while they destroyed the local forest in their game.
Nobody got hurt, thankfully. Kleo kept pulling people out of the way as two godlike creatures tossed each other around and played in the mud. Finally, they came to a stop, with Jay on top of Casey’s monstrous feline form.
They were both breathing from the excitement, not exhausted at all. Their eyes met. Jay realized the compromising position while a mischievous glint entered Casey’s eyes. Things went downhill drastically when a mechanical voice pierced the air from above.
“What’s that song? It’s from a famous movie with the two lions in the jungle, getting their… dare I say? Groove on?” voiced Macy.
Emily’s voice joined her. “Lion King. And you’re thinking of–”
“Stop! Don’t you dare!” Jay shouted as he jumped off of Casey and shrank back to his normal height. He pointed up at the air that looked like a perfectly fine orange sky.
Until the air shimmered and revealed a massive, dagger-shaped ship with enough volume to hold the population of a mid-sized city.
The anti-gravity spellcraft that warded against Jay’s Perception did a good job initially until he really started looking. Now out in the open, the hot neon pink and matte-black spacecraft hovered boldly above the demolished jungle where Jay and Casey had ‘played.’
It differed from what Team Neo-Divine had left with a year ago. Clearly, Macy had put the resources they’d gathered to use and accomplished some major upgrades.
“This is half of what she wanted done,” Emily said from the ship’s speakers. “Casey and I had to take turns dragging Macy out of her workshop to go explore or this ship would’ve been bigger and gaudier.”
“I was exploring,” Macy responded on the same sound system.
“Exploring through drones is doing our visits a disservice. We rule over these people. It’s a good idea to meet them face to face.”
“Boring! Hey! Want to see it transform?”
“Macy, no! You have to warn the crew first!”
The speakers cut off before the girls further embarrassed themselves to whoever wanted to listen– like the local [Godlings] of this planet. Jay used his wormhole whisper to send a small “Boo” and spooked one of the [Godlings] into fleeing to the tallest hills. He chuckled a little before juking out of the way of Casey’s big paw slapping down.
“What have you been up to? Had any cool fights? Destroyed stuff?” Casey asked as she slapped down at him like a cat trying to catch a laser light. She wasn’t leaning on her link to being his executioner, so it was easy for Jay to move side-to-side.
“Nothing major. We destroyed a couple of places with these hive-like pests. Real monsters, those. Saved a few people when we could. Tried to spread our religion and let everyone know we’re in charge, but we will not be there looking over them all the time.”
Jay blinked when he realized he’d already said all of this stuff during their meetings. Casey must’ve been really drunk during those, or she didn’t mind Jay repeating himself.
“None of us has time to micromanage any of this. Macy estimated we’ve only met one percent of the System-using populations over the entire year. Emily says we’ve burned through so many resources going from planet to planet, that she’s happy it’s Tim who has to tally up everything we spent. And she’s not touching the numbers on what we used going from universe to universe.”
Jay figured they could get away with spending big. They were collecting reparations from all the admins who screwed with them and had plenty of resources to gather.
The numbers on the balance sheet were going to need him, Mike, and Tim working together to manage it all. Though, it would be easier if YoAnna wanted to be involved in the number crunching.
Jay wasn’t sure what her attitude on the bean-counting would be once she finished her evolution. Still, it was a lot to consider how resource heavy journeying between universes could be. And this was only possible because they’d taken these universes from Gutok and had them slapped together in a pre-apocalypse setup that was fated for disaster.
“Between me and Macy’s genius, we should be able to lower the costs and pick up everyone else.” Jay hopped backward as Casey began another game of chase, using all of her paws and her mouth. “You’re extra playful.”
“Just excited to see you.”
“I miss you, too, buddy.”
“Of course you do, buddy.”
“Ugh! There’s so much tension I’m going to need one of Dennis’s swords to cut it,” Kleo complained, flying straight into Casey’s face. “And how about me? Huh?”
“Hey, Kleo!” Casey corrected. “Nice seeing you as always.”
Kleo waved her away. “Yeah, sure. You’re just saying that. I’m starting to think nobody misses the best girl around, Kleo! You’ll regret it if I’m ever gone.”
Jay came to a complete stop. Before he could say anything, Kleo zipped up into the ship. Something about what she said was weird, but he couldn’t put his finger on why. His attention drifted to Medusa leaving the ship in a giant gorgon form, and slamming down to sweep both Koschei and Enkidu into a hug. The hangar doors at the bottom of the angular ship were opened, revealing their soldiers and agents of the pantheon as they waved down.
The ship’s speakers activated with a crackle, which Jay figured was on purpose since nothing made by Macy would have a faulty design like that without it getting fixed pronto. Emily’s voice came through, and before she finished speaking, Jay was already wincing.
“Where’s Joyce?”
Jay glanced over at his mom. She was glowering from the shade of a tree. She wouldn’t be in a good mood for a while, and Victor was smart enough to give her space and give Jay a shrug. Jay looked over at Enkidu wrapped in a hug against Medusa’s chest. The Big G gave him a nod.
Jay sighed before wearing a big smile. “Our girl is adventuring on her own. She’ll be alright.”
“Oh.” Emily turned off the speakers.
***
Jay sat in the big chair on the ship’s command deck. The seamless merging of magic and technology was impressive. He viewed the screens displaying the usual optical visuals of the world around them and plenty more. While Jay’s team had him and Kleo serving as the universe-crossing vehicles, the other teams had to rely on magitek, smarts, and more high-quality resources.
One screen had a calculation of numbers that was connected to one of three unique devices that only the Protectorates had– the Multiverse Codex Numberer. They had repeated Ms Kowalski’s creation two more times by draining magic out of a few dungeon cores while keeping the cores intact. Coupled with Macy’s sensory magitech, it categorized patterns and created data sets that… well… Macy and the other geniuses understood best. Macy was standing beside Jay as she explained what the data was telling her.
“An eldritch entity is trailing us,” Macy concluded. “They get a little closer each time we move from one universe to the next.”
“They haven’t been trailing me,” Jay replied.
“You have Kleo and yourself to benefit from. We don’t. Unfortunately, we can’t just rely on that.”
Jay frowned. The more passengers, the more resource-heavy the trans-dimensional ritual, especially if Jay and Kleo weren’t involved. The multiverse-traversing ships and the codexes helped do most of the heavy-lifting for all the teams lacking the gravity duo, which was how they could move autonomously across multiple universes. But that must’ve created a tantalizing trail for something to sniff at each time they hopped around from one universe to another.
Now that they were engaged with Operation Homebound, every trip might lead their tagalong closer to breaching reality, and doing damage that only abyssal creatures could accomplish.
Jay and Kleo had been down in the abyss during their evolutions– starting at Rank 3. But they hadn’t gone there physically, only through their astral forms. What would happen if they ended up lost in the abyss physically? No gap or boundaries should be able to stop Kleo from returning them home. But the abyss worked on different rules that might thwart them.
“We’ll deal with whatever is trying to claw its way out,” Jay said. “I’m betting it’s going to break in once we reach Earth.”
Jay stood and stretched. He gave Macy another look over. Her artificial body was more human-like now. She traded out the ball-joints and mechanical movements for more fluid, lab-made muscle, with a lifelike maneuverability and anatomy. She’d advanced so hard that Jay wondered if she was trying to go full circle by the time they reached maxed rank. The only unrealistic feature was her solid black coloring with traces of hot pink. Her face was covered by a mirror-like mask, too, that emitted digital emotes.
“I’m still making new discoveries,” Macy said, with a smirking emoji.
“It looks good on you.”
Macy perked up, flashing a grinning emoji. “Thank you, Jay. For always being so… open to me.”
Jay smiled. “Ever since I saw you in that Flamingo outfit during our last school days, I knew we were kindred spirits.”
Macy laughed into her hand, her emoji shedding tears now until she regained her composure. “I’ll take over the command seat. Once you’re ready, pop yourself into the Grav Chamber and we shall be off.”
“Before I grab a snack and head down… should I talk with Emily now or later?” Jay asked. They’d been long due a conversation, especially now more than ever with Joyce out adventuring on her own in the wild cosmos.
“She’ll come to you. Trust me.”
“Thanks, Macy. You’re a real one.”
“Nothing is more real than steel.”
Jay nodded and exited the command center. He took his time to rove around the sleek hallways and put his eyes on the auxiliary members of Team Neo-Divine. Mostly young men and women with a few older adults spread between them.
They had plenty of stories to share about their journeys visiting different universes, different planets, different creatures known and unknown alike, and all the strange food they’d eaten and preserved to bring back home. There was less fear and uncertainty of him compared to years prior, and more of a welcoming warmth shared between all Protectorates.
“Excited to get back home, ladies and gents,” Jay asked while sitting at the cafeteria table surrounded by his soldiers and agents. He had a pile of odd foods stacked in front of him he was trying. Fried insectoids, wriggly things that looked like star fruits, gaseous pudding that floated in the air while emitting neon white light. Yeah, there was a large variety to sample.
“Hell Circles, yes,” said a guy two years younger than Jay– making him feel old. “I can’t wait to tell everyone I scored with an alien girl.”
The room erupted with jibes and friendly jabs. Jay chuckled for a few beats until he noticed a cold shadow leaning from behind the hall doorway. He looked at Emily’s shadow, and she disappeared back down the hallway, fleeing. Before he could decide on how to address that, Casey crashed through in her more humanoid form.
“Get me drunk, fuckers!” Casey roared.
“Aye, Pantheon Leader!”
She slammed down on a seat next to Jay, her chair groaning.
She wasn’t any bigger than when he last saw her, but her body was more dense than before. Her skin tone was orange covered in stripes of black. Her hair remained golden, and her eyes were still blue while swimming with divine golden flakes. A half-god not so different from Jay, if only lesser. Her nails were claws that could rip through high-quality metal like it was tissue paper, and she had a fuzzy cat tail that snaked toward Jay’s tail and wrestled with it. Compared to the girl she was when this Pre-Apocalypse started, it was like night and day.
Jay sighed before whispering in a wormhole to Casey’s ear. “You gotta cool it, Casey. This is crossing the line.”
Casey’s glance said everything he needed to know. She was trying to enjoy herself before the opportunity was lost.
“If you and Brit fight, contain the damage,” Jay added.
Casey smiled like it was no big deal, patting Jay on the back and pointing at her soldiers and agents, calling out some of their achievements or embarrassments from the trip. Despite the trouble, it was nice to see Casey being so down to earth and personable with her people. She was a great fit for Pantheon Leader, and Jay was enjoying the impromptu hangout in the cafeteria as the drinks were brought out.
Enkidu was right.
It was times like now that Jay just had to enjoy the present. Keep hope alive, and all that. Maybe Joyce going off on her own would be the best thing to happen. If only such positivity didn’t feel weird.
Eventually, he had to pull himself out of the cafeteria despite the protest of everyone at attendance– especially Casey. He walked the rest of the way to the chamber that was designed for him. He didn’t need to get close to feel the heavy magic emanating from the magitek and spellcraft involved. It was going to suck him dry to make the trip more resource-friendly.
He locked himself in and sat in the middle of the crisscrossing lines and circles etched into the metal panels. Immediately, Macy started the sequence to leave behind Universe 12 and transition into Universe 17, drinking Jay’s magic supply on top of using him as a trans-dimensional component. All the points placed into the Intellect and Discovery Attributes were paying off big– Jay couldn’t imagine any of this being possible without their Rank 7 stats and bonuses.
Jay flopped backward, feeling a little strain. And because of the gravity makeup of the room, he couldn’t perceive outside, his vision blocked. He took a moment to catch his breath before standing and exiting the chamber. He instantly surveyed their new location– a gaseous planet this time– and noticed the bit of trouble Team Boys Club was in. Jay burst into howls of laughter, falling to the floor.
Somehow, someway, one of the boys had won the heart of a cuddly, moon-sized Rank 7 titaness– she looked like a cross between a panda bear and a caterpillar while sporting a fuzzy mohawk. And she was currently hugging their little ship– which was ten times smaller than Macy’s vastly superior ship.
Without looking at who was the likely culprit, Jay roared across the entire ship, “Five Gold Multiverse Coins that it’s Frank!”




5. Operation Homebound Continues

 
“Look, I get it. He arrived during your time of need. Like any hero would. But my friend, he’s not available to be your lead husband, because he’s just not interested,” Jay explained while trying to keep a straight face.
He floated in front of the titan alien’s eyes, sticking to his usual size instead of growing. She had two thousand miles on him, and at his biggest, he could only grow up to five miles. How could a Rank 7 exist at her size?
All of her Stats, Skills, Talents, and Titles were geared toward supporting her massive biology. She was generally harmless and slow moving in this corner of Universe 17’s cosmos– at least to him.
She could probably doom low-rank civilizations easily. From what Jay could see while taking a gander of this universe, many things in Universe 17 ran extra-extra large.
He and the titaness were outside of the direct pull of a supermassive planet that was bigger than his Sun. There were Godzilla-size fauna that lived on that planet like they were normal. It was vibrant green, glimmering azure, and whirls of mega white storm clouds and neon-purple lightning bolts.
Jay glanced back to feast on the marvelous sight in between letting down the titanic woman.
Jay could easily kill the cuddly panda-pillar woman if the situation came to blows. He hoped not to do so. She had these big amber eyes and massive eyelashes that gave her a cutesy and innocent appearance. From afar.
He couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to harm her. Still, while up close, Jay felt like a speck as he tried to convince the titan woman that Frank– ha ha– wasn’t interested because he swung with nobody below the belt.
“I have many husbands that live on my body, but none as impressive as Franklin,” said the titaness, her voice traveling through the vacuum of space because of her powers. The System translated everything, of course. “He could live in the palace on my shoulder, next to my best ear. I’ve been reserving it for one such as him. Does he truly not wish for such an honor?”
Jay could imagine a dozen different ways of how Frank would respond to being made the lead husband of an all male harem. Thankfully, Jay was a softer– and more jovial– voice of reason compared to the dragon of the Champions.
He just had to stuff down the laughter that wanted to come out and pretend this was a serious matter. “It’s not meant to be. We have to return to our universe and handle some business there. And he’s not looking to settle down.”
The titan woman scrunched her brow, a human-like expression that contrasted the inside of her mouth. She had human-like lips– the titanic version of such– that hid giant mandibles that could tear through cities like a person eating chocolate chips.
Jay’s healthy investment in Conviction helped him stay undaunted in the face of a giant and predatory-looking sight made for terra-consuming planets and primitive societies that couldn’t resist the titaness.
She was another example of the type of beings that could exist in the Multiverse System at Rank 7 and above. They had some interesting profiles. The titan was rubbing close to evolving to Rank 8 just like Jay, too. Her mythical evolution might be even bigger and scarier.
“To be with me is to not settle, but to be elevated,” she said perkily. “It is a shame he would not see the honor of such.” Her massive amber pools for eyes half-closed, before blinking rapidly and refocusing on Jay. “You are his superior. Pantheon Patriarch, yes?”
“Yeah, I’m the master of your universe and twenty-two others. In Universe 1, I’m also considered the king there. But I am Patriarch to everybody.”
She grinned. “Then you would make for a great husband above all husbands!”
Jay lost his humor. If he listened hard enough, he could catch Frank barking with laughter from the ship.
Jay spent the next twenty minutes turning down the titanic woman and explaining how he was married, he couldn’t be taken, and the women he was married to weren’t up for trading him away even if the titan woman could produce them an endless supply of legendary space silk. He kept to himself how he felt a premonition of death coming from Casey as the conversation dragged out longer than planned.
The titaness was dispirited by being turned down again, but she was still happy the Protectorates had arrived in her time of need while her body had been pestered by space pirates who were taking her husbands’ hostage and trying to steal her silk. Frank and Team Boys Club had put a stop to that since they were in the area.
Jay returned to Neo-Divine’s ship, which was now larger after assimilating the Boys Club’s ship seamlessly, combining them into one perfect unit. He landed in the docking hangars where the boys waited for him– Frank sporting a smug smile.
Jay’s response was a simple one. He tackled Frank and crawled all over him, ignoring the dark crimson burst of dragon flames breathing out from his scaly skin. Jay didn’t stop until he had Frank caught in a rear-naked chokehold– a move Frank had trapped him in plenty of times during the early days of their martial arts training.
“Franklin! You can’t just keep out of trouble, can you?” Jay laughed into his ear. “I’m almost half convinced you did this on purpose just to see me bail you out. Well, that’s okay. I missed you, too, Spook!”
Frank was too busy thrashing around to respond until Dennis reached down and muscled Jay off. Even with Jay’s [Demon Lord] bonuses, Dennis’s existence as the strongest Champion was hard to deny while in a casual setting.
Dennis was sporting a medieval lumberjack look with his dark golden beard and shaggy hair. He looked plenty happy, too, so the trip must’ve done wonders for him. The same could be said for Mike, who was dressed like a slick New York yuppie type with his hair cut and styled. He seemed way more mature now. And handsome.
“He’s been looking at himself in the mirror for hours,” Tim said. “I’m pretty sure Lilith’s not going to care.”
“The effort will be noticed,” Mike countered. “And thanks for bailing us out of that… situation, Jay.”
“Yes, ‘situation,’ the perfect word for it,” Tim scoffed, his tail flicking lazily.
Jay blinked, pointing his monkey tail at Tim’s dog tail. It was the only difference Jay could spot on Tim. Everything else remained the same with the ginger-haired and green-eyed ex-gangster.
“Just ignore it, okay.”
“Physical manifestation of the dog spirit? Kind of late for that,” Jay commented before glancing at Mike.
Mike slowly looked away. Dennis was doing the same thing. Frank glared, still mad about the grappling greeting, so he was not the person to press for info.
“Were there some human experiments involved?” Jay asked suspiciously.
“No, no, that’s Lilith’s wheelhouse, not exactly mine,” Mike said nervously.
“But you two are peas in a pod. And I know Lilith has alchemies for all of us.”
“Fuck, fine, I got drunk, made a big joke out of Casey being a Catgirl, and then that doofus,” Tim said, pointing at Dennis, “dared me to try it. And Mike kept saying, ‘Oh, it won’t work, it won’t work, it’s too late for that.’”
“What was that stupid nickname?” Frank snapped his fingers. “First Nerd? Yeah, I wouldn’t doubt the powers of a person like that, right, Mike?”
“Lilith left me the monsterization pills just in case anyone wanted to use them.” Mike slid his finger up the bridge of his nose nervously before catching himself doing his old tic and shaking his head. He didn’t need glasses anymore, after all. “So now Tim joins the ranks of monsterized Champions.”
That list includes Casey, Emily, Dead-Hailey, Jay himself, and now Tim. Gatanna, Fuzzy, and Cutie didn’t count since they didn’t start as Champions… and they were [Godlings] now.
Before Jay could respond to the magic science madness, he turned his head and whispered into a wormhole, “no poking the ship.”
The titan woman slowly withdrew her massive finger and looked away in embarrassment. She didn’t look away for long and kept staring longingly at the vessel.
Macy had to engage the flight controls and readapt to the fluctuations of gravity from having such a massive creature moving near them. Jay didn’t feel it was worth his energy to do that himself– he still had to recover for the next jump.
“Are you going to be okay?” Jay asked Tim.
“Other than the urge to catch stuff and run them back, I’ll be fine. I get a cool wolf-dog transformation out of this.”
“Nice!”
“And no, you’re not riding my animal form.”
Jay frowned a little before turning to the others. “Any animal shifts for you guys?”
Frank shook his head. “I’m not taking that pill.”
“Lilith and I’ve talked about it after the [Godling] procedures, but I’m still mulling over it.” Mike raised his hand and summoned his Owl Spirit, a blue avian of mana landing on his arm.
Ever since Fuzzy, Cutie, and Gatanna became [Godlings], their days as familiar companions had ended. Mike and Lilith had instantly changed their animal boons to animal spirits, granting them greater control of their unique bestial aspects and the specific bonuses that they came with. Lilith loved her Snake Spirit, and Mike had grown to enjoy his Owl Spirit.
Though, Jay couldn’t imagine how he would overcome the pain of disconnecting with a familiar. The idea of having Kleo separate from him was so foreign it gave him queasy feelings. He understood the decision to turn the familiars into [Godlings] to give them a grander role involved with the pantheon and more autonomy, but Jay had gotten none of his picks. Macy, Tim, and Brit had refused the [Godling] offer.
“You ready to evolve to Rank 8, Jay?” Dennis asked, changing the subject. All the boys looked at Jay with keen interest. They were still far off from Rank 8 compared to Jay and Kleo. “You’re going to rock that mythical power soon.”
Jay tapped his fingers on his thigh in thought. “I’m already there in some ways. But once I evolve to Rank 8, I can definitely challenge someone like the Grandmaster Arbiter. He’s what the [Gods] call an Overlord among the Stage 4s. Underlord is the lesser Stage 4, like Gutok. Then there are the Archlords at the peak.”
“I’m guessing someone like the Uk-Guk-Gara God is an Archlord at the peak,” Tim said.
“Yup. And from what I can tell, most Rankers can’t challenge Stage 4 [Gods] of any power level until they’re Rank 9. I’m realms stronger than the average Rank 7.”
Maybe more, depending.
All the Champions were one realm above the average Rank 7 at the very minimum. Even the titanic size of the panda-pillar wouldn’t be enough to stop any of Jay’s Champions from defeating her in a fight. All they would have to do was to reach a weak point and strike true.
Tim shook his head. “Still, being able to fight the Grandmaster Arbiter straight up is wild. And is that a challenge like it’ll be a fair fight? Or you can make the arbiter look like a chump?”
“Somewhere in the middle. I’m sure that guy has tricks up his sleeve. But I’ll smash through for sure.” Jay wanted to say Kleo would do half the work for him, but he didn’t want to speak about Kleo for some reason.
Frank shook his head. “There’s no catching up to you. We’re in the same rank, and the difference is massive.”
“That might change when I become the 13th Freaks of Freaks for real.”
“I still doubt it.”
“I understand where Frank’s coming from. We’re of similar ranks, but the distance between us is massive. It emphasizes how important the early foundations are as well as having certain bonuses and racial types that push those early advantages even further,” Mike said. “Ever since the first dungeon, Jay went in a radically different direction. Altering his growth trajectory had an exponential effect. Then Rank 3 happened, and I think it was written in the stars henceforth.”
“To be fair, we all had a better foundation than the average Ranker,” Jay said. “YoAnna being our [Godling] and giving us our initial Titles supercharged us since Level 1. Most Rankers don’t start with that. Hell, even the most fortunate of Rankers with a strong base can’t compare to having YoAnna as your backer.”
“Most people don’t have a YoAnna who’s madly in love with them,” Dennis said with a snort.
“Okay, you got me there.”
“With all these cheats we have, I’m glad the one at the top is a guy we can rely on,” Tim said, clapping Jay on the shoulder.
“We’re all partially divine, so we all can be counted on,” Jay said.
“Some people are more divine than others,” Frank countered.
Jay shrugged. “Look at what we all did. Traversed multiple universes.”
“That’s the thing, Jay,” Dennis commented. “We needed big fancy ships and a mountain of treasures. You don’t.”
Jay gave them an impish smile. “Who created the ships? Me?” He moved next to Mike and patted him on the back. “Who knows their military like the back of their hand? Me?” He slapped Frank on the back. “Who’s there on the ground–”
“Okay, we get it, you mangy– argh!” Tim didn’t escape his backslap. And Dennis chuckled when he received his.
“Point is. Our pantheon wouldn’t have gotten as far as it did if it wasn’t for all of us,” Jay said. “Now, I think that’s enough loitering around here and being mopey about comparisons. That’s the thief of joy. And the girls are getting impatient.”
“Hey! Lame-os! You’re going to haul butt and drink with us in the cafeteria or keep circle-jerking yourselves!” Casey roared from the hall doorway, her voice nearly knocking down some soldiers and agents milling about.
“Case in point,” Jay said, grinning.
Frank looked like he wanted to puke from hearing that pun. Mike shook his head, and Dennis smothered his laughter with a hand.
Tim leaned over to Jay. “Casey’s still friendzoned? Because once Rick gets back, he might go after that.”
“Yeah, sure, he can totally try it,” Jay said with a tense smile.
The boys gave him suspicious looks, but Jay ignored them and followed a plastered Casey. There was a growing party in the main cafeteria. The conjoined crew of Teams Neo-Divine and Boys Club were setting up games, trading all the items they’d collected on their separate journeys, and more. Jay collected some Gold Multiverse Coins.
To Jay’s growing pleasure, all the Allens– missing Hailey– were there to receive the boys. Granted, now that Jay was looking at his male compatriots mingling with the ladies after a year apart, calling themselves Team Boys Club was misleading. They’d left boyhood far behind them after overcoming their first dungeon crawl.
In some ways, they still had childish tendencies that hadn’t left them fully. Maybe it was to make up for all the hard things they had to do.
The saying ‘work hard, play hard’ existed for a reason. The universe-to-universe traveling was mostly a stress-free affair. None of the challenges they faced the past year stacked up compared to earlier problems.
But the constant journeying and new adventures accumulated its own toll. They’d been moving fast from the start with little time to truly settle down for an extended period. Jay could see the wear and tear of their fast-paced and insane lives.
“We’ve accomplished so much in so little time,” Jay murmured. “In too little time.” He could see what Enkidu meant regarding the time Jay didn’t have while neck deep in many responsibilities.
Feeling off, Jay faded from notice and exited the cafeteria. Casey was the first to look his way, but she didn’t pursue him. She read him like a book and gave him space.
Jay was in a contemplative mood while he walked through the halls of the ship and avoided any run-ins with others. Since he’d been doing less fighting for his life these days, Jay had plenty of time to experiment and relearn himself.
He could use the metaphysical and conceptual nature of gravity to lessen his presence and make it easier for people to overlook him, as if he had no weight to him worth identifying.
Why was he hiding away from everybody? Jay wasn’t so sure at first, but he figured there was something bugging him. By the time he recovered his Mana naturally and felt more inclined to make an appearance again, he still couldn’t address the issue he was having.
It kept slipping from his grasp. He almost wanted to pin the trouble on Joyce, which made him a little irritable, but he considered that as him being worried as a father.
Damn that role. Damn, Chance. It felt weird suffering the effects of a role. He could try slipping away from it through his own manipulations. There were plenty of ways to go about it. But Jay didn’t want to. He enjoyed being a dad and wished he had more time for it.
There it goes again. Time. He didn’t have enough of it.
“Jay?” Mike called, catching him in one of the lounge rooms with a big window view of space. The off-duty crew hanging around jolted out of their comfy sofa seats, realizing for the first time their Patriarch was there among them.
Jay waggled his eyebrows as the crew dispersed from the area, sensing their leadership probably wanted the space to themselves. Jay didn’t really care, but he didn’t stop them.
“What’s up, homie? Have a seat?” Jay waved his tail over to the spot on the sofa next to him.
Mike sat and bent forward with his elbows on his knees. He had a contemplative look on his face.
“Macy informed me of everything,” Mike said. “I’ve made notes of the eldritch tagalong just like her. We could have multiple entities converging on us as Operation Homebound continues.”
“Been a while since I’ve fought anything worth a damn,” Jay said.
“That’s not what concerns me,” Mike said, before turning to look at Jay directly. “Joyce evolved multiple times within a short time frame, yes?”
Yeah, it was just as they’d predicted. Jay wondered what Mike’s angle could be here, and Jay found it surprising he couldn’t predict Mike right now. Why were his predictions failing this much? It hadn’t been this bad in a while.
“Be careful when engaging YoAnna,” Mike said.
Jay gaped at him, feeling completely blindsided.
Mike sighed. “I’m not naturally in touch with Chance like you are. I’m relying on theories. I even developed a sim program to help me.”
“And?”
“The likelihood of YoAnna settling on one evolution is low,” Mike said. “But I don’t think we’ve considered the implications of multi-evolutions until just recently. The situation with Joyce, from what I can understand, sets a precedent. Narratively, that means we might see that happen again. And… the effect of such can be bigger than we can handle. Bigger than we’re prepared for.”
“I shouldn’t be feeling so shocked. Mike, things are slipping by me,” Jay said, giving voice to his paranoia. “I’m too strong for that.”
“It might be because you’re so strong, you’re easier to affect when Chance leverages a plot,” Mike said with an awkward smile. “I’m sorry, Jay. But you’re on the other side of the proverbial hill with power. Now you’re an established figure, a man of responsibility, the holder of many people’s fate. You’re more vulnerable in ways that seem unlikely.”
Jay opened and closed his mouth, failing to find his voice. In the end, he shuddered before letting out a twisted laugh. “More power, more problems.”
Mike slid his finger up the bridge of his nose in thought. “Beware of YoAnna. I have to stress that before I’m made to forget or get distracted. I repeat, Jay. Beware of YoAnna. And beware of the most dangerous person to you…”
“And who could that be?”
Mike struggled to speak. Every time he tried, he halted and openly thought about how to address what he wanted to say. And when he finally mustered the courage, he was interrupted.
“When am I getting nieces and nephews, Mikey-Mike?” Kleo showed up from behind them, leaning over the back of the sofa. She shot Jay a goofy smile, and Jay responded in kind, letting go of the issue Mike was trying to bring up. Outside of the major forces that wanted him dead, Jay figured there was nobody else of concern that could beat YoAnna.
“Yeah, Mike, I can’t be the only young dad,” Jay teased.
“We’re waiting for when everything is safer,” Mike said, his face flushed red. “And hello, Kleo. It’s nice to see you after so long.”
“Then give me a hug!” She dove over the sofa and got a yelp out of Mike. Seeing them pal around lifted the mood for Jay. He was certain things would be even better once they picked up Team Deliverance.
Whatever troubles Jay was having, he felt they were small compared to the bigger issues looming in the distance. Even if YoAnna’s evolution went outside of prior predictions, that was a plus more than a negative.
***
Jay staggered out of the Grav Chamber. Kleo was sitting out in the hall, looking just as weary as Jay felt. The last trip from Universe 17 to Universe 23 felt a little stickier than before. They had more passengers, more stuff, more things to account for.
Having two Multiverse Codex Numberers doing some heavy lifting reduced the resource drain. But they were brushing against the limits of trans-dimensional travel in a Pre-Apocalypse portion of the Multiverse System that wasn’t built to last.
No matter. At least Jay was providing a unique service and made everyone feel safer. The news about the abyssal beings trailing them had made its way around the ship, keeping the crew informed and dampening the festive mood. Only the die-hard revelers continued to celebrate in between their work shifts.
Everybody else was getting prepared for eldritch contact. If Jay and Kleo were their best examples of what to expect from the eldritch, Jay didn’t blame his soldiers and agents for taking things seriously. Especially since the [Apostles] were acting as very motivated mid-level managers. Koschei made sure the [Apostles] took their jobs seriously.
“Prepare for assimilation, everyone. You know the drill,” Macy’s voice crackled through the intercom.
“We can go up to the viewing lounge and watch like a mortal,” Kleo offered. “Or head to the hangar.”
Jay extended his hand and helped Kleo back to her feet. “You’re going to disappear on me as soon as Brit closes in. How about we hangout here for a bit?”
“Oh? Aren’t you excited to have Brit all over you?” Kleo shot him a cocky grin.
“More than you know, but it just occurred to me we haven’t hung out as much as we could have,” Jay mused. “It’s a little late now, but better late than never.”
“Late for what, Jay?”
“I just want to know how things are with you, Kleo,” he said. “We’re always connected. But I don’t ask because I take that for granted like a dummy.”
Kleo gave him a strange look. “Something wrong?”
“I don’t think so. Just curious, is all.”
Kleo gave him a sad smile that was a little alarming. “That’s sweet of you, Jay. I’m–”
…
…
…
…
“I’m perfectly fine, Jay,” Kleo said. “Hey, you should head down to the hangar and go see your more human wife.”
“Yeah, that’s a good idea,” Jay said. “I’ll go see her now. Later, Kleo.”
He turned the corner and paused. Something was off. But he couldn’t figure out what it was. He was tired, though. The next trip to fully return everyone home was going to take a lot out of him, no doubt.
Even with their [Godlings] helping with the System, the thematic weight of the journey would play as a factor. Chance would make it harder.
“Hey, sugar,” called a heavenly voice.
Any concern Jay had was winked away instantly. He turned and lay his eyes on Brit.
She hadn’t changed much with her evolution, even if she was an Elite Ultra Human. Her big and welcoming brown eyes swirled with golden flakes that shone with more divinity than other Champions. And the rest of her body was to die for. The holographic briefings hadn’t done her justice at all.
“Brit,” Jay breathed.
She didn’t even give him much of an opportunity to speak more than that. She was already on him, bending down to take his breath away with a long kiss.
They barely found a room in time.




6. Operation Homebound Closing

 
Jay woke up in absolute bliss. Gone were the concerns over having a wayward daughter and a pissed off devil mom. Gone were the concerns of having too many people, too many deific nobles, too many civilizations he might never get to see within a hundred years.
His troubles with the wider Multiverse System remained in mind, but when he pushed up from under his silky and Legendary Quality bed sheets and looked to the side, Brit’s smiling face and wild morning hair told him things might work out in the end anyway.
There was something about sex in the later ranks that was reality-shattering, mystifying, and deeper than any mere mortal may dare to explore or even attempt to comprehend. It was the type of sex that could break cities in half and permanently change the environment from the overflow of magic. Especially with a partner who was heavily linked to you.
Before the System, Jay imagined all that mattered was the physical and carnal lust. After the System, and reaching this level of power, it became something more. And they couldn’t even go all out yet.
A part of Brit still wanted to destroy Jay– her holiness was conceptually opposed to him even if Brit was crazy enough to make it play nice. Letting loose more of his eldritch side would trigger her in the wrong ways. Still, even with those limitations, lust and love found a way.
“Now that’s a smile that can end all the pains of a few worlds,” Brit said, her voice all honey and charm. “I take it I did good by you, Mr Luckrun.”
“There’s not much you can do that’s wrong, Mrs Luckrun,” Jay said, slowly rising further out of bed. His Mana was fully recovered now. The operation was reliant on him getting back into the Grav Chamber when he was able. Before he did, he’d like to go see the rest of Team Deliverance and have something good to eat.
Of course, he took his time leaving, tripped over his holy wife, and had to grip the most graspable things to save himself from falling. “Whoops. I just can’t seem to get my balance under me. Thanks for the handholds.”
“Uh, huh.” Brit laughed before pulling him into a tight hug, followed by a few kisses around his face. Her lips paused by his ear. “I’ve got something to show you later. When we return all safe and sound to Earth.”
“Oh?”
“It’s a little thing I’ve been writing.”
“Should I be worried?” Jay asked. “I can see it all over the multiverse headlines. Breaking news. The [Demon Lord] is a weirdo. Straight from his holy wife’s mouth.”
Brit let another laugh. “Don’t be so silly. This is something important. It’s a book about you for people who are interested in your divinity.”
Jay had an inkling this was coming, so he didn’t let it sap his good mood. “Brit.”
“Yes, sugar?”
“We spoke about this. I don’t want to be at the center of anyone’s religion.”
“You can’t tell me you aren’t hearing any open prayers,” Brit accused, cinching her hold on him tighter.
He was. He’d been largely ignoring it. Whenever he actually tapped into his small magic and started receiving prayers, most of it came down to people begging for the destruction of a foe. The destruction of a people. The destruction of a city, country, an entire world.
This was the biggest difference between him and the other half deities– he was more receptive to small magic, which was ironic. He hadn’t started with small magic and was largely empty when he was born.
Now he was his own immortal god without being a System [God]. Something more like his Gran Grann and Enkidu while retaining his Ranker System, unburdened by the limitations of the System.
He could actually use the small magic stuff if he’d put his mind to it. Though, he would never be as talented at the more diversified applications compared to deities being backed by the Multiverse System.
YoAnna was a wizard at using the power of belief, as she should be– she was the prima donna of deities, the alpha of all alphas, the once-in-a-lifetime product of Chance conjuring up the girl with fate backing her to the zenith. And she was a hard worker. Talent plus hard work made YoAnna a natural at belief-based magic.
Jay was mostly good at using it for selfish stuff, like as an extra wellspring of helping him recover health or to actually deliver greater damage on top of how much he could already deliver. He didn’t necessarily like using it, either, since small magic was a little slower compared to System powers. Some of it required rituals. Incantations could help, for sure, but his use of incantations was always in the heat of the moment. He hadn’t used those solidly in a while.
Koschei had been trying to coach him on the more steady workings of small magic– the type of spells that could last for thousands of years and change an entire people, region, or world to Jay’s liking. Enkidu offered lessons on how to redistribute small magic down to people in the most need, and bring about small miracles consistently. But Jay fell out of the lessons since, again, he was best affiliated with destruction, gravity destruction, eldritch destruction, or even trickster-style destruction.
He didn’t want to encourage that by being a more active god for the wider audience. He would prefer to be a god who his closest people could rely on while serving as a distant figurehead to everyone else.
“The things a woman has to do to get through the thick skull of a man.” Brit rolled them over until she was sitting on him. “You are a true god, Jay. Paradoxical as you may be. From seemingly nothing. But you have the power now, and people want to believe in your power.”
“For evil reasons,” Jay muttered.
“And that’s why I wrote a book of all the good reasons to follow [The Hero of Apocalypse Comedy].” Brit blushed with embarrassment. “It’s still a work in progress. I’ll want Enkidu’s opinions on it. Verona likes it.”
Verona was one of Dracula’s wives. She was the more friendly and bubbly of the three, so Jay could see how Brit became fast friends with her.
Jay grunted, “I’ve dropped out of Koschei’s lessons.”
“And you can pick it up lickety split. You have more than enough Intellect and Conviction and Discovery. No excuses.”
“But I’m a Ranker.”
“A very godly Ranker. More so than the rest of us Rankers.”
“Can’t people be satisfied knowing I’m just a scary figure who can show up from the aether?”
“No, Jay, people can’t.” She booped him on the nose with a finger. “We were little mortals once, remember? Back then, we were confused, scared, frustrated, and looking for something to latch onto. It made YoAnna’s presence as a young goddess in flesh all the more… enticing. Now look at where we are. Mini-gods, mad gods, full gods. Most mortals can’t ignore our pull. They want to pray to us.”
“Well, cool. They have multiple choices. YoAnna, Fuzzy, Cutie, Gatanna. They even have Ms Kowalski.”
Brit shook her head down at him. “A good variety, yes. But we’re missing a huge demographic in representation, Jay.”
He tried to look away from her. All she needed was her finger on his chin to redirect his gaze back up to her lovely brown and golden eyes. “What about the fellas, Jay? I felt it on my tour, y’know? There are plenty of worlds similar to ours. Other humans, even! And a few had similar issues, too. Boys and men without a role model.”
“I don’t think it’s a good idea to give a bunch of alternate dimension redditors my face as their figurehead.”
Brit sighed. “All I’m saying is if it’s going to happen for the wrong reasons, why not try to build your part of our church for the right ones. Even if you want to keep it low key.”
They’d had this conversation multiple times, especially on the lead-up to this trans-dimensional journey. Brit lived up to her old nickname as the Crusader. She was unyielding in her beliefs. When they entered this three-chord marriage, Brit was determined to make it work not just for her and Jay, but for her and YoAnna, too. Her side of the family didn’t agree, but Brit handled that gracefully and discretely as best as anyone could. It was because of Brit’s constant and loving efforts that the Luckrun household remained fairly functional. Despite of how dysfunctional Jay’s family started off as– or still was.
This constant denial of his divine duties was a waste of energy. Brit was going to get her way eventually. There was no stopping her no matter how aggravating that could be.
Jay let out a low chuckle. “Alright, alright, you win for now. Just let me… ease into it, okay?”
“Yes, of course!” Brit lit up the entire room with a holy glow, her excitement more than palpable. The air was filled with a choir of singing angels. Jay’s flesh itched a little from the bit of holiness that couldn’t help but call him a defiler and all that eldritch-hating jazz.
Once Jay finally escaped Brit’s adamant attention and left her to her morning routine, he walked out into the hallways wearing a gray set of cozy and wooly pajamas with a furred collar and hood that hid most of his face. He’d made these from a wooly mammoth monster back in Universe 5, the icy universe. It was lacking in starlight, and the civilizations there shared similar adaptations to the darkness and cold.
Which was interesting to consider since having a wooly mammoth creature similar to the ancient beast from Earth suggested copy-and-paste designs happening all around the Multiverse. Maybe in the grand scheme of things, originality wasn’t of much importance to magic and evolution. Or maybe there was an intelligent designer.
Could the Precursor System have a list of programs and objects it copied over from universe to universe? Jay was pretty sure he found elves in all the universes he’d visited so far. Dennis must’ve been enjoying himself to the fullest.
“Pantheon Patriarch, good day!” greeted one of the crew. As soon as one started, others followed suit.
“Good day, Patriarch!”
“Hello, Patriarch!”
“Is there anything you require, Patriarch?”
“Jay, what’s up?”
Jay stopped at the last voice to greet him with a casual flair, throwing his hood back and looking up. As usual, most people were taller than him, especially at Rank 5 or above. Their evolutions lent them more height, more of everything they could wish for.
There was literally nobody out of shape or lacking in looks unless they believed that was appropriate for themselves– there was one guy who kept his chubbiness because he valued that part of himself. He wasn’t lacking in romance, so the mystically ultra model-like beauties he dated must like that unique aspect as well. And Jay wasn’t one to judge about retaining old features– he was still close to his original height, after all.
But nobody was going to diss him for being short, unless it was Cutie who instantly went for the head pat. They were in a common lounge area outside of the bigger cafeteria, so there was plenty of foot traffic that reminded Jay of his high school days. Soldiers and agents stopped to look and speak quietly between themselves as they lay eyes on the upper leadership of the pantheon.
Yeah, this was giving Jay high school flashbacks. Those days where the top nicknames reigned supreme as part of YoAnna’s reality-bending experiments. High school really was all a setup for this.
“You okay there, weirdo?” Cutie asked, eyebrow arched.
“You know how you’re reminded of something from the past and you have to take a moment to recognize how patterns reappear again and again?” Jay asked on the spur of the moment. “It’s like that. Things coming full circle. And as you do, you have a wider perspective of the patterns and see things in an alternate light. And you realize everything that you’ve done before was building you up to this point, to recognizing the pattern and acknowledging how some things stay the same as you change. And it makes you wonder how any of this could be a coincidence.”
“Actually, yes,” Cutie replied, which shocked Jay more than expected.
Cutie glanced around. Wherever her green and gold eyes looked, the crew ducked their heads or nodded in deference to the Stage 1 [Godling] of Vengeance. She didn’t look that vengeful up close, though.
Her skin was a healthy dark brown. She was tall and womanly even while wearing a black tank top, camo-pants, and boots. Her braids were long and stylish, the tips glowing with a hellish neon green light. Then there was the Disney-like pulse and shimmers warping the air around her with a slight tinge of gold and green, placing her out of sync with the crew and her surroundings, making her pop out further as a young goddess of the System ought to.
Everyone with affinities sometimes had their affinity affecting reality around them, but the affinities of [Godlings] and [Gods] were stronger, more apparent, unless you were someone as monstrous and out there as Jay and had to hold themselves back constantly. At the greater levels of power, everyone could get the gist of the layers to another’s power without even needing to use [Identify] or the likes.
Jay’s supreme extrasensory abilities could certainly sense more than others, so he picked up on the themes, the bending of reality, the weight of concepts, the likelihood of events to fall in place, and the way Cutie pinched off the many prayers she was receiving from individuals that requested vengeance plus some.
“I still miss my Zion Soldiers,” Cutie murmured. “But the ache is fading faster than I like. Sometimes it returns when I’m addressing our Protectorates. But when it does, what I miss doesn’t burn me up from inside like it used to. I just keep seeing it differently.”
“Yeah, I get that.” Jay patted her back. “I’m on my way to breakfast.”
“I was coming to get you. Lilith’s ardent request.”
“That’s my favorite genocidal gremlin. Have you been treating her well?” Jay smiled.
“Like I barely have a choice. That girl is so demanding. And Gatanna’s always ready to bend over backwards for her.”
“Heh. Yeah, that’s Lilith.” Jay nodded his head slightly to Cutie. “Shall I follow you, dear [Godling].”
“Don’t even start that crap with me. Position over Class. You’re the Patriarch.”
In the wider Multiverse System, [Gods] and [Goddesses] normally stood at the apex. They ruled the pantheons, broker deals with dungeons they were amicable toward, fought in skirmishes to decide the divvying of resources, and were looked up to by the vassal civilizations in all of their territories.
Jay, as always, broke those rules.
He stood as the only reigning Ranker Patriarch on top of being the first male figurehead of the Protectorates– all the leaders of the Protectorates before him were female. Still, Jay couldn’t help but poke fun at it with his brand new earthborn [Godlings]. There was a reason [Gods] and [Goddesses] led the pantheons– they had too many System benefits to discount, and Jay had to struggle with the System to get it to do what he wanted as [Demon Lord]. It would’ve been impossible if he wasn’t married to the System Guide.
He entered the cafeteria, Cutie following behind him, and found a couple of joined tables filled with his closest people. It looked like a new party was in full swing, and Jay was getting pulled into the gravity of the occasion, whether or not he wanted to join. He quickly made his rounds with the [Godlings] first, hugging Fuzzy close before getting swept into a hug by Gatanna.
“I’m glad you made it back safe and sound, ladies,” Jay said.
“I miss home,” Gatanna replied. “Too many people and mean monsters and weak [Godlings] who don’t want to submit. I wish I ate more of them.”
“I made tons of friends!” Fuzzy cheered. “Lots of people like worshiping me. It’s fun. But kinda scary. Everyone keeps telling me I’ll be a good [Goddess] when I grow into it, but, like, what if I don’t?”
Jay looked at the tag saying Benevolence [Godling], Stage 1 at the top of Fuzzy’s info. “I highly doubt you’ll struggle at being a good one, Fuzzy. Gatanna, however…”
“What about me?” Gatanna’s gator teeth sprouted as she became defensive.
“Will be one of the loveliest [Goddesses] ever,” Jay said with a smirk.
“The loveliest and biggest.” The gator teeth shrank away.
Just like Cutie, Fuzzy and Gatanna had the [Godling] effects, adding an extra shimmer and shine around them. To be around them filled the air with grace and grandeur and godliness and more, especially with their small magic pouring in from all over their small corner of the Multiverse.
Unfortunately, some of the magic they received in having believers and prayers didn’t always reach them. Distance mattered. Especially the distance between universes. Only so much could trickle past the gaps and barriers, but this was the first of many trips they could embark on with their immortal lives. There was plenty of time to build up their church, increase the flow of belief, and train that mystical part of themselves that went beyond the System profile.
As long as they survived the next half decade. But at this point, Jay wasn’t stressing it. He was just happy to see his [Godlings] growing. They might reach Stage 2 in record time in the wake of YoAnna’s already quick advancements.
“You have a wonderful look on your face, Jay,” Lilith said, smiling at him while tucked into Mike’s side.
Jay reached over and rubbed his hand over Lilith’s head. “I’m thinking of a better tomorrow.”
“Good,” Lilith commented. “We should think of that more often.”
Jay’s smile grew even wider, his tail flicking excitedly until Casey picked him up by the scruff of his cozy top and placed him down on a seat beside her. Jay didn’t even bother fighting her on this brazen pass at him. It was too late for that.
Brit walked in, all holy light and comforting radiance. She took one look at Casey hanging all over Jay while debating Frank about the most effective alien martial arts they’d seen. Casey completely ignored Brit’s glare. Brit flew into a holy crusade.
Their trio of [Godlings] instantly set down a domain to protect everyone in the cafeteria as Casey lunged from her seat, eager for a fight. Without missing a beat after their year-long separation, Brit and Casey went on another one of their legendary battles over Jay.
As the Champions pooled coins together, betting on who would win this round, Jay found Emily sitting next to him. Out of all the relationships Jay had, the one between him and Emily had become the most distant.
As the Champions and the accompanying crowd of onlookers watched Brit and Casey use size-growth and transformation magic and went hog-wild on each other, Emily shifted nervously, opened and closed her mouth, and thought better of saying something.
“Please talk to me,” Jay said.
Emily lowered her head. “I can’t. There’s so much to work through, and I still haven’t figured it out.”
Jay wanted to urge her to let whatever came to mind come out regardless of it being messy. But whatever she had to say looked important to her.
Unfortunately, the potential conversation died before it truly began. Jay paid the fight his attention when Brit pulled a surprising victory.
The surprise was how she’d conducted the ending sequence to win: she dropped using her usual shield and lance and switched to heavy holy gauntlets to out-box Casey’s demonic tiger form. It only worked because Casey had lost focus on being a killer– Jay’s specifically– and was in the middle of embarrassing Brit until the counter struck.
“Hah!” Brit pumped both fists as she healed herself and her foe, both women returning to normal, or whatever was normal for half-gods.
“Fuck. I got too cocky.” Casey looked sullenly at Brit as the holy woman strode up to Jay, picked him up, and sat him down at a seat right next to her. The reality warping effects of the instant domain dissipated. The cafeteria returned to normal. Their audience remained ecstatic after witnessing a high ranked battle between their Patheon Counselor and Pantheon Leader.
“You ever get tired of the women fighting over you, Jay?” Dennis asked.
“You ever get tired of dreaming up elven maidens to love in your own castle?” Jay shot back with a goblin-like smile. “No, there’s no need to dream. You must’ve had plenty of fun there, picking through the different shades of elves all over the place.”
Dennis looked away. But something was wrong. Jay looked at Tim and ‘urged’ him to spiel.
“He met a badass orc lady who hates the Uk-Guk-Gara, and couldn’t get over her,” Tim grunted, glaring daggers at Jay for the ‘nudge.’
“I’ll guess I’ll have the elves to myself,” Emily muttered quietly, without thinking.
Everyone stopped giving Dennis judging looks and stared at Emily. And without missing a beat, Jay burst into roaring mad laughter and another round of Champion hijinks followed in the aftermath. It wasn’t as perfect as it would’ve been if Rick and Hailey were there and…
Oh, there she was. Kleo just popped in when Jay started looking for her. She gave him a friendly wave, and he waved back, letting her disappearance go out of mind.
Brit frowned slightly. For some reason. But then she was back to smiling and trading stories like the rest of them. Nothing amiss.
The festivities ended when Jay felt the shift in Chance. All the Champions could see Statuses like him now. Their Chance Modifications were climbing higher. Only Jay had the immense extrasensory abilities to read it for what it was– the [Godlings] weren’t as sharp as him yet.
“It’s time.” Jay smoothly stood from his seat, Brit’s hand sliding off his shoulder. He reached over to cup her face and give her a full kiss, ignoring Casey’s open glare, before giving the entire cafeteria a serious look. “Everyone to battle stations. Time to earn our blessings and live up to our coat of arms.”
They were the Protectorates, the Guarding Lions, and Jay was the head lion of them all. In a flash of sorcery from Kleo, Jay’s cozy outfit was exchanged for a new armor set Macy had made for them recently.
The armor was Mythical Quality, the equivalent of a Rank 8 power, and tough enough to endure cosmic destruction. It was also made of a strange spacey material that flowed around him like a black liquid with shimmering gold and white specks. It was like he was wearing a universe across his skin. A cape flowed from the back and had the same liquid-like texture.
“The Regalia of the Cosmic King is my greatest work yet,” Macy said. “All my thanks go to Gutok for being a wonderful benefactor and allowing me to play with his holdings of mythical materials.”
Jay nodded in thanks before summoning his crown of horns and teeth. Kleo popped up behind him, wearing the Regalia of the Cosmic Princess, which flowed like a liquid and starry dress around her legs.
“We all got mythical stuff waiting for us?” Frank asked with a smoldering rumble, fire and sparks slipping out between his words. He looked ready for a fight, especially as their Pantheon Commander.
“Of course. Just not as stellar.” Macy flourished her hand around. “The inspiration grows the strongest for those most powerful.”
“Works for me.”
“It’ll have to work,” Mike said as he looked over at soldiers and agents filing away in preparations for battle. “It’s not a good thing our Chance Modifications are rising so high. It should go down instead, since we haven’t done anything.”
“Mike’s right,” Emily said. “No rituals. No incantations. No manipulations and workings of Chance.”
“Then all of you need to be on your toes,” Jay said. “The [Godlings] have to stay protected inside the ship.”
“No, that’s not how I work,” Cutie spat. Gatanna and Fuzzy leaned in to show solidarity with their fellow young goddess.
“For this occasion, yes, it’s how you’ll work.” Jay met Cutie’s glare with a stern look until she backed down. Then he said in a gentler voice, “In any other case, I wouldn’t call for it. But with the eldritch, this is a necessity. So as soon as the jump is completed, Brit will release one of her best anti-eldritch incantations, with everyone supporting her.”
All the Champions could use incantations and were decent hands at it, even Macy. Giving Brit all that spiritual backing was going to supercharge her on top of being Jay’s wife.
“It might hurt you, Jay,” Brit said.
“Oh, it will hurt.” Jay chuckled. “But I’m no stranger to pain. And I’m sure our Pantheon Leader wouldn’t let my moment of weakness be taken advantage of.”
Casey glared moodily at her claws. “I’ll be damned to lose again.”
“As Pantheon Leader,” Tim hedged.
“Yeah, sure.”
Kleo sighed dramatically. “I’d like to be a stranger to pain. And not have to put our lives in everything covered in claws and thorns. But when it comes to being with you all, you can’t help but bring the masochists out of each other.”
“Hear, hear,” Frank muttered, most of the Champions letting out a dark chuckle. It was for reasons like these, knowing the pain and sacrifice they would face for the sake of each other, that Jay would do anything for these people and love every minute of it.




7. Earn Your Blessings, Guarding Lions

 
As predicted, the unpredictable struck. Jay felt the entire mega-ship lurch to a sudden halt. He couldn’t sense much beyond that while depowered and stuck in the Grav Chamber. He knew there was some extreme adversity on its way.
The internal white lights flickered off before being replaced by dark red lights. A foreign and uncanny ripple passed through the entire ship. Jay waited a few beats for Macy to bypass the emergency locks for him. When she failed to do so, Jay punched the door and sent a ton of metal careening into the opposite wall of the hall.
He instantly surveyed the situation and didn’t like what he was finding. They were in the abyss, stuck in the gap between universes, and what was holding them in place was best described as eldritch spider-webs.
Brit had switched the incantation she was supposed to plant on the fly. The result left all of their crew petrified in a white holy light, preserving them from the abyssal corruption. That was the good news in all of this.
Getting out of this trap would be a hassle. Kleo was fundamentally shut down by anything web-based if it had enough power to challenge her. Right now, the enemy could go after her since she was elsewhere on the ship.
“Maybe I should’ve kept you inside of me.” Jay moved at a brisk pace through the eerily silent halls filled with his petrified Protectorates and the warping ripples of the abyss.
It didn’t affect him, of course. He had the Eldritch Monkey Sage race to benefit from. Kleo was eldritch, too, so she wouldn’t be harmed by being in the abyss. It was the lack of a follow-up attack that was bugging Jay as he reached the hangar and found a few of his Champions.
“Brit’s on guarding duty. She can’t leave the [Godlings],” Frank explained, decked out in mythical armor. It was solid steel with specks of cosmic lights spiraling around the breastplates, pauldrons, and braces. He had a holy talisman– one of Brit and Macy’s collaborative creations– helping him endure the abyssal touch. He had a holy alchemy potion in him, too.
“I’m out of Mana,” Jay said. “And they drained the ship of power as soon as they caught us.”
“That’s more coordinated than what I expected,” Frank grunted, tossing Jay a Mana potion to sip on. “Can you see much out there?”
“I can see a bit,” Jay said in between sips. “It works differently here. My vision is shortened significantly. Give me a few minutes, and I’ll come up with an incantation for you guys.”
Jay watched the others making preparations to fight.
Dennis balanced on his shoulder a ten-foot club that sent rumbling and groaning tremors through the air with every shift. Emily spun a spectral scythe in one hand while checking over a massive hand cannon in the other, her bestial bat wings sprouting from her back as her mythical armor reshaped itself to her form. Lilith sat on the head of her Snake Spirit, dressed in a mythical plague doctor’s uniform while tossing softball-sized bombs between each gloved hand. Casey prowled from side-to-side while in her bestial form, filling most of the space in the hangar. On her back was Tim, in a form merging his humanity with his Dog Spirit, like a werewolf archer.
They all had the holy effects of talismans and potions protecting them from the abyss, but Jay figured those could only last so long. The abyss constantly corrupted whatever it touched, and nobody else other than Jay and Kleo could handle it indefinitely.
Jay checked in on Kleo with his connection. He received an internal message that she was with some other Champions– it felt like Mike and Macy from the description. The three of them could work on getting the ship back in order. Jay imagined Brit would work with their [Godlings] to build a better haven on their ship.
That was all fourteen accounted for– seven ready to fight at the front, and seven working on providing some big support. Just as Jay had a grasp of the tactical situation, the first of the enemy’s vanguard revealed themselves. Jay spent some of his precious Mana on [Graviton Prince] and formed dozens of walls to block out his Champions’ visions.
“Don’t look,” Jay said, for the benefit of those who were non-eldritch. He spent more precious Mana to grab up his petrified crew and pulled them away from the inky and gaseous substance forming in front of the hangar door.
The substance was a doorway of sorts, bypassing the armor of their ship and letting a creature crawl its way inside. It was a thing without life and not meant for mortal understanding. Part feline, part spider, part octopus, part crab, part slithering monstrosity.
Its countless eyes looked in Jay’s direction. It pulled further inside and showed off its spiraling, spine-riddled, and many-limbed body. When it pushed up the front of its anatomically wrong torso, several mouths tore open and revealed its many snaggle-toothed maws.
Then it spoke with the voice of an Englishman, “Hello, hello, dear creatures!”
“Jay, he sounds like some fancy guy from the BBC!” Tim said. “I kind of want to listen to him more.”
The English-speaking abomination scuttled and slithered a little closer. “We’ve been trying to catch your attention for so long, so of course they’ll send a pleasant fellow such as myself first. I hope you don’t mind our more assertive attempts. It’s a measure we prefer to use when other opportunities don’t present themselves.”
Jay listened long enough to catch what the monster was trying to hide with its pleasant voice. There was a sinister draw for the monster’s targets to listen to it more, enthralling them to become passive.
“Don’t listen,” Jay said.
“Now, now, let’s not be too hasty. We’ve only made this effort to get your attention for vital reasons! You should listen to me. I’m a friend.”
“With our bonds comes the words we will say for each other, the visions we endure for one another,” Jay chanted, scrounging up enough Mana for a spur-of-the-moment incantation. “And the horrors we hear for none other but us, Call of the Freak.”
Relying on an old faithful redefined for the moment, Call of the Freak gave Jay’s present Champions some of his sensory benefits so they weren’t so easily harmed by the usual tricks of eldritch monsters– perception-based curses and hauntings that would make a man go raving mad. On top of that, he had some of his Talents and Titles pulling their weight despite the costs.
Oh well, he had [Status Meditation] and extra Mana potions lying around for a reason. He was recovering as fast as he could while being inactive, dropping the graviton walls so his Champions could see the monster for themselves.
“I sense unnecessary hostility,” the monster said, creeping closer. “Have I attacked you? Have I done anything to deserve your ire? All I wanted was your attention. Is that so bad to ask for?”
“Keep your mouth shut,” Jay barked, catching Dennis before he answered. “Don’t talk to it.”
“What are we dealing with, Jay?” Frank asked.
“That thing is a nightmare for the System,” Jay said with a sigh. “It’s abyssal, and completely against the structure of the Multiverse.”
“In other words, it doesn’t have a profile,” Casey said. “Because I can’t get an analysis from it.”
“And you can’t get a good read of its power,” Emily followed up.
“The only power that matters is the power of friendship!” the entity said, spreading its many limbs wide. “Let us hold each other close and merge and be well-met. You won’t regret it.”
Lilith struck first, igniting the first half of the hangar she’d silently filled with gas. The white combustion would’ve been blinding if Jay hadn’t walled off the monster and the explosion with a big graviton wall.
His weakness showed a little when Lilith’s creation burned through his wall and broke it down. On the other side, the monster screeched in pain, and sounded like it was dying. Then the dying screeches became something different, something even more sinister. Like hawking laughter.
“No good, no good, you’re not supposed to hurt a Friendlie!” shouted the monster, smashing through the wall, white flames flickering across its body.
It ran face first into Dennis’s club and his [Titanic Aura of Brawn And Honor] Skill. At the same time, Casey struck with her paw at the top of the monster’s head to rip away some of its flesh.
The impacts would’ve killed the lesser crew if Emily hadn’t hung back beside Jay and conjured her own wall made of skeletons and phantom flesh. She blocked the legendary impacts in the enclosed space and protected their crew. It was barely enough by itself.
Jay finally made good use of all his small magic build-up. He clumsily shoved some of it into Emily’s efforts to bolster her a bit.
Between the two of them, they kept the hangar from ripping apart and killing the nearby crew. Lilith fell back beside them, and so did Tim. He rapidly fired divine arrows at the unyielding monster.
Dennis, Casey, and Frank stayed upfront. They beat the monsters left, right, up, and down, doing all they could to lay consistent damage while holding themselves back. None of them were fighting at full-power while inside of the ship.
“We need a domain,” Jay said into multiple wormholes. He wasn’t a fan of the situation. The monster kept laughing off the damage and creeping forward. And Jay sensed it was growing stronger, too.
A prayer from Brit pierced through the abyssal drenched air: “Coming right up, Jay.”
A second barely passed before a golden wave of divinity and holiness pushed the abyss back. A domain appeared, altering reality, buffing the defenders, and protecting the noncombatants.
The hangar stretched out for many miles, giving the [Fighters] more space to work with. It was just enough space for Jay to step forward and join them. He didn’t bother bringing out a weapon– he didn’t want to destroy the domain.
“I can’t be hurt, little tasty snacks!” screeched the monster. “You should be friendly to a Friendlie, or I’ll grow stronger and nastier… and hungrier.”
It gnashed its teeth in Casey’s direction and nearly took her head. “And there’s many like me waiting outside for a bite to eat.”
It spiraled around, swinging its tail down at Frank, slamming him into the floor with a rumbling impact. “There is no hope to resist. I can feel my power over you. Your System will not help you here.”
A crab claw struck Dennis’s club and knocked him off-balance. “We’re the gods here. And you’re the feast we’re due.”
“Shut up.” Jay punched the monster and knocked its many teeth out, pushing his Stamina as hard as he could without an aura weapon or Skill.
The creature hit the ground hard and rose with a slight slump, its confidence dented. Everyone took advantage of the window Jay presented, ganging up on the deviant thing with acid, flames, bludgeon blows, tiger teeth, and more.
“How are we feeling after that warm up?” Jay looked back at them as the domain collapsed and returned the hangar to normal.
“Fucking aye, that was some good levels,” Tim said.
“Fuck the levels. I could’ve killed it if Dennis didn’t keep getting my way,” Casey growled.
“I’m only following in your footsteps, Pantheon Leader,” Dennis said coolly.
“Our team work is off,” Lilith said. “Not by much. But even a microsecond out-of-place matters at our Rank. Which is on clear display with Casey’s lack of team play.”
“Hey–”
“Oh, sorry, I meant the Pantheon Leader’s lack of team play.”
“Enough,” Jay said deeply. “Frank, lead the team. Casey, catch yourself up on everyone else’s moves. You can’t solo all the time. Prepare for the next wave.”
Before anything else could be said, Jay nodded at the twisting hole hovering near the hangar door. Another entity was wriggling through. Jay could sense more than one on its way.
“Why not take the fight to them?” Dennis asked, refastening his grip on his club.
“Trust me,” Jay said. “We don’t want to be out there unless you’re me or Kleo. And I don’t want to leave the ship’s interior just yet.”
“Or we’ll be undefended without you,” Emily said with a wispy sigh.
“Then keep doing us a favor and back us up.” Frank flourished his flaming sword around before settling into a more aggressive stance. “I haven’t gotten so many levels in a while. Rank 8, here we come.”
That lit a fire under everyone. These creatures were a problem for the System, but they obviously came with bonus Experience for defeating them. Perfect.
***
As expected, the challenges grew with every wave of ‘Friendlies’ wriggling out of the vapor portal they’d established. The portal was protected from any convenient banishment-style magic. The abyssal energy in the air worked in the favor of the invaders, which was mildly frustrating for Jay to allow because of Mana cost concerns.
The Friendlies didn’t all look the same. Some had more crab claws and legs. Others slapped around tentacles while making obscene sounds that belonged in a H. P. Lovecraft horror.
As the challenges grew, Jay found himself a little weaker than he would’ve preferred, limited in his tools, and forced to be more supportive because of the restricted environment. He sacrificed Mana when it was easier to use his System than it was to pump small magic where it needed to go.
“Yeah, I should’ve taken those lessons more seriously,” Jay muttered. He had to rely more on Brit and their protected trio of Stage 1 [Godlings] to plant a fresh domain each time a wave started up.
Even outside of the Multiverse System, there was a gamey setup for this encounter. They couldn’t remove the portal, but no other portals appeared outside of here. With each success against a wave of Friendlies, the domain collapsed under the pressure of the invasive abyss. It had to be recreated to keep the fights from ripping the ship in half when faced with a new wave.
It would be easier if Jay could weave a domain instantaneously with small magic alone. The abyssal energy in the air hampered that side of Jay’s powers and screwed with everyone’s connection to the System. He was being out-eldritch by the true eldritch creatures, and because his greater power was harmful to the ship and his people, Jay had to play with the kid gloves on.
At the very least, he could watch his Champions synchronize better with every successive wave, learning to trust each other again after so much time apart. The last time they fought seriously as a large team was at the end of the USA War and against Jessica, the junior archangel surrogate. The difference between them back then and them now was stark. Frighteningly so.
Frank burned like the heart of a dragon-forged sun. He picked up momentum and raised the heat. The harder the fight became, the more damage he received, the hotter he burned. Jay had to wall off a section for Frank to fight at the front and not burn the other Champions.
Frank traded weapons around as needed. He went from katana to poleaxe, to estoc, to plain fisticuffs. His mythical magitek fist plowed into the faces of the many-mouthed abominations and erased them with a nuclear-dragon flash.
The only downside to Frank’s self-burning style was the damage he accrued to himself, so he’d have to stop mid-wave and swap out with Dennis who was a simple man. He stood in front of an ugly monster that would rend the minds of low ranked mortals and hit them. He hit them really hard. He hit them so hard they go from being conceptual nightmares to something more simple-minded and easier to grasp.
Dennis’s straightforwardness was his ‘Strength’ and his weakness. It was easy to avoid him if it wasn’t for Tim spraying eldritch monsters around Dennis with an endless ocean of divinely enhanced magic arrows. His hands moved so fast that Tim was on the verge of breaking time. He might gain some temporal speed based powers at this rate. His impeccable precision landed near-impossible shots all around Dennis. He made it look effortless. Like water down a duck’s backside.
Between Frank, Dennis, and Tim, one side of the room looked fairly covered. The other side was dominated by mostly Casey. She killed eldritch with one or two good hits. When she failed to do so, Lilith slithered in on her Snake Spirit and filled a gap with holy acids and flames. Her constant repositioning raised a few concerns, but Lilith’s [Crafter] build was both intelligent, lucky, and ridiculously tough. She slipped away from some close-calls with a few scuffs and provided Casey the opening she needed to tear her prey apart.
Even at her largest demonic tiger size, Casey moved with so much grace and power, she outdid all the other Champions by herself– her every strike received astronomical Chance Mods. These attacks were heavily reliant on her establishing a ‘killer’ mindset against each foe and partially pretending they were Jay. Her strikes seemed personal.
“This can’t last forever,” Emily said in between pouring healing beams on Frank and Dennis.
Her [Field of Karmic Cycles] was keeping track of all the damage her fellow Champions were receiving, upping her ability to heal or to turn her scythe into a death ray gun. Her hand cannon came into play to cover Lilith and Casey. Her [Wraiths of Guarding Death and Graven Sight] were preoccupied with moving through the ship and collecting the petrified crew. They took everyone to where Brit had set up a holy site that warded away the abyssal energy.
“Agreed,” Jay said, sipping on his third Mana potion. It was high-quality stuff. Unfortunately, he was teetering close to suffering Mana Sickness, which he hadn’t faced in years.
Jay was in a catch-22. He was pouring his power into his Champions, giving them that extra destructive edge they needed to be effective against the eldritch invaders. But each Champion was a hungry hole to drain into, especially in a challenge that was pushing them harder than they’d been pushed in a while.
The Friendlies grew stronger from suffering hostility. The only way to kill them was through enough brutality that damaged them wholly without destroying the domain that was protecting the ship. Granted, the ship was mostly legendary in quality, but this sort of fight would crack it relatively fast without the domains being conjured with every wave.
“Hello, hello, it is the voice of your savior, a spirit of the machine you may say!” Macy said through the intercom, using her Industrial Affinity to make it work.
“Woman, we don’t have fucking time for pleasantries!” Frank roared in between ionizing breaths of dragon fire. “Say what you have to say!”
“If I am to be our savior, I must have my dramatics. And that comes with the preamble of thanking my assistants, the magical Mike, who has a lovely brain deserving of constant admiration, and the eclectically talented and highly supportive Creepy Kleo! With their aid–”
“Sis, please, we’re getting a little ragged here!” Emily shouted at the intercom as she healed Dennis’s mangled arm back into shape.
“I know, I know, but I must persist with the dramatics. Because even the eldritch are not entirely free of the System as they think they are. They are mere viruses. Worms and the like. But without a System, they wouldn’t have anything to attach themselves to or cause mayhem for. Thus, they are still subjects of Chance and story. There is some shape for them. A theme that is entrapping us to their game. And we’ve found the answer to that puzzle.”
Reading ahead on the script, Jay figured this was his time to step forward and for everyone else to brace themselves. Good timing.
The frontline was looking ragged. Casey was losing her perfect edge. Lilith couldn’t help or escape as fast as she should and was risking too much. Tim was slowing down. Dennis was getting walloped too hard. And Frank wasn’t burning so hot. Jay sighed as he hoped the domain could hold and took something out from his spatial storage.
A dark brown staff with silver caps. It was his own creation, an idea spurned by his race, which influenced the name– Monkey King Staff, Legendary Quality.
He walked forward and concentrated on enveloping the staff with his divine will before infusing it with an aura.
It was a backward process to take, but having a year of travel and vacation gave him time to practice conjuring aura without a Skill or an aura-weapon. That meant even with his Mana depleted and his lack of consistency with small magic, his Stamina pool was in full play. Jay carefully swung the staff around and smacked a Friendlie off of Dennis.
The touch of his staff deleted the monster completely. A whipping wind roared across the battlefield and stunned most of the combatants.
“Back off and hunker down,” Jay said. “Macy’s speech is going to end soon.”
Nobody questioned him as Jay took the front, all of his Champions falling behind him. He whirled the staff around a few times before settling into a wide-stance with the weapon tucked under his arm.
“You want someone to take a picture, or are you posing like that to scare them off?” Frank grunted.
“He gets a ten out of ten from me,” Dennis said.
“Shush, Macy’s finishing,” Lilith said, as Jay picked up the fight with the eldritch creatures and smacked them away into oblivion.
“–it was obvious! If we’re snared in the spider’s web, then we must not be the bug to be caught. We must be the person who rips through such nuisances. And they will adhere to our rules, not theirs!”
“It’s been a year since I’ve seen Macy face to face and I can somehow interpret that as getting ready for robo mode,” Tim said, latching onto a handhold on the wall. The others did the same as the entire ship shuddered, rumbled, and switched the lights from dark red to bright white.
A klaxon filled the air with its strident noise as the ship transformed inside out, breaking the domain, breaking the portal by the hangar door, and banishing the invasive Friendlies. The wave concluded promptly, and the air became more clear inside of the vessel as it underwent its transformation and took on a different shape and function.
“Bless it, Brit,” Jay said through a wormhole.
“Way ahead of you!” Brit replied with a direct prayer.
Jay hurled as much System Mana and small magic Brit’s way. She gladly took it while coordinating with their [Godlings] to harden the reality of their reassembled vessel and thwart any more attempts to ensnare it and board it.
Something outside screamed with violent anger, but they didn’t try to fight the vessel itself. Jay had a hunch the mastermind behind this trap lived by certain rules. It must trap and invade from the inside instead of going head-to-head outright. Whether that was true or not wasn’t apparent just yet, but as the air inside of the ship became more clear and abyssal free, Jay’s theory felt sound.
He let out a relieved breath. “You guys did well. Very well.” He was proud of himself, too. Pushing amina-based attacks wasn’t his forte, and he had been losing Stamina fast.
Frank walked up to Jay and clapped him on the shoulder with his metal hand. “We hadn’t fought together like that in a while. It feels different. More advanced. But good shit.”
“Faster, too,” Dennis said with a big, weary sigh. “I could barely keep up with the rest of you all.”
Tim slammed backward onto the floor and lay spread eagle. Casey returned to her more humanoid form, her feline tail whipping from side to side as she regarded everyone else. Her eyes stopped on Jay.
“It’s actually kind of fun fighting beside you all again,” Casey murmured. “I forgot what it felt like.”
“You are a powerhouse. You’ve killed so many on your own. I’m very impressed with that.” Lilith walked over and patted Casey on the thigh– Lilith was the only person shorter than Jay, after all. “But do not forget that you are not alone. A killer is only as good as their ability to maintain themselves, or have others maintain them.”
Casey almost sneered, then thought better of it and knelt down to be at Lilith’s height. “I still don’t know if I should thank you or hate you for making me the first monsterized Champion.”
“Do either. Or neither. I don’t care. My work speaks for itself.” Lilith slid her plague doctor mask back and smiled.
“This is sweet,” Emily said.
“Yeah, it is. Now it’s my time to rain on this parade.” Frank waved around them. “What’s next? Can we leave happy, friendly eldritch land? Or is it not so simple?”
“It’s not so simple,” Jay said.
“Why can’t things be simple?” Tim shouted from the floor. Emily scooped him up and placed him back on his feet, letting him lean on her without saying much. That mollified Tim a bit.
Jay pointed at the closest speaker as it crackled to life right on cue.
“A rather vexing issue, isn’t it?” Mike said through the speaker. “The eldritch monstrosities of the abyss aren’t so free of the System as proclaimed. But their native habitat is still hostile to uses of the System and keeps changing the math to stump even my Intellect.”
“You’re too dumb for eldritch math. Noted,” Frank said.
“Oof, that’s a nasty burn.” Dennis winced.
“Franklin, you will suffer a portion of my wrath for calling Mike dumb,” Lilith said. “It will come at a time least expected.”
“I have no regrets.”
“As I was saying,” Mike interrupted with a harrumph. “Kleo’s trying to use her System Guide privileges to find our home. All three codexes are parsing through the math, the data being fed to Macy. I’m acting as the bridge between Macy and Kleo right now, and we are steadily charting a way home through these eldritch waters.”
“Before anyone asks, just because Kleo and I are eldritch doesn’t mean we can just leave this place at will,” Jay said. “It’s because we’re eldritch, the abyss would divert us and make it difficult. Kleo can’t be stopped by any gap or boundary. But the abyss will literally move around our universes.”
“Literally literally?” Dennis asked.
“This place doesn’t work on the basic rules of reality, magic, or the System,” Jay explained. “This is actually the worst outcome for us. Now we’re…”
“Adrift,” Tim completed, looking horrified. “And here I thought facing dungeons filled with rapey goblins was the worst.”
“When’s the next round of action, Jay?” Emily asked.
“We’re fortified as a giant robot for now,” Jay said. “Can’t say when our trapper will try to crack that or engage in a kaiju fight. I should go over to where Brit’s holding things down and check on our [Godlings] and mortals.”
“Some of us should go with you. Some of us should check on Mike and the others. Then maybe reconvene here and prepare to respond to any new scenarios?” Lilith suggested.
Casey looked a little flummoxed at getting boxed out as the leader. It was as if nothing had changed. Lilith was still Lilith, and Jay couldn’t help but laugh despite the situation.
“I honestly couldn’t have come up with a better plan,” Jay said. “Lilith, Casey, Frank, to the head of operations. Tim, Dennis, and Emily with me to the stomach.”
“Aye, Patriarch,” everyone said at once.
Right when they set off, Lilith dropped a bomb beside Frank’s foot. Frank largely ignored it before realizing it wouldn’t be a simple explosive. He moved too late as the bomb erupted with a flash-freezing substance, locking Frank in a prison of high quality ice.
“I offer this living tribute in honor of the Vengeance [Godling], A Dish Best Served Cold,” Lilith chanted, as Frank attempted to melt his way out. There was a sheen of small magic that covered the icy block. Frank’s progress slowed down drastically.
“Carry him, Casey,” Jay said with a sigh.
“Heh, sure.” The smile on her face sent Frank into a roaring rage. Casey carried the ice prison on her shoulder and followed Lilith.
“I love you guys,” Jay said as Tim and Emily trailed behind him.
“And we, um, love you, too,” Emily said in a small voice.
Tim looked off to the side while rubbing the back of his neck. Dennis gave a thumbs up.
Jay’s smile couldn’t be any larger, as if they weren’t stuck in the abyss with minimal chances of escaping. At least he had some of his best people here with him. Although, this would weigh on him more if they get delayed from witnessing YoAnna’s big evolution day.
Jay figured they would make it back home in time. They just had to. It… wouldn’t be good if he wasn’t there for YoAnna’s first evolution. The mere thought made him shiver a little. The trio following Jay looked at him weirdly.
“We need to solve this before YoAnna’s finish evolving,” Jay said, his tail lowering. “Or else she might be upset.”
There was no need for further explanation beyond that. They understood where Jay was coming from. Brit could be a little crusader crazy as Jay’s holy wife. YoAnna was a different type of crazy as Jay’s divine wife.




8. Drifting through the Abyss

 
Traversing through a giant robot that had once been a ship was a unique experience. Jay and his Champions were fortunate enough to be in the hanger, which was also part of the robot’s torso. But even that had hallways, cabins, and an assortment of sections belonging to the ship shuffled around or replaced with machinery depending on Macy’s zany needs.
Jay, Tim, Emily, and Dennis climbed through narrow spaces from hatch to hatch, sometimes maneuvering through thick bundles of power cables like scaling around the veins of a colossus. They were descending toward the midsection where Brit was located with their [Godlings] and mortals.
“So, Jay,” Dennis said as they shimmied between a wall and a redundant battery cell.
“What’s up?” Jay asked, reaching for the next hatch. He wrenched the handle down and flipped it open with ease. Despite the hatches being narrow enough to give Dennis’s large frame some trouble, they weighed several tons and could crush a person in the low ranks.
“You don’t feel anything toward your cousins?” Dennis asked, waiting in the back as Tim and Emily slipped in after Jay.
“Please tell me you’re joking.” Jay floated to a stop and turned to gawk at Dennis.
Tim and Emily maneuvered around to get out of the way as Dennis looked back with a blank face. The facade broke, and the big man let out a big laugh. “Dude, I’m joking with you. I can’t joke?”
Jay harrumphed. “Everybody’s funny now. What happened to that being my schtick?”
“You became what you laughed about, Jay.” Dennis reached over and wrapped an arm around Jay’s neck. His biceps and forearms pressed in like a clamp. “You became the authority figure.”
“He’s not completely lost,” Tim said.
“Yeah, I still have a funny bone in me,” Jay added. “Maybe even two.”
“Sure, sure. But give it time. And let the authority set in.” Dennis released his hold around Jay and moved onward as they reached a T-section “Then you’ll become Frank Jr.”
“Laughable.” Jay glared at the others as they tried to hide their smiles behind their hands. “I almost liked you two better when you were stoic and edgy.”
“I’m making up for Rick while he’s on vacation,” Tim said.
“I don’t want to be grim all the time,” Emily said. “I’d like to work on that before I finally get to talk to Joyce.”
Jay sealed his mouth before he said the wrong thing. He had no predictions for Joyce. Chance could’ve played a part where the eldritch monsters focused on the homebound Protectorates and ignored Joyce completely. Or she might find a nasty surprise waiting for her when she tried her own dimensional traveling. There was nothing he could do about that, which vexed him a little.
“I don’t blame you for that, by the way,” Emily said. “I blame myself for not being involved.”
Jay came to a stop before they entered the space Brit was occupying with the others. The others stopped with him, Emily holding her breath.
“Then the next time you see her, make it matter,” Jay said. “You never know what you’re missing out on until it’s gone.”
That might’ve come out with a little more heat than necessary, but the message was well received. Emily had nothing more to say, and Tim became a little more reclusive.
“Okay then, well, I’m definitely excited to see what Brit has done with the place,” Dennis said, pushing through the next hatch. He sighed with pleasure, and the mood for Tim and Emily lifted.
Jay stayed back, outside of the sanctuary’s boundaries. There were some pains he was willing to endure, but this place was anti-him, or more specifically anti-eldritch. Emily picked up on Jay’s reluctance and pieced two and two together. She gave him a pained look.
“I’ll wait out here. Go check on Brit and our [Godlings] and see if they need anything,” Jay said.
Dennis winced. “You sure–”
“Go.”
They left Jay behind, which he was a little thankful for. His mood had soured getting here, and having some time alone helped him sift through his thoughts.
His concerns weren’t just about Joyce. Everyone on this vessel was his concern. It almost felt like he should be out there, facing the threat directly. But Jay knew that was an easy way to lose his people in the chaos and get separated by the abyss.
“I was able to come here and back through spirit alone.” Jay sat down, legs crossed and chin propped on his fists. “Each evolution from Rank 3 to Rank 7 had me and Kleo meet up with Sushi deep in the abyss. I took after the Eldritch Monkey from having my spirit fight one. Kleo became a monstrous version of herself by eating random stuff out here. Strange buildings and monsters, too.”
They didn’t need anything more for their next evolution. They were as refined as they were going to be. But since they were here, was it possible to use their eldritch nature to navigate this place and find the right way home?
Kleo was working on that with the smartest people in the Protectorates, but it felt like she was still having trouble. They weren’t ensnared in a web anymore, so the monsters out there wouldn’t be able to stop her. Maybe he should’ve checked up on her instead of coming down here. Even sitting close to the sanctuary was a pain.
“Sorry, Jay, I couldn’t leave any wriggle room for interpretation when I lay the consecrated site down,” Brit’s voice reached him before she appeared from the other side of the hatch. She was dressed in liquid silver and feathery white armor that was skin-tight on her curvy body. Her holy power shone brightly while she helped the sanctuary stay functional.
“It’s okay,” Jay said. “I’m just happy you’re safe. The others, too, of course.”
Brit smiled. “I’m far from needing a rescuer, but if I ever do, you’ll be the first one I call.”
That cheered him up.
“So we’re in a pickle from what I’m understanding,” Brit said.
“Yeah, and I’m trying to think about how to get past this one,” Jay said.
“I heard over the intercom our resident geniuses are putting their brains together for this one, sugar. What’s stopping them from calculating a way out?”
“The abyss,” Jay muttered. “Which makes no sense. We came down here with every evolution. Why can’t we leave?” He should be the expert on it, but he didn’t think he’d end up here in flesh and spirit.
Brit didn’t have the answer, but she was good at lending an ear and being there.
“I thought about going out there and exploring,” Jay said. “But I worry the moment I look away from the ship is the moment the abyss can take you all away from me.”
“Maybe it can,” Brit said softly, leaning against the edge of the hatch.
“The weird part is how I can check on my link between me and YoAnna, and it’s still there,” Jay explained. “But it exists while also not providing me with a general direction of where to go to follow it.”
The abyss couldn’t cut off what tied him and YoAnna together. That connection was too strong. Yet this place could make directions nonexistent. Or scrambled. If that wasn’t the case, then Kleo could’ve taken control and easily taken them back home.
Jay grunted in frustration and pushed his hand through the sanctuary’s boundaries. It burned. A lot.
Brit grabbed his hand and didn’t bother to stop him. The joke Kleo had made in the cafeteria about them being masochistic held some truth.
If Jay didn’t have a propensity for pain and weirdness, he wouldn’t have made it this far. He wouldn’t have completed each soulful dive where an old eldritch monkey beat his soul into shape and helped him evolve.
Suddenly, a weird idea came to Jay’s mind. “Are those eldritch things my cousins?”
Brit held her tongue and gripped his burning hand with both of hers, being there to support him as his crazy brain worked in overdrive. Then, like flipping a light switch, Jay had a eureka moment, surprising himself. An instant later, he felt Kleo’s bubbly cheer as she received the same idea through their connection.
“Hey, we’re going to go see another side of my family now,” Jay said with a big grin, pushing all the way through the sanctuary boundaries. His body became a living torch, burning him up with constant damage. He felt sick and a little miserable, but he refused to let that keep him down. “And this side of the family is a little odd, rough around the edges, and might test you violently as soon as they see you.”
Brit pulled him into an embrace, hugging his head against her breast plate. Then she backed up slightly and looked into the eyes of a paradoxical mad god.
“Whoever it is, I’ll welcome them with open arms and break a leg or two if I have to,” Brit said, closing in for a kiss. She stopped and looked to the side where the other champions, [Godlings] and half-gods, walked in on them.
“Gatanna wanted to ask if we can eat from the ice cream ration,” Fuzzy said quickly. “And hey, Jay! Thanks for keeping those eldritch baddies out!”
“Ice cream ration?” Jay raised an eyebrow.
“The sanctuary is based on one of the cafeterias before the ship transformed into a robot. Some of the old functions are gone. So the supply of food we have now is all we got. Gatanna ran through half the ice cream before I stopped her.”
“I don’t like confined spaces and being hunted,” Gatanna murmured in embarrassment.
“Neither do I, Gatanna,” Jay said. “But that’s all about to change soon.”
***
Jay left the sanctuary after ensuring everyone was safe with his own eyes. The mortals weren’t petrified anymore. People liked to see him reassure them they’d find a way out of the abyss. It was technically safe for them to exit the sanctuary, but with the vessel in giant robot mode, there was always the danger of getting squished by moving parts.
He reached the head of operations and entered a room filled with holographic screens based on the System and the information the codexes were running. He found his throne-like seat and sat down while Mike, Macy, and Lilith were conversing on technical information they alone understood. Frank glared from the side, obviously out of the loop.
“I kinda got the gist of what we’re doing next,” Casey said, leaning over the backrest of the seat. “We’re going to seek the other Eldritch Monkeys, huh?”
“The problem is the how,” Jay said. “Since we’re still in the abyss, and we still have monsters out there waiting for an opening to attack.”
Kleo was in the corner by herself, meditating on the same issue. It wasn’t like they could math their way to a random Eldritch Monkey. Jay’s people didn’t work together. They would have to aim to find one and go from there.
“I guess I get to live up to my promise and see if I can take the Eldritch Monkeys out of here,” Jay said.
“You think I’ll get any good fights out of it?” Casey asked, smiling toothily.
“You just want to show off against my kin, huh? Go on ahead. But none of them will be me.” Jay smirked.
Casey huffed and left him alone. She was keeping her hands to herself now, the loss to Brit staying fresh in memory.
Jay joined Kleo in meditation and reviewed all of his experiences with astral projection while evolving. Everybody’s evolution was different. Some had no memories during the experience. Others had vague recollections of having to face a challenge, answer a question, or acknowledge a part of themselves, new or old. Jay searched for the link between him and the Eldritch Monkeys, between him and Sushi.
He didn’t think he’d find any success, but then he felt a strange but welcoming shift in his mind frame. He looked more inwardly at himself. At who he was. An oddity. A jovial person. Someone with many interests, a daredevil soul, and a willingness to give his interests his all even in the face of risking harm. He was someone without fate who forged his own, an explorer willing to face the unknown.
Jay exited his meditation and found Kleo sitting on the armrest, her face hovering over his. “You figured out your part,” she said, a statement of truth.
“If we want to find the Eldritch Monkeys, we have to be bold and daring,” Jay said, rising out of his seat. The room was silent now. “And a little stupid. We’re going out into the abyss.”
“You’re going to lead the way?” Frank asked.
“Yeah, and I’ll hold the ship’s hand.” Jay raised his fist, and Kleo bumped it. “Whatever gets in our way is going to regret it.”
There was some room for doubt regarding anyone attempting to leave the safety of the ship. But this was their Patriarch and his faithful familiar. It was easy for Jay to placate any concerns, which was mostly from Mike, who was more than frustrated by the impossible mathematics of the abyss. That and stepping out of the ship was a death trap for everyone else other than Jay and Kleo. But once they were out and growing to match the size of the ship, it didn’t feel too bad.
“Oh, yeah, that’s the stuff!” Kleo roared, stretching her limbs as she floated in the abyss. The only thing keeping her tethered was Jay’s tail around her ankle. Now that they were giant-sized, they could appreciate the robotic vessel everybody was living in.
“Oh, nice, she went with the classic Robotech designs instead of being another Gundam ripoff,” Kleo said over Jay’s shoulder, cheering up more while out here.
Jay nodded at the humanoid face, the angular torso, and tubular limbs. From their perspective, it looked like a very well-made figurine. Its metal hand held Jay’s hand with a vice-grip.
A torrent of webs and energy shot through the abyss from behind a geometrically wrong structure that hadn’t been there a moment ago. Another torrent of webs and energy fired down from an inky black splotch that was darker than the rest of the abyss. More and more appeared, aiming to catch Kleo and ensnare her.
“Dread,” Jay said, and lit each line with a power any eldritch would fear. Holy fire. Like a true paradoxical mad god, Jay wielded his own weakness just to hurt an enemy.
It didn’t work out as perfectly as he liked. The holy fire scorched him and Kleo in return. The [Demon Lord] and the [Demon Lady] didn’t complain much. The abyss shuddered around them and the entities causing them so much trouble in the first place revealed themselves.
To Jay’s amazement, the degree to which an eldritch monster could get any uglier than the Friendlies was relatively high. These things looked like the grandmothers of the Friendlies and had fat, maggot-like flesh, slug bodies, and plump humanoid faces that oozed pus from every orifice. They also had the usual spider, crab, and other assortments of limbs while appearing far larger than Jay, Kleo, and the robot ship. There were half a dozen of them, and they confidently moved in position to surround them.
“The [System Master],” croaked one of the eldritch grannies, “sends his regards.”
“And who is it he is sending it through?” Jay asked.
“The Ladies of Broken Fate, dearie.” They smiled at him meanly. “And now be a good child and stay where you are. We’ll send you more fodder to keep you occupied, if you like.”
Jay narrowed his eyes before reading the situation for what it was. “Ah. This trap isn’t about us. It’s about YoAnna.”
They were trying to turn them into hostages to bring YoAnna into the abyss. That was insulting.
Jay was nobody’s hostage.




9. Being the damsel of Jay Luckrun

 
In the many hot topics Macy had with her sisters, the talk surrounding Jay Luckrun had always been the most titillating, divisive, and shameless. Macy could see why Casey was so emboldened to take advantage of the risque connection she had with Jay despite him being a married man. Macy also thought Casey deserved her the butt-whoppings from Brit when Jay’s holy wife could edge a win.
Macy and Emily had unresolved feelings. For Emily, she’d dropped her connection with Jay and became rigidly cold, and now she was having an awkward time apologizing for that. For Macy, she’d never really known it was there in the first place.
She had been quite content with how things were developing with Mike and Lilith. Until she’d realized she wanted to take more of Mike’s time away from Lilith. Knowing how bad of an idea that was, Macy had bowed out gracefully and sent herself adrift, which gave her time to come to terms with other romantic thoughts and pursuits.
Of course, having a crush or any feelings didn’t mean she was going to act untoward. She didn’t have Casey’s capacity for being so shameless.
Macy preferred to be shameless for building things or making more money. And the flings she had with Tim were quite satisfying. But as Macy took full control of her giant robot, becoming one with the machine, she enjoyed having her giant robot hand clutching Jay’s supersize hand. It was a great pleasure even while being beset by monstrous grandmas from the abyss.
Macy had replaced plenty of herself, but she didn’t fully remove her emotions or sense of femininity. No matter how tempting it was to commit self-lobotomy, she’d been through too many girl-talks with her sisters and the other women of the Champions. Their talks dissuaded her from fully pulling the plug on being an emotional creature. Now Macy had to endure the enhanced sensations and emotional responses of being a giant robot damsel while containing everyone’s life inside of her.
She could feel a swell of life inside of her stomach– the robot’s midsection where Brit had created a sanctuary with their [Godlings]. She could feel the ones occupying her ‘head,’ where they watched the battle thanks to Jay and Kleo’s magic keeping them from going insane. She felt pregnant and insecure and scared and excited because of all the thousands of structural issues she had to patch throughout. Her giant robotic figure was jerked around by Jay’s defensive and offensive movements to fight off the giant eldritch grannies.
“Why aren’t you helping?” Frank grunted, gripping a seat near the console as Macy’s giant ‘body’ was swung wide around from Jay’s left to his right. Almost like a dance. Then the screens were filled with a bright flash of fire as Kleo used sorcery to burn through multiple eldritch attacks.
“Help in what way?” Mike asked from next to Macy’s little ‘body.’ “Macy’s keeping the vessel from being torn apart. All of our energy needs to be focused on just surviving.”
Macy held in a gasp as Jay cinched his arm around her giant waist and pulled them into a dive. Or was it a rise? There was no knowing. There weren’t any real planets she could use for navigating. There were barely any objects that made sense without having an eldritch companion explain it all.
“No, there’s nothing we can do,” Casey grunted. “We’re too weak.”
“It’s not that we’re weak, we’re just far outside of our element,” Mike explained. “It’s a miracle we’re not completely crushed and warped by the abyss. We can’t survive this place.”
“I don’t like being a damsel,” Frank muttered.
Says him, thought Macy. She was having a lot of fun. No doubt, it was scary and worrying. These confusing maternal emotions conflating her near one-to-one connection with her giant form superimposed her experience inside the command center. She was both a helpless girl in Jay’s arms and a passenger on the big chair. It was all a thrilling ride, really.
She couldn’t wait for Hailey to come back so they could talk about it. Hailey would be so jealous. As controlling as Hailey could be, she always did like Jay for being his own little rebel. After all, none of the Allens could’ve guessed that Rooftop Weirdo would become a prominent and important figure.
Macy could see Mike becoming his greater self once he built up more confidence. She could trace each of the male Champions having an obvious sign that they were a stock worth investing in based on their background– dad had always said people were investments made of blood and flesh. Jay was far from likely to make it in Macy’s portfolio before the Pre-Apocalypse. The only one with insider information was YoAnna.
“Pray to him,” Lilith said, binding herself in place with her Snake Spirit. “Are you so prideful that you can’t pray to our own eldritch god? Don’t be so ridiculous. Let him know we are thankful and keep sending our thoughts and beliefs his way.”
Oh, right, Lilith was also big on Jay from the start. They’d talked plenty of times, which Macy valued so much. Lilith was the type of girl who was so dangerous and cool, being close to her felt like an honor. Even Casey had a lot of respect for Lilith, and a bit of fear of her, as did the rest of the girls.
Lilith had always believed in Jay and found him ‘smart’ in his own way. Of course, hindsight was twenty-twenty. Macy could now see where Lilith was coming from. But if it wasn’t for YoAnna manipulating the market, Macy doubted Jay’s stock would’ve risen so high.
Thankfully, Macy could benefit from the manipulated conditions and Jay being a wildcard while having more contact with him than what was socially allowed in their very close-knit group. Thus, she had no complaints as Jay hugged her giant robot form to his side while swinging the hammer she’d created for him and breaking the head of one of those nasty grannies.
She kept sending him a stream of thankful and appreciative prayers while patching the walls where his fingers sunk through her waist and created accidental openings. Some malignant abyssal energy flowed through, but Brit and their [Godlings] solved that problem quickly.
Macy recognized some invasive creatures having entered her giant body and warned the group inside of her midsection to eliminate those foreign entities. Moments later, a domain was set down, and some Champions fought heated battles that felt like acid burn and a mild case of upset stomach.
When Jay pulled Macy’s giant ‘robot’ body into a tight hug and shielded her with his back from a devastating attack, Macy made sure her main Systemized body showed little emotion on her emoji screen.
“How are you doing, Macy?” Mike asked.
Uh oh. Could Mike tell she was having fun? That would be a little awkward. Not with Mike, but with Casey listening nearby.
“I’m fixing any trouble spots that come up. Around the clock maintenance,” she answered.
“Keep up the good work, sis,” Casey said.
If Macy had normal low ranked lungs, she would’ve sighed in relief. Despite how shameless Casey could be, she still had a fragile ego. It wouldn’t do to let her get jealous of Macy’s unfortunate position as a surrogate damsel in distress.
“They’re not dying,” Frank said, pulling Macy’s attention away from Jay and to the horrible grannie monsters. “Kleo’s hitting them hard, and Jay’s doing the same. But each of those ugly things keeps recovering from the hits.”
“They have to hold back a little,” Mike corrected.
“Because of us,” Frank muttered.
“It’s because of us they’re doing their best,” Macy said. “Let’s focus on what we can do inside of my body and let Jay handle the rest.”
Macy internally groaned from what just came out of her mouth. She glanced quickly at her Statuses and noticed Chance had dropped low for her, which was a given from being in the abyss. She rarely made mistakes like that.
“Your body?” Casey questioned as she placed two and two together. “How hooked up are you?”
“Hooked up enough to feel what I need to feel,” Macy said.
“Ah.” Casey nodded and left it at that.
Macy internally sighed. She was going to have an exhausting girl talk with Casey when things settled down. It was times like these she was almost tempted to lobotomize herself. Then again, who else would serve as the bleeding heart of the Allens?
No matter how good Brit could be as a doting big sister type, she was still Casey’s rival and always willing to fight. Nobody was YoAnna’s rival, of course. She owned the entire pyramid, the queen of the hierarchy. It was through her mercy she let the other girls duke it out for the rest of Jay’s attention.
Casey was the most daring to fight Brit, who had a solid foothold on that pyramid. It was Macy’s duty to help nurse Casey’s emotional wounds when she got kicked down and forced to climb the pyramid again. It seemed pointless from an outsider’s perspective. Why not settle with other guys?
But Macy could fully attest Jay was too big of a prize to ignore. No other guy compared.
***
No matter what, Jay kept his hand on the machine containing almost everyone he cared about. As he dodged attacks from the Broken Fate monsters, counterattacked with swings of his hammer, and guided Kleo as she used her best sorcery to strike down their enemies, Jay kept track of the robot. Sometimes he was a little more rough about it than he’d preferred, but Macy and everyone else could cover for those mistakes and take care of themselves as long as he provided the primary protection from these monsters.
And what monsters they were.
One Lady of Broken Fate threw herself into a kamikaze style of attack, swinging a multitude of limbs wreathed in eldritch flames and reality-altering effects. Jay swung himself, Macy’s robot, and Kleo around the attack. His power over gravity was a bit unreliable down here in the abyss. But his control over the abyss was much sharper.
Unfortunately, he wasn’t as good as the creatures that existed here for all of their lives. The kamikaze led him into another attack he was forced to dodge, then another after that before having to soak an eldritch ray directly to his back.
Jay grunted through the pain. He looked into the face of Macy’s robot and gave it a confident wink before shrugging off the attack. Kleo was already responding with fireballs and lightning bolts. She blasted back the Broken Fate monsters and gave Jay some room to continue their maneuver ‘downward.’
Jay had no idea what was exactly up or down. But he knew he was diving deeper into the abyss. This was based on internal instincts that linked him to the realm of the eldritch.
It made sense that there was a guiding star for him to go further into the realm of the lost, the maddened, and the insane. What better way for the abyss to keep hold of its prisoners than to invite them to delve further away from the surface?
“My, my, what boldness, little monkey,” said one of the ladies.
“Where do you hope to go? There’s nothing down there but worse monsters than us?” said another of the ladies.
“Be a good little child, dearie, and hold still.” More threads of eldritch webbing shot in Jay’s direction.
He swung around and let Kleo take over their movement, her wings of gravity thrusting her faster than Jay. He trailed behind her with his tail around her ankle, his arm wrapped around Macy’s robotic waist. In his other hand, he coated his hammer in gravitons and smacked aside every shot of webbing aimed at them. The gravitons broke down in flurries that the abyss rapidly consumed.
Jay had to burn through more power than he liked to keep the gravitons active. He couldn’t warp space-time with [Archon of Horizons] effectively. The abyss neutralized that Skill and other abilities that depended on reality and magic making some sense. Worse yet, these creatures refused to die, and Jay couldn’t get over this instinct that he was being played with. It had been a long time since anything like that happened, and it was frustrating.
Jay looked into Macy’s robotic face, sensing everyone inside as they prayed to him. Then he picked up on a simple prayer from an unlikely source.
It was from Jhara: Stop holding back.
“Kleo, take Macy,” Jay said. He could feel Macy’s presence through her machine’s body.
“Hit him really hard,” Kleo said, taking Macy into her arms. Now she had to concentrate on nothing but maneuverability and protection.
Jay wrapped both hands around the Doom Hammer. He deflected web shots and eldritch rays with each swing. Flurries of gravitons disappeared into the abyss faster than they ever had before. The kamikaze witch dove again, swiping all of her limbs forward while they were coated in eldritch flames.
Jay gripped his hammer harder than he’d ever held it and concentrated on all the small magic that wanted pure and utter destruction from him. He combined that with his inherent [Multiverse Demon Lord] power, fusing deific magic with System magic, and opened his third eye. His destructive power shot up higher than ever before. More than he was used to dealing with.
With that power focused on his hammer swing, he smashed through the flaming limbs, through the kamikaze rush, and flattened the old eldritch monster into a pulpy pancake. She burst into far-flung pieces, completely lost to the abyss and unable to combine back together.
This time, the grannies screamed in rage and shock.
“Now, how many of you do I have to smash,” Jay said, “for you to tell me all you know about the [System Master]?” Because there had to be an interesting relationship between these old eldritch entities and the [God] at the top of the Multiverse System.
“We will destroy you,” said one of the ladies.
“And haunt your beloved [Godling] with the dead memories of you,” said another.
“I guess it’s decided,” Jay said. “I’ll smash all but one.”
“Ew,” Kleo said.
“I expected for you to have better taste, Jay,” Macy said, speaking through her giant robot body.
Jay sighed, ignoring the innuendo as he started hammering the ancient monsters out of existence. As he did so, he noticed the piercing attention of something close by. No matter how far he went into his destruction of the Ladies of Broken Fate, the piercing attention of a distant watcher didn’t involve themselves. The abyss felt a bit more stable now.
Interesting.




10. The Watcher Gets Involved

 
Jay was in the middle of taking out the Ladies of Broken Fate one by one, finding the task easier than expected. That was the first hint that something was wrong. Also, he was paying attention to the distant but unshakeable watcher. Kleo was keeping an eye in that direction in case their watcher jumped into the fight at an inopportune time.
Jay deflected a claw strike and circled around for a strike to a monster’s midsection. The blow was weaker this time, folding the creature instead of eliminating outright. This was on purpose, allowing him to recover faster from the strike and swing at another Lady of Broken Fate crashing down from above.
He smashed through her limbs and shifted aside, letting the hurtling eldritch crash into her comrade. With two of them lined up, Jay poured his unique combination of powers together, but this time he pushed his limits even further, and came down upon the two enemies like a massive meteorite. His hammer plowed through both of them and ended their existence.
Every shift of his position, every swing of his arms, everything he did to achieve outright victory was guided by all that he’d built within himself. All that he’d refined in his rapid ascension into a destructive mad god. A paradoxical madman who could exist both in the abyss and in the System, disrupting both, as he instinctively used all the parts of himself to deliver death and destruction. Even when faced with a horrific and much older foe, Jay’s enormous power was unmatched.
But the dark and unexplored corners of the Multiverse were not so easy to overcome even when a powerhouse like Jay could stand the test and conquer. The danger Jay was on the lookout for became more apparent as the Ladies of Broken Fate became more passive. They didn’t move as quickly or aggressively anymore. It was as if they’d accepted their fate to be smashed apart, as if they’d wanted him to do so.
“We’re in a trap, Jay!” Kleo shouted, increasing her size now. Jay followed her example, burning away precious Mana to grow. Now the robot vessel containing their people was the size of a teddy bear compared to the duo, which was easier for Kleo to hold. Kleo curled her limbs around it, tugging Jay’s tail along with her ankle.
Jay made a judgment call based on the somewhat-stabilizing state of the abyss right now and released Kleo from his tail hold. He was worried the abyss would try to separate them– and it did try even while the area felt stable– but the connection between [Demon Lord] and [Demon Lady] was too strong for them to lose each other.
Besides, they still had their old tricks. Kleo used a combination of sorcery and gravity to stay in orbit around Jay, fighting off the abyss’s will to destabilize reasonable physics and magic.
Confident of their inseparable bond, Jay focused all of his attention on the next layer to this trap. He quickly reviewed all he’d seen from the battle with the Ladies of Broken Fate, ignoring the near lifeless bodies that remained around him, dangling like worms to a hook.
He also tried to use the System, but outside of brute-forcing his System abilities to activate, Jay couldn’t rely on the System to help scan the situation for him and make sense of it. It was frustrating how the eldritch could still be linked to the System, but make it a hassle to use.
Obviously, Jay was well aware of how hypocritical he was being, but he didn’t care right now. He wanted to eliminate the real threat and find a way home.
Something in the murky depths caught his attention. A movement that was drawing closer toward him. The now lifeless Ladies of Broken Fate jerked around faster, making him refasten his grip around his hammer.
There were only four left compared to the dozen he’d faced earlier. But Jay knew they weren’t an issue anymore. They were the sign of something larger and more threatening surfacing. Just when he acknowledged this, he noticed thin threads linking each of the remaining ladies to the rising monster rearing its ugly head beneath Jay and Kleo.
It was the face of an even bigger lady. The mama of broken fate. She was impossibly ugly, enough to make even Jay’s stomach curdle from the sight. And her head was many times the size of a sun, so enormous that her smallest tooth was many times more massive than Jay and Kleo.
“You’ve done it now, you’ve done it now!” squealed the jerking bodies of the remaining Ladies of Broken Fate. “You’ve awakened our true form. You’ve awakened the Angler of Broken Fate.”
Hearing its true name, Jay was now certain of the difference between the ladies and the angler. The ladies were just parts of the true threat, the real monster of the abyss.
Jay knew right away the angler was far too powerful, far too vast compared to any challenge he’d faced. It would make a tiny snack out of Gutok. It would have the Grandmaster Arbiter as dinner. None of Jay’s current capabilities could match such an entity. Not even Kleo could compete against a great and old horror like this.
Jay raised his hammer and prepared to fight anyway. He looked deep into the abyss where a maw stretched so far open that it had its own abyss held within, a place where he was unlikely to survive once consumed completely. And this was merely the head. Jay didn’t dare fathom the size of the rest of its body as the angler drew closer faster than Jay was prepared for and gave them no room to maneuver.
The watcher in the distance stepped in. Jay’s danger sense screamed. He instantly turned away from the angler to see what the watcher was doing, but the next sequence happened so fast, Jay barely caught it all.
The angler’s massive, star-eating head disappeared and all that could be heard was one resounding crunch. The headless corpse of the angler bled profusely, releasing a poisonous brew that persisted even while exposed to the abyss. It surrounded Jay and Kleo instantly, but a golden light pierced through the dark poison.
The light came from a tiny figure floating right in front of Jay’s eyes. When he focused on the light, he saw it was a man emitting the light. The light was filled with divine magic, pushing back the abyss, piercing the deadly cloud surrounding them and eliminating the poison, clearing the space.
The area around them stabilized further, even if it was against the abyss’s will. The stabilization continued until a domain was formed where Jay could stand on a clear and safe golden plane. Kleo continued to float next to him while holding to her chest the robot-doll containing their people.
The person doing all of this continued to hover in front of Jay’s eyes. Without too much thought, Jay offered his hand for the mysterious savior to stand on.
“Thanks.” The savior landed in the middle of Jay’s palm.
The light around him dimmed, and what Jay saw was a little unexpected. To Jay, he was the size of a speck, but Jay’s vision could see plenty well.
Even if Jay was at his normal height, the man would be nearly his height and very thin. His skin was tanned. His hair was silverish white. His gaze seemed dull and half-lidded, as if the act of vanquishing a universe-level threat was no large matter. And the way he dressed was unexpectedly relaxed– it looked like he was wearing shorts and a short-sleeved shirt that was best worn at the beach.
But Jay knew he was at the mercy of this speck of man standing in his palm. The Stage 4 Hunger and Persistence [God] was the strongest deity Jay had ever met yet. There was another thing of note that Jay couldn’t shake, either. The [God] made him think of YoAnna.
“So, we have a new [Demon Lord],” the [God] said, setting down a foldable chair to sit on. “And a [Demon Lady], too? That’s new. Pretty cute for a girl-version of the [Demon Lord].”
Jay glanced back at Kleo. She looked back in confusion, completely stumped.
“Yeah, is that a problem?” Jay asked, keeping the nervousness out of his voice.
“Depends. What do you know about YoAnna? I overheard it from your fight.”
Jay hesitated to speak. Kleo hovered closer, overlooking his shoulder and blinking curiously down at this stranger. She had no idea what was the best course of action here and gave Jay the impression to answer however he saw fit. Everyone inside of the ‘doll-sized’ robot was of no help since they wouldn’t know what to do.
Jay figured there was no point in lying. This man had more than enough power to destroy them. He had to be what YoAnna called an Archlord, sitting near the absolute top of the [God] hierarchy.
“She’s one of my wives,” Jay said.
The man blinked up at him. “What the hell? You have more than one wife? And one of those wives is my daughter?”
“...” Jay blinked. “Oh, shit.”
***
It was inconvenient to stay super-sized without extra Mana to drain, but Jay and Kleo stayed that way in case they had to pick up and escape with the robot. Meanwhile, the man known as Abyss Eater had moved his seat to a platform of his creation hovering near Jay’s shoulder. He was still the size of a speck compared to Jay and Kleo, but the pressure of Abyss Eater was immense.
“Just two wives?” Abyss Eater asked after a long stretch of silence.
“Yeah, only two. That’s all I can manage, really. Women take up a lot of attention,” Jay explained, finding this conversation weird.
Kleo’s foot struck the side of Jay’s head.
“What’s that for?”
“My womanly side felt like I needed to lash out.” Kleo pouted as she patted the robot on the head, holding it like it was her own baby.
“Better you than me,” Abyss Eater commented. “I have no wives. Well, there is this one girl. But she’s kind of annoying.”
“Does she like you?” Macy asked through the robot.
“I think so. Unfortunately.”
Jay stared for a little while, finding this situation growing stranger as time persisted. The mere fact that they were in a divine domain inside of the abyss was already startling. Other than what he’d learned from the Grandmaster Arbiter, Jay had little information to go off of about Abyss Eater other than he was ridiculously strong and was YoAnna’s father. Now he was realizing there was a more startling revelation surrounding this infamous man.
For one, he was kind of a loser. Socially, at least.
“I guess I should be extra nice to you,” Abyss Eater said to Jay. “I haven’t done anything rude, yet, have I? I’m not so good at this stuff.”
“What stuff?” Jay asked.
“Uh, this.” Abyss Eater waved around them. “I haven’t talked to another person in a long time. Not even with that one girl down here. Our conversations are more… body orientated. Ever since what happened with the Protectorates, I thought disappearing down here would be better.”
“The Protectorates live,” Jay said.
Abyss Eater turned to look at him in disbelief.
“Through YoAnna and me. She’s the Matriarch now. And I’m the Patriarch. We’re keeping the Protectorates alive in our universe.”
Abyss Eater was stunned into silence. Jay filled him in on some basic information. He went over the Pre-Apocalypse, how YoAnna had selected her Champions, and how things fell off the rail because of Gutok and the admin corruption. Things were corrected a year ago because of the Grandmaster Arbiter’s judgment, but they had less than four years left before being fully integrated with the wider Multiverse System. Jay finished things off with how they’d been returning home after a year of hopping around when they were ensnared by the ladies of broken fate and the angler.
“YoEeka, our child is living up to all you’ve hoped,” Abyss Eater said, with quiet awe.
Before he could stop himself, Jay felt a spark of annoyance. “Where were you? You sound like you care, but you weren’t there for the Protectorates when everyone ganged up on them.”
Kleo kicked Jay again, but there was no taking back what was said. Jay understood the danger of pissing off an Archlord, but he held his ground anyway.
To Jay’s ever-growing surprise, Abyss Eater lowered his head in shame under Jay’s glare. “I was away. Down here. When I returned, I heard all that had conspired and that the Protectorates had been destroyed. I searched to confirm it. Then…”
“Then?”
“I just felt immense sadness and came back here. And that’s all I’ve done.” Abyss Eater waved around him. “Lived here.”
Jay looked down at the powerful Archlord with some pity, losing his anger. If it was him, he would’ve raged against the [System Master] and fought until he won or died. But not everybody was him, and it seemed like Abyss Eater was a socially awkward and more subdued man, despite all of his immense power.
“Well, we definitely know who wore the pants in their relationship,” Macy commented.
“Seriously?” Jay shot, glaring at the bot.
“What? YoEeka sounded like a badass chick. Nobody could’ve predicted she’d fall for…” Macy stopped herself. Kleo gave Abyss Eater a pleasant smile in Macy’s stead.
The [God] waved them off. “It’s fine. I know what people think. I didn’t really care. And YoEeka, well, all that mattered was if I could beat her in battle. I won. By a very slim margin. She was very annoying to deal with, and wouldn’t stop pestering me. Until I finally gave in and realized she was nicer than she acted in public.”
“YoAnna’s a complete dork and a workaholic, and she’s very self-conscious of her actions,” Jay said. “This isn’t very flattering, but sometimes she still cries thinking about how much had gone wrong with our Pre-Apocalypse. How much suffering happened.”
“Ah. Well. She sounds like a good girl.” Abyss Eater nodded. The man looked thoughtful. Maybe even hopeful. “That’s good. Really good to hear. Thank you, young man.”
“It’s Jay. Jay Luckrun.”
“Ah, well, Abyss Eater is all I know.”
They nodded at each other and fell into a comfortable and contemplative silence. Then Abyss Eater said, “Well, I better set off now.”
“Wait, what?” Jay blinked in confusion.
Kleo narrowed his eyes. “Are you trying to avoid a meetup with your daughter?”
“Oh, to the Hell Circles, no,” Macy added.
Abyss Eater looked at them blankly. “It would be best that way.”
Jay forwent his size and shrank back to his regular height. The Doom Hammer was already stored inside of him, so he pulled out his staff. An instant later, he swung the end of his staff at Abyss Eater’s face.
The punch he took to the face was the hardest punch he’d ever received. His head rang like toll bells and everything was a daze. He shook it off quickly, spat a glob of blood to the side, and grinned with bloody fangs at Abyss Eater.
“You’re coming with us,” Jay said. “You’re going to see your daughter, old man.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea. I’ve been absent. Why don’t we just go our separate ways and–”
Jay lashed out again. Abyss Eater dodged the staff swing and ran through the air. Jay gave chase, swinging and shifting, and doing his best to attack while dodging Abyss Eater’s seemingly casual counterattacks. Each punch could be fight-ending for Jay even if it didn’t kill him. There was a threshold of damage someone could suffer that would knock them out instead of killing them, and Jay refused to let Abyss Eater win and escape him.
Meanwhile, Kleo looked over at the speck-size fight while cuddling her robot doll. “Cheer, children, cheer! Master Jay’s up against a real challenge here.”
And if that wasn’t enough, Kleo was sensing something outside of the domain that was drawing closer. They had visitors incoming.
Jay worked with a fervor. The incoming intrusion could spoil this new opportunity. Bringing home the biggest prize around, a once-in-a-lifetime discovery.
A lost father.




11. Fighting the Father of YoAnna

 
Jay felt like he was dying. He hadn’t been pushed this hard in a long time. Every attack. Every step. Every turn of offense and defense required perfection. Or he’d take a punch from Abyss Eater and get his head rattled.
Jay’s racial ability, Ultra Play, wouldn’t activate. Even though he felt like crap, his head ringing from the concussive punches, Abyss Eater wasn’t striking to kill him. Yet Jay had to exceed his limits and strike with planetary destroying power just to make Abyss Eater feel slightly inconvenienced.
Kleo and the others loomed nearby now that the fight was moved to the floor of the domain. Kleo’s form was mountainous, while holding a robot the size of a city. They supported Jay with cheers, prayers, and Mana. Now that they were fully separated from the abyss, Macy’s robotic vessel was safe enough to discharge its stores of Mana right into Kleo. Even with his head dazed from the precise and heavy punches, at least Jay wasn’t in any danger of running out of Mana.
“Interesting,” Abyss Eater commented during a lull in the action.
Jay turned aside and blew blood and snot out of his nostrils. His face was a pulsating zone of pain. The dull throb was almost alien. Weird, even. Jay let out a low and near-demonic chuckle from the exhilaration. It had been a long time since he’d felt pain like this.
Abyss Eater raised an eyebrow at him in question.
“I agree. It is interesting,” Jay said. “You Archlords are in a completely different sphere of power. Would you say you’re as strong as the Prince of Entropy?”
“Even among Archlords, there are tiers. That monster sits at the very top. Above the others.” Abyss Eater’s face darkened. “He’s unpredictable. A jester in the celestial court. His admiration toward YoEeka had always been a problem, but he’d done nothing about it until that war.”
“The war you missed,” Jay added. “The war started when the Prince of Entropy cursed your daughter after her birth.”
Abyss Eater looked down at his hands, curling and uncurling them. He had something he wanted to say than thought better of it, settling into a lower stance with his feet wide. His arms hung low, his fingers curled into loose fists. Jay whirled the staff around as he considered the man in front of him. Then he placed the staff away and hopped lightly on his feet. They watched each other for a while before Jay initiated with a shuffle-step forward and a loose jab.
Abyss Eater countered with a hook that would’ve put a hole through Earth. It was an easy-going punch, too. Jay swung around it, dodged the follow-up punch, and surprised Abyss Eater with a kick to his chin. Before the powerful [God] responded, Jay vaulted backward and whirled out of the way like an acrobat, landing deftly on his feet. The bloody smile on his face grew wider. Jay’s fighting spirit and magical aura sent the domain wobbling and bleeding neon purple around him.
“You fight like YoEeka,” Abyss Eater said in surprise. “She was a fierce warrior and a gifted dancer. Where I was brute force and clumsy, she was ferocious and graceful.”
“You can say your daughter and I share a passion for kicking it,” Jay said. Though, they’d rarely danced together as much as they should’ve. Casey kept slipping into that role as often as she could get away with it. Maybe that was worth some consideration.
Abyss Eater attacked Jay even faster and with more vigor. Thanks to the stability of the domain, Jay’s many skills came into play. [Archon of Horizons] helped him slide out of the way of hard hits by bending space-time. A combination of [Abyssal Gravity Juggernaut] reinforced his strikes, and [Abyssal Gravity Symbiosis] empowered his magic. As both [Demon Lord] of Gravity and an Eldritch Monkey Sage, Jay’s punches and kicks were world-ending strikes that made the domain tremble when delivered.
Abyss Eater shrugged them all off and kept replying to each of Jay’s clever and technical strikes with brute force. The aura around him snapped and growled with hunger around the unfazed [God]. His dead-eyed gaze and unyielding will stonewalled the damage Jay delivered. The man was a true juggernaut, ever hungry and persistent, and he took Jay’s hits so he could deliver his own.
One punch from Abyss Eater erased all the progress Jay fought for, knocking him back and forcing him into a stumble. Abyss Eater barely gave him time to reset as another hungry and persistent punch careened down to flatten Jay into the ground.
Jay headbutted the punch, ground his teeth, and enforced his body with [Graviton Prince] without growing. He packed in as much gravitons into himself as he could to toughen himself and increase his Strength.
The resulting shockwave shook the entire domain. Kleo swayed back slightly, becoming a moving mountain instead of a mere backdrop. Jay skidded backward for thousands of feet before stopping.
“Tough, too,” Abyss Eater commented. “You know it’s kind of ridiculous. You’re so strong already. A Ranker as well? And you’ve developed a sense of divine magic?”
Jay shook his head and cricked his neck. “We call it small magic. Or the magic of belief. And I’m a paradox god of sorts.”
Abyss Eater furrowed his brow. “You’re not a [God] of the System.”
“No, no, just my style of god.” Jay cricked his neck again. “I’m guessing most Rankers aren’t as strong as me. If it makes you feel better. I’m the [13th Freak of Freaks: Young Adult].”
“Oh.” Abyss Eater furrowed his brow. “What is YoAnna doing with a bad guy like you?”
“If you’re so curious, why don’t you go ask her yourself?” Jay’s smile could cut out the heart of a star. “Or do I need to make you bleed first before I haul you out with me?”
“You’re strong at your level of power, but not strong enough for that,” Abyss Eater challenged.
Big mistake.
Jay raised his fist and chanted a personal Incantation. It would’ve been embarrassing if he had a bit more shame, but he didn’t. He was married to the woman with the greatest of fates, so he might as well take advantage of it. “A Challenge most undeniable, a foe most personal, I raise my fist of Change, ready to win the contest, Gravity of Love.”
Abyss Eater looked in disbelief at the incantation. Jay was like the cat that ate the canary as he rotated his arm around before teleporting up into Abyss Eater’s face. Jay’s punch flew at the man’s bewildered face.
Abyss Eater was already mid-motion in punching back, ready to exchange instead of dodge. When the impact was imminent, Jay ditched everything that had to do with his abyssal side and became purely a man of the System. He concentrated his anima all in this one punch while riding on the wave of vigor his incantation provided. His Chance shot up to astronomical levels, changing the damage outcome of this exchange.
Abyss Eater’s head was rocked backward and the rest of his body was forced into a stumble. Jay collapsed to the floor for a second before shaking off the pain and standing back to his feet, his face a gushing fountain of blood.
The crazed smile he wore wouldn’t dim, as a trickle of divine blood fell from Abyss Eater’s nose. YoAnna’s father wiped at the blood trail with his fingers and stared at the golden ichor with an even greater shock.
“You know what?” Jay asked, blowing more blood out of his nose. “I’m probably one of the luckiest and unluckiest guys in the Multiverse System. Your daughter loves me a lot. But I have to deal with all the baggage that comes with it.”
Jay stared into Abyss Eater’s eyes. “And I wouldn’t have it any other way. So, Father-in-Law, would you finally come with me and see your daughter?”
They stared at each other for minutes. Abyss Eater was the first to look away. “I wasn’t there for her. For them. She’ll hate me.”
“Yeah, sure, maybe she will.”
“It would do more harm than good.”
“Even if it does, the good will be worth it anyway.”
“I’m scared.”
Jay reined in his annoyance, took a deep breath, and walked over to Abyss Eater. He placed a hand on the older man’s shoulder. “Do it for YoEeka, at least.”
The older man crumpled slightly and slowly nodded his head. Jay looked at him for a while and judged him as a low flight risk. Despite his issues, it looked like once Abyss Eater agreed to something, he would go through with it.
The floor trembled as Kleo stood to her feet, looming even larger above them. She flashed Jay a proud smile from far up before looking toward their newest company. The visitors had entered a while ago, but they hadn’t intervened. Kleo took one step and placed herself behind Jay and Abyss Eater as they all faced the visitors.
The eldritch monkeys studied them in return, their eyes lit with curiosity, eagerness, and challenge. There were two dozen of them. Near the front was an eldritch monkey of the Rank 8 Abyssal Monk Lord Class, who Jay recognized right away. Head and tail held high, Jay walked over as the lord stepped forward with a Rank 9 Abyssal Monk Juggernaut at his side.
The juggernaut was a big and imposing man, wearing ragged monk-style clothing around his legs and leaving his heavily muscular and scarred torso open. He had a stern and dark look on his face, studying Jay harshly. The other eldritch monkey swaggered forward and clapped Jay on the shoulder before checking him with a friendly gut punch. Jay shook it off quickly and smiled up at his astral mentor.
“Sushi, you found me,” Jay said with good cheer. He looked from his mentor to the scowling juggernaut. “And you’ve brought some elder brothers and sisters along.”
“Ha. Well. After that last visit, I thought of rounding up the old gang. And trust me, it’s difficult keeping this lot together for anything,” Sushi said, looking back with nervous cheer at his higher ranked friend.
The juggernaut wasn’t the strongest one– that was reserved for the Rank 10 Abyssal Monk Saintess staring hard at Abyss Eater. The other eldritch monkeys were looking hard at the [God], too, but she looked at him the hardest. Jay sensed a deep and foreboding power from her.
“Look at me, squirt,” the juggernaut said gruffly.
Jay denied the man’s request and paid more attention to Abyss Eater, who looked in every other direction away from the saintess. Could that be the girl he was talking about? Did she want to kill him for his divinity? Or was there something more?
“Hey, I was talking to you,” the juggernaut snapped, reaching for Jay’s shoulder.
Jay smacked his hand aside.
The juggernaut’s eyes widened before narrowing with rage. Something inside of Jay boiled with mischievousness. Before any more words were exchanged, Jay gut-punched the juggernaut. He endured the hit fairly well, but he was forced to stumble back a step. His eyes opened with shock.
“I told you, Burger, he’s way stronger than any eldritch monkey I’ve met at his level,” Sushi explained to his companion. “And he’s [Demon Lord] to boot!”
Jay waited to see if Burger would launch into a fight with him. Chance wouldn’t be on Jay’s side since he’d abused the hell out of it to land a solid hit on Abyss Eater. Nonetheless, he wore all the blood on his face with a smile, egging Burger on to try him.
It was like prison rules. Everyone wanted to see how tough he was.
“You fight him. You fight me.” Kleo’s voice thundered above. She raised and stomped her foot down for good measure, looking at the specks on the floor with a hungry glare.
“Ah, yes, that’s also a bit of a concern,” Sushi added. “That girl eats just about anything.”
Burger continued to scowl, but he didn’t reply to Jay’s gut-punch. “I don’t like this. This one’s tainted with divinity. Abyss Eater is right there for the taking. I thought we gathered so we could see Taco finally win a match against him.”
Jay figured Taco was the saintess, and she felt strong enough to fight Abyss Eater. But that raised some questions on how big of a difference a Rank 10 held in power compared to Rank 9. It must be a huge gulf since Jay could surprise a Rank 9. Sushi, a Rank 8, was weaker than Jay, who was still Rank 7. His evolution was waiting for him. It was time to head home, but doing so with all the opportunities here would take some finagling on his part.
Time to make some bold claims.
“I’m going to wreck the [System Master]. I won’t even let the four great pantheons stand in my way,” Jay declared.
Instantly, all eyes were on him. The smile on his face remained firm. Fierce, even. He’d done enough daring stunts and theatrics to endure the pressure of this party’s attention. He was made for it.
“The [System Master] thought he could trap me here with the angler of broken fate.” Jay stuck a thumb at Abyss Eater. “But here I am with the Abyss Eater behind me. Found instead of lost. Just like all of you eldritch monkeys. Found, and no longer alone or lost. I think this is our Chance to make something out of this.”
Jay raised his arms. “I’m Jay Luckrun, Patriarch of the Protectorates, and [Multiverse Demon Lord]. I have twenty-three universes that the wider Multiverse System can’t touch for the next four years. Come with me. Resurface from the abyss. And take this as an opportunity to give the Multiverse System a kick in the fucking balls.”
Jay left it at that and waited for the response of his audience. The stares he received would break lesser men. Jay held his ground in front of their judging eyes and contemplative looks.
Taco broke the silence first, jabbing a finger at Abyss Eater. “You’re going?”
“Yes,” Abyss Eater admitted. “I’m going to see my daughter for the first time.”
“Okay, I’m going, too,” Taco said.
Burger scowled at the saintess, but he kept his opinion to himself. It was obvious Taco held the most weight among the eldritch monkeys. They all looked in agreement even if some of them were unsure about the proposal.
“You just can’t stop being a big weirdo, huh, kid?” Sushi asked. “Nobody’s ever gotten the eldritch monkeys to surface together in countless years.”
Jay had no answer to that because he couldn’t believe his luck. It just kept running past every obstacle that could be thrown his way. Then again, he had to go through some heavy streaks of bad luck. Maybe the System… or the Precursor System… was repaying him at long last.
“Excuse me,” called Macy, her giant robotic form still held like a doll to Kleo’s chest. “But does anyone know a reliable way of getting us out of here?”
Everyone looked around at each other. All eyes settled on Abyss Eater, who shrugged his shoulders. “I usually get lucky and find abyssal tears.”
Jay looked at Taco.
“I’d never left before. Been here all my life.” Taco held her head proudly. “It’s why I’m the greatest.”
Ah, yeah, they were back to the original issue. Getting out of the abyss.




12. A Journey Through the Abyss

 
Jay didn’t let the issue of being trapped in the abyss dim his good mood. Though, his mood might’ve come from being punch drunk after taking hits from an Archlord repeatedly, but that was no problem with him. He was decent at dealing with drunkenness of any kind and led his two dozen of wayward ‘family’ in Kleo’s direction. She continued to loom over them.
“You’re shrinking down or staying big?” Jay asked her.
“I kind of like it up here.” Kleo placed the robot down. “I don’t mind navigating the abyss. Macy could turn the robot back to its ship form and orbit around me.”
“That’ll help reserve our power,” Macy confirmed. The vessel floated off the floor above their heads before shifting from humanoid to a large and sleek cosmic ship.
Many of the eldritch monkeys looked up in curiosity and eagerness. Jay noticed a few curling and uncurling their hands in anticipation. They didn’t seem to fear Kleo’s largeness standing over them. Most of them were Rank 8s like Sushi and didn’t feel threatening to him. While Taco was definitely the big woman in charge, Jay doubted she would rein in the other eldritch monkeys and keep them polite.
“I can trust you to not cause any problems on my ship, right, Sushi?” Jay asked.
Sushi looked at him suspiciously. “Yeah, well, why not? I’ve beaten your soul into shape enough. No need to test each other outside of sparring.”
Jay glanced over at Burger. The eldritch monkey scowled back. Regardless of the bad attitude, he held himself decently well. Imposing, but not reckless. The other eldritch monkeys Jay hadn’t gotten to know were mysteries to him.
“Alright, before you step on, I’d like to come to an understanding that we’ll be amicable on my ship. I have [Godlings], and they aren’t to be harmed.”
Jay scanned the eldritch monkeys, watching the movement of their tails. The more challenging ones sent their tails whipping about. Others openly sneered at him. They were here since the strongest of them, Taco, was following Abyss Eater. Jay’s speech helped whet their appetite, but that didn’t mean they would play nice inside his ship.
“You’re growing a farm there, little brother?” said one of the unknown Rank 8s. “The Abyss Eater belongs to Tacos, but if you want any favor from us, handover a [Godling].”
“Or all of them,” another eldritch monkey said with a sneer.
“Dear Patriarch, our Pantheon Leader wants to come out,” Macy said through the ship’s speakers.
“No,” Jay ordered. “She’d kill them.”
Burger narrowed his eyes on Jay. “You have someone stronger than you in there?”
“Nobody’s stronger than me. I just have a knife with my name on it, that’s all.” Jay clapped his hands together as he refocused on the troublesome elders. “As for you two, and anyone else who doesn’t understand my [Godlings] aren’t to be touched, I will help you come to terms with my rules.”
“I saw nothing impressive against Abyss Eater,” muttered a troublemaker. “And you’re Rank 7. I’m Rank 8!”
Jay punched that guy and sent him flying into the distant horizon of Abyss Eater’s domain. He reached out with his hand, caught the eldritch monkey in a field of gravity, and yanked him back so hard he moved like a dark streak across the air. The troublemaker returned to receive a gut punch to the stomach that folded him in half and made a raucous knuckle-on-meat sound that resonated far.
To emphasize his point, Jay held up the drooling and unconscious eldritch monkey on top of his fist before tossing him at the other likely troublemaker. He took a step to the side and avoided his unconscious fellow. The others shifted back as well.
Apparently, eldritch monkeys were eager to fight and eager to shun losers. Harsh.
The effect Jay was looking for worked. Now all the Rank 8 eldritch monkeys looked at him with more respect. Burger kept scowling, and Taco didn’t seem to care as she inched closer to Abyss Eater, who inched further away from her. Sushi laughed and slapped his thigh, pleased with his student’s forcefulness.
They entered the ship through the hangar bay. Jay waited near the door to ensure everyone got on, including the eldritch monkey he’d knocked out.
Once they were on, the domain slowly lost its consistency and broke down. Jay gave Kleo’s giant eye a wave. Her face zoomed out, and she waved back before the hangar doors shut.
Brit and the [Godlings] reinforced the ship with holy and divine protections, pushing out the insistent will of the abyss and making all the eldritch monkeys uncomfortable. Jay hummed in delight as the ship entered orbit centered on Kleo, who proceeded with diving deeper into the abyss.
Now that they weren’t in direct danger, Jay noticed Kleo was becoming more adapted to the abyss, which made sense. She was more eldritch compared to Jay.
Even now, the thread of losing her or getting separated from the ship felt minimal. Jay was inside the ship, and Kleo’s bond with him was too strong for them to lose each other. Kleo’s more eldritch nature helped her maintain her magic, passive and active, despite the ruthless pressure of the abyss to obfuscate and destroy.
Jay turned to see some of his Champions in the hangar as they regarded their new passengers. The situation was a little tense.
While Jay had pacified most of the disagreeableness that could come from the Rank 8 eldritch monkeys, it was almost like prison rules had to be established with each individual. Jay internally groaned at the thought of every person an eldritch monkey came across would get ‘checked’ by them. Damn fight junkies. If he hadn’t been one of them, he would’ve been more annoyed.
“Let’s go to one of the bars, aye?” Jay moved to the middle of the tense gathering. “Get some drinks? When was the last time any of you had a drink?”
“It’s been a while,” Sushi said as the eldritch monkey spokesperson.
Well, it was time to whip out the good stuff. “How’s YoSora’s Laughter?”
Abyss Eater stumbled on nothing but the floor and gaped at Jay.
“What?” Jay asked.
“That’s reserved for special occasions. That’s what YoEeka told me.” Abyss Eater looked down, rubbing the back of his neck.
Taco looked more interested now. “I never drank stuff like that. Is it good?”
“It’s very good.” Jay turned to Casey, who was glaring down at her claws. “Pantheon Leader, let’s lead our guests.”
Casey looked at him with annoyance, gave it some thought, and relaxed. She wore a professional face. It wasn’t an inviting one, but at least it wasn’t murderous.
“Follow me,” Casey offered. Nobody moved yet until Abyss Eater shuffled behind Casey. Then Taco was in hot pursuit. The others followed in a line as they glanced around at their new environment, keeping in check their eldritch monkey impulses.
Jay kept smiling, ignoring the possibilities of how all of this could backfire horribly. He also couldn’t flex his might so easily while inside of the ship unless he had a domain ready from the start.
“This is more trouble than it’s worth,” Frank said, staying behind with Jay.
“We could use their help,” Emily added before reaching over and placing a friendly hand on Jay’s shoulder. “Thank you, by the way.”
“No need to thank me. We got lucky,” Jay said.
“Either way, you and Kleo protected all of us. You are a worthy god, Jay.” Emily nodded and left to join the others on enjoying the best drink the Multiverse System offered.
“Yeah, what she said,” Frank grunted before walking off. “Keep up the good work.”
***
They were losing time. Not just chronologically. They were losing the synchronization of time based on their home universe. Mike was explaining this to Jay while they were having breakfast, which they based on the three meal principle. But couldn’t rely on the clocks they brought with them. Or the codexes. Their sophisticated magic science creation wasn’t having fun in the abyss.
Kleo was having fun. She’d grown larger as they journeyed. More eldritch entities revealed themselves along the way, but none were comparable to the angler of broken fate. Each conflict ended with Kleo having a new meal, raising her eagerness to find more.
Not all that ended up getting consumed by Kleo were creatures. There were odd structures floating around the abyss. Eldritch domains of some long-forgotten civilization that had met their doom and left in a perfect state of rot and preservation. And things that were hard to explain. They felt less like structures and more like pieces to an old an ancient structure. Kleo ate those with almost zealous efficiency, as if she knew what they were and they held great importance.
“She’s refining herself,” Jay mumbled.
“Kleo?” Mike asked.
“Yeah,” Jay said, looking up from the table.
He watched Abyss Eater head toward one of the food vendors with Taco on his heels, nagging him about a spar. However much time had passed, that development hadn’t changed.
At the very least, Casey occupied the attention of the more restless eldritch monkeys itching for a fight. As long as Emily was nearby, Casey eviscerated her opponents instantly, or gave them a decent match until she lost.
It was a polarizing position for Casey to have. Being strong enough to kill Jay or YoAnna if needed, but still having the weaknesses of the other Champions. At least she was getting her respect from the eldritch monkeys. They loved her martial style.
That kept them away from the [Godling] sanctuary. For the most part. But not always. Brit had taught one eldritch monkey a lesson without causing too much structural damage to the ship’s internals. She’d broken legs to get her point across, but it was a valuable lesson for all parties involved.
Besides, the eldritch monkeys were quick learners and harsh teachers. They’d shunned others temporarily to disapprove of ‘weakness’ and that effectively stopped others from repeating the same mistakes. Which was good. But that also meant to cut off issues with them immediately as soon as they cropped up. Because if one eldritch monkey got away with breaking rules, then the others would follow.
Monkey see, monkey do.
Jay wasn’t always perfect at handling his people, hence the new rule regarding the ice cream replicators being defended to keep away opportunistic thieves. Jay had to suffer burning up in the sanctuary to reassure Gatanna her supply of ice cream would go untouched. And as everyone went stir crazy inside the ship, Kleo was fully enjoying herself out in the abyss.
“It’s interesting how you two developed in different directions,” Mike said, flowing with the topic change. “You’re more god-like while she’s more eldritch. She’ll be a nightmare if she could grow beyond that angler.”
“If she continues to grow in that direction,” Jay said, furrowing his brow.
Mike gave him a troubled look. Something was wrong, but it kept slipping Jay’s grasp. The awkward silence ended with Abyss Eater and Taco sitting at their table. Mike gave Jay a look, asking if he should stay or go.
Jay shrugged, leaving it up to him. Sitting at that table were the three strongest on this abyssal cruise ride, and Jay could see how uncomfortable that could be for people. Hell, Casey and Brit were the strongest of the Champions, but they needed a ‘cheat’ involving Jay and YoAnna. Without that, they would get crushed.
At least now was a good opportunity to learn more from his elders. “If you’ve never left the abyss, how did you get the name Taco?” Jay asked.
“It was passed down to me by my parents. Their second favorite food was tacos,” Taco answered, giving Jay a judging glance. “I can tell you want to know more. Softening me up with a question like that sounds weak.”
“Just curious is all,” Jay said. “I’ll want to see the look on your face when you have your first taco on Earth.”
Taco looked at him suspiciously, but Jay only smiled before getting serious. “Alright, I want to know something else. What’s it like being Rank 10? Are you at your limit now?” Jay asked.
“There is no limit for Rank 10,” Taco explained. “If you reach it with the correct requirements.”
“Is that so?” Mike asked. “Supposedly, Rank 10 stops at level 550.”
“I’m level 601,” Taco explained.
Jay’s eyes widened. He and Kleo were Level 280 themselves, right at the end of Rank 7. Mike and the other Champions weren’t too far off. They were in the 240s or 250s.
Taco kept going, letting out a wealth of knowledge. “It only stops if you’re a Ranker of the current System era. We eldritch monkeys trace our roots to the first era. We don’t stop leveling up as long as we seek greater Experiences. What do you think Experience and levels truly are?”
“Well, levels aren’t a reliable measurement when comparing individuals,” Mike explained. “Even in the early days when I evolved to Rank 3, Jay was stronger than me while still a Rank 2.”
“Levels are the steps you climb on your own personal growth to the top. Experience is the change you’ve enforced by consuming the will of others or the forces that govern or disrupt magic and reality,” Taco explained. “Sushi explained that you’re following some great [Godling] whose concepts sped up the Experience gains for you. If it wasn’t for that, none of you would be so powerful so quickly. None of you would’ve had a shot at Rank 10.”
“Because the quality of Experience we need requires the consumption of such great wills and forces that would overshadow what’s normal in the Multiverse System, I imagine,” Mike added.
“But YoAnna’s the greatest cheat anyone can have,” Jay said. “Which circles back to why they were trying to marry her off to a pantheon loyal to the [System Master]. Her destiny will consume all that stands in her way and produce a treasure trove of Experience for the original Protectorates.”
“Yes, exactly that,” Abyss Eater confirmed. “YoEeka used to joke our child would lead become [System Master] and the Protectorates would rule the Multiverse System.”
“Well, some jokes hold a grain of truth,” Jay said.
Taco looked between Abyss Eater and Jay, then she shrugged. “Yeah, so all you need to do is stay down here and keep fighting the monsters that can break universes,” Taco explained. “With that ‘cheat’ of yours, you’ll reach Rank 10 soon enough. If you’re strong enough. Because there are greater monsters than the angler.”
“Will we be able to continue leveling like you?” Jay asked.
“Only you,” Taco answered. “That’s the nice part of being an eldritch monkey. First Era specialness. The others will get stopped at Level 550. And there’s nothing you can do about that even with your destined [Godling]. As long as you’re with the Multiverse System, you’re stuck with those rules.”
“Not unless he becomes fully realized as the [13th Freak of Freaks],” Abyss Eater added to the conversation. “Then you can affect the others to become partial [Freak-types]. They don’t have limits, just like an eldritch.”
“Whatever you do, don’t go full-on [God].” Taco eyed him suspiciously. “I can see it inside many of your Champions. Divinity. Until you overthrow the [System Master], divinity is his place of rule. Along with the core of the System.”
“But there are rules by the System that negate some of the [System Master’s] reach,” Mike countered.
“Doesn’t matter,” Abyss Eater claimed. “Four years before full integration, right? That’s barely any time for us older creatures. Everything you do at your age has been done billions of times before. Countless times. And the results are the same, especially with a [Demon Lord] involved.”
“Why’s that?” Jay said with an edge.
“Whenever a [Demon Lord] surfaces, the [System Master] can raise his vassals to respond to him or incur heavy penalties. The preparations being made against you have already started. Anything you plan to do once the four years are up will be thwarted. The hammer of the Multiverse System will slam down on you without remorse.”
Abyss Eater shook his head at them. “You are only biding time until you die. The [Demon Lord] is nothing more than a pawn for the [System Master] to direct the rest of the multiverse to his whim.”
Jay stood up from his seat and was the first to leave. Mike remained behind, giving him the space to contemplate. It was hard to reconcile his Class as [Multiverse Demon Lord] was a pawn for the [System Master].
Truthfully, Jay was tempted to exit the ship and float around the abyss with Kleo. But he figured his presence was needed here to keep the rowdier members of the eldritch monkeys in check. He navigated around the ship, initiated random chit chat with crew, and ended up on the command deck, sitting on the big chair.
Macy was standing alone at the center of command, viewing what was out there through the holographic displays. One display showed Kleo’s enormous face.
She didn’t have a hard limit when growing herself out there. She was at least twenty miles tall standing now. The moment Jay looked at her through the display, her massive eye refocused on the ship, sensing his direct awareness. It glowed through the murky darkness of the abyss, a neon purple iris filled with lunacy that would break the minds of mortals.
“Creepy,” Macy commented.
“That’s part of her name,” Jay said with a chuckle.
“We’ll make it home in time.” She turned to face him. “I have confidence in Kleo’s guidance and the codexes finding a way.”
“We’ll leave this place, there’s no doubt,” Jay said. “But in time? I don’t know. I’m just not going to be happy with things if I miss out on her evolution.”
“It won’t happen,” Macy insisted. “YoAnna will want you there when she’s done. Her intention will force all to comply. I felt that in my prayers.”
“You know how batshit insane we sometimes sound speaking and praying to each other while also occupying the same room and making stupid jokes?”
“I also know you like to redirect a conversation when you get uncomfortable. But that’s okay. Our gods are made fallible as a counterweight to their bountiful power.” Macy chuckled robotically, becoming a little creepy herself while calling out Jay. It was still hard to believe she was once an air-headed, money-grubbing fashionista.
A blare interrupted the conversation. Holographic screens appeared all around Macy. Kleo’s attention zeroed in on something important.
She stopped letting the ship orbit passively and grabbed it in her massive hand. Jay checked on his connection with Kleo and could tell she was excited about something. Macy rotated her head around to look at him directly and made a gleeful electronic titter. A grinning emoji lit up the screen on her face.
“What is it?” Jay asked.
“We found our way out,” Macy answered.




13. To Meet the System End Bosses

 
Jay found himself lying on high-quality sheets in a massive and luxurious bedroom. His memories were groggy, which was a great concern. With his Intellect, he should be sharper than a blade.
Rising off the comfortable bed, Jay looked to the side where a diamond-encrusted platter on a small movable table waited. On it were delectable fruits, a glass of cold water, and a shiny golden card with a message stamped on it.
‘Meet me in the garden,’ said the card.
Jay grabbed the shiniest fruit and bit into it. The quality was beyond anything he’d tasted before and was almost overwhelming. If he was a weaker man, it might’ve sent him into a coma.
He rode through the tasty rush of the delectable fruit and took a few more bites. He poured water from a pitcher and sighed in pleasure after the refreshing drink. These things were higher than Mythical Quality. They were divine.
Jay slid out of bed and looked around him to see if he was truly alone. His senses were restricted to this one room. Powerful magic blocked out his sensory abilities. His Skills remained unbarred, so he wasn’t heavily restricted. And he wasn’t hurting. There was no holy or divine magic being used against him. Things looked friendly so far even when Jay was slow on remembering how he’d gotten here.
Through the arched double doors, Jay found a large hallway with intricate and magical art pieces. Sculptures made of different elements hovered along the wall. The tapestry on the walls was sophisticated and colorful without being gaudy. It spoke of power and wealth. Even the way the air smelled was divine.
This was not a place made for him even if he was a guest. He was clearly an exception to the rule, so Jay took his time to wander and look up at different things. He knew his host was waiting, and Jay was stretching out the time to see if he could recollect his memories of what had happened.
He remembered they’d found a tear in the abyss. Kleo dove into it. Then everything had been blank at that point.
Now he was here, taking his time. But time was not his own here. Nor was space. The grand hallway contracted on his way to looking at a swaying tree lady that had her own art display. Jay ended up at the glassed doors leading to a hypnotic sight. A garden that was an explosion of colors so vibrant and divine a lesser person would die from a single glance.
Jay barely batted an eye and took the hint for him to exit out into the garden. There were an abundance of rank 9 creatures buzzing and scrambling around him. The sky above looked like it was made of diamond while shining down an array of bright light tinged with various colors.
Some of the light was a little prickly on his skin. He wasn’t wearing any armor at the moment, only some casual clothes.
Refacing the garden, Jay followed an easy going trail that wound past different displays of flowers and plants. The type of flora that spun from the dreams of people. Or beyond what most people could ever dream of. Just like the art inside, every piece in the garden was unique and magical.
At the end of the path was a clear space with a green veranda. In the middle was a pagoda the size of a two-story building. Inside the pagoda was a staircase that spiraled upward to the top floor where a room with open windows looked out across the garden.
There was more of the garden beyond this pagoda, which followed the rolling rises and dips of a hilly landscape stretching far away from the mansion Jay had come out of.
There was a man sitting at a small table with a tea set and some biscuits set on it. Presuming that the man was waiting for Jay’s company, the other chair beside the man was for Jay.
He took a seat and looked in the same direction where the divine garden displayed works of magic and nature most people of the Multiverse System would never get to see. Jay appreciated the view. He tried to print it all to memory. Just in case he’d never see something like this again once he burned it all down.
“[Demon Lord],” said the man, turning to Jay slightly.
“[System Master],” Jay replied, turning inward just the same.
The [System Master] did not display the wonders of being a [God] of the System, let alone the king of the Multiverse System. He wore some nice high quality clothes, a beige open collar shirt and deep blue legging to go with his polished dark boots. But they weren’t over the top.
His hair was cut short while colored brownish gold matched by a well-groomed mustache and beard combo. His eyes were a dark forest green and seemed mundane. There was no aura of power around him, either. From a distance, people might not tell he was divine. That was the danger. He was a wolf in sheep’s clothing.
“It’s better we have this chat now before it’s too late,” the [System Master] said.
Jay glanced around him, figuring out the angle before saying anything. Jay first had to deduce how this all happened. He was good at using his extraordinary senses to find the story beats and see what was getting manipulated by Chance and why. This was his go-to maneuver since he first started crawling dungeons.
But even in this open-windowed pagoda, Jay couldn’t sense anything. He was not getting stifled or pushed back. He merely could not sense the story. That meant he had to tread carefully. He was in the pages of another person’s story, the [System Master’s].
“I was told that you liked to present a lackadaisical and careless persona.” The [System Master] reached down to pour them both tea. “I was looking forward to your reactions to my maneuvers to get you here. I found your lack of response a tad disappointing.”
Jay waited for the tea pour to conclude. He smelled the herbal scents and figured it was very good tea. He didn’t touch it. It might not even be poisoned. He simply wasn’t inclined to follow along with the [System Master’s] etiquette. The man across from Jay waited before proceeding to take a sip from his own cup.
“I’m ashamed to admit that I’m disturbed. This is my great grandfather’s recipe. One of a kind.” The [System Master] took another sip. “But I suppose you have your reservations. Will it help if I explain how you’ve gotten here?”
Jay’s response remained the same. Silence.
“I had to use my great grandfather’s old contacts to fish for the angler. A dangerous prospect. Lost a few admins during the ritual. The seers in my retinue predicted your survival, which I had no doubt of. So the tear you used to escape the abyss was manufactured by my people, of course.”
The [System Master] took a pause for another sip of tea and to look for a reaction out of Jay. He wasn’t getting anything, so he continued in a casual tone. “We have your ship filled with oddities. And we have your [Demon Lady]. Is there nothing to be said about that?”
When it seemed like Jay would continue his silence, the [System Master] started up again.
Jay cut him off. “Get to the point before I leave.”
Jay knew he didn’t have all the best cards right now, but he also knew he wasn’t in the worst possible position. By letting the [System Master] talk, Jay was piecing together his situation based on what the [System Master] was omitting.
Why was the [System Master] having this friendly chat with him instead of locking him down fully and sending a threat to YoAnna? Why was he trying to act civil and get Jay to talk? A man like this had too much power and responsibility to want to waste time.
The [System Master] looked at Jay sharply. “You’re craftier than the reports say. I knew Xos’s was holding out on me. I should’ve extended his sentence before the execution.”
Jay looked out at the garden and let the news of the Grandmaster Arbiter’s death pass over him like a gentle wave. He could think about it later. Right now wasn’t the time. As the older man studied the younger one, Jay made a shot call and stood to his feet.
He moved for the exit.
“The girl is the end of us all,” the [System Master] said, staying in his seat. “More so than that damn mongrel, the Prince of Entropy. I tried to negotiate with YoEeka to reduce the likelihood of YoAnna’s turn against the Multiverse System. It would have benefited the Protectorates of old if their fated child was paired with a strong pantheon. All that mattered was to siphon the girl’s divinity, spreading it among peers. To let her rise alone would’ve been foolhardy.”
“Congrats, she’s not rising alone. She has me. Now you get to reap what you sow,” Jay said before taking the stairs. Once he went below the viewing deck, everything changed around him in an instant.
The spiral staircase stretched further downward compared to before. He was shrouded in darkness, too, and no matter how much he tried, he was still blind to what was happening outside of his direct vision. The magic of the rulers ran deep, and Jay was relying on instinct to tell him he would be alright.
That didn’t mean he wouldn’t be challenged in other ways. Jay’s walk down the long spiral staircase reached an end at a silver platform with a silver door.
From behind the door, Jay heard an impact. There was no other doorway. Reaching the silver door, it opened up by itself and revealed a dojo occupied by a single old man with sharp elven ears. The man had glowing silver hair and was dressed in monk clothing that reminded Jay of Beren.
The old elf kept repeating the fist strike against a wooden dummy, practicing a strike that seemed close to perfect. The longer Jay watched the old elf practice, the more he understood this man went beyond perfection.
He struck the wooden target dummy with the minimal power needed and affected it with the martial concepts that reached for ever greater heights. To this older man, the color of silver wasn’t second place. It was the doctrine that the path of martial excellence was an endless climb, reaching for a summit always out of reach.
“Wonor,” Jay said.
“[Demon Lord],” Wonor replied.
Jay looked to the side and saw a gold and gaudy door leading out of the dojo. The frame was covered in countless precious jewels. Jay was getting a better sense of what game they were playing. If he was right, he might get to meet all the people he wanted to kill. They, in return, would get the measure of him.
He was still unsure if he could actually walk away from this with all his people in tow or if this would turn ugly once he succeeded in walking this path. But at the very least, he could see the nature of Beren’s great grandfather for himself.
Wonor stopped hitting the wooden dummy. A sheen of perspiration covered his exposed flesh. He went outside through a sliding door and used a scoop to gather drinking water from a large pot facing a modest garden.
Jay turned away from the golden door and stopped beside Wonor. Above their heads a pair of phoenixes burned bright and made mating calls.
“I read Xos’s reports.” Wonor bowed his head slightly from his seated position. “Please forgive my shameful descendant. He acted without honor.”
“His last moments were spent screaming,” Jay said. “Begging for mercy. He’d done too much harm for me to grant him that. So, there’s no doubt he had a dishonorable death.”
Wonor nodded slowly. “We’ve spoiled him. So gifted. A waste, really. Yet, it burdens my heart to have his killer talk this way to me.”
Wonor had narrow eyes and heavy eyelids. When he opened his eyes fully, the burning silver flames of his divinity washed out all the colors of the world around him. Jay and Wonor looked like rough sketches in a sketchbook as the elder Archlord rose back to his feet.
“Heed my words, [Demon Lord]. When the time comes, it will be I, Wonor of the Silver Flame Hands, who will take your life,” Wonor said.
Jay thought about whether it would be him or Casey who would kill Wonor. The original goal of growing Casey’s power was to kill martial art [Gods]. But there was a greedy part in Jay that might forgo that original plan and take Wonor on himself.
It would be a double fuck you to Beren and how horrible of a [Godling] he’d been. Granted, there were three other [Gods] Jay had to meet on this detour. And knowing how the usual stories played out, Jay might not get the opportunity to take them all on. He might have to pick and choose.
Wonor was, unfortunately, not on the top of his list.
“Take my life, you say? Probably not,” Jay replied to Wonor.
Wonor closed his heavy eyes, and the world around them returned to normal. He sat with his back bent like an old man weighed by the ages passed. There was no more to be said, so Jay left Wonor alone and entered through the door to meet Goldteeth, the Omega Dragon Emperor.
The scene changed to Goldteeth’s domain where everything Jay imagined from an ultra rich dragon plus more could exist. He was in a luxurious cavern while standing on a sea of Platinum Multiverse Coins and high-quality gems, riches, and more. It was a treasure trove that didn’t interest Jay so much even though he could see how useful it all could be as sacrificial material.
He spotted the next door on the other side of the cavern and headed toward it. As he walked, the sea of valuables shifted hundreds of feet to his left before exploding upward.
Out from under his treasure pool was Goldteeth, a massive black dragon with burning orange eyes and golden teeth. Huge leathery wings with pierced jewelry shining on the ends flapped and filled the cavern with great hurricane winds. Fire and smoke and deep laughter escaped from the mighty dragon [God’s] throat as he lay on his belly and eyed Jay.
“Hello there, [Demon Lord],” Goldteeth said.
“You got till I reach that door to throw your pitch at me,” Jay replied, continuing his walk.
“You can save her. Your dear wife, YoAnna, and perhaps the others. Can’t really save yourself. Crying shame, I’m sure, but you can save them.” Goldteeth spoke with a charm that paired well with his deep, rumbling voice. “All you have to do is make the Protectorates a part of my hoard.”
“Originally, I was thinking Frank should kill you,” Jay said. “It’ll be a nice ironic twist. But no. That wouldn’t be enough. For you, I will reserve someone more suitable. And more ironic.”
Jay reached the door and stopped to look back at Goldteeth. “Would you happen to like bacon?”
“Bacon wrapped human goes well with my wine,” the dragon growled. “But I can always wrap it around something more spicy. Like you.”
Jay smiled. “Keep eating your fill of bacon.”
The next door was made of layers of flayed skin and had stretched faces of the victims that were made a part of this macabre design. The door opened for him. A rush of putrid and musky air assaulted Jay’s senses. His feet pressed down on a muddy floor where skeletal trees and swamp surrounded him. Each tree hung suffering organisms who hadn’t been graced with the mercy of death.
Above him was a stormy night that wouldn’t break to rain. Further ahead was the roaring flames of a large bonfire filled with cutdown trees and burning corpses. Sitting on the other side of the fire was a green-skinned man the size of a mammoth.
His appearance was fitting for his legends. Hulking muscles. Large tusks jutting up from his mouth. A flare filled with animosity. His aura spoke of defilement, of barbaric practices, of cruelty for cruelty’s sake. He was a monster, and he reveled in it completely.
Jay drew up closer and looked across the bonfire, matching Ukkara’s glare. No words were necessary. They both understood where they stood with each other. If Jay had it his way, he would find room in his schedule to kill Ukkara. But this [God] might not be his to slay.
It was tempting, though. It was very tempting to take the selfish route and run a gauntlet through the most powerful bosses the [Multiverse System] offered on his own. Maybe in another life, he would’ve. But his power wasn’t built on just him. It was built with his people in mind.
Jay turned away and found the fourth door waiting for him. He was pretty sure he was nearing the end of this detour. This door was black except for a sticker with a yellow smiley face on it. The Prince of Entropy waited.




14. The Great Suffering of Jay Luckrun

 
After meeting the [System Master], Wonor, Goldteeth, and the Ukkara, Jay was prepared to meet the last of the people he was meant to kill. He only had to get past a black door. Beyond that door was an unexpected sight.
Jay walked in slowly and looked around a room that he would’ve enjoyed at home. The shelves carried anime figurines that reminded him of his childhood heroes, but different. As if the shelves carried alternate versions of Naruto, Goku, Ichigo, and other famous characters. On the walls were alternative versions of game character posters. The rest of the room looked like a young man’s gamer cave while covered in dark colors. Loads of black and deep blues.
Sitting on the bed with a handheld gaming device was the person Jay assumed to be the dreadful Prince of Entropy. He looked to be about Jay’s height. He wore nothing dignified or audacious, just a hoodie and some casual sweats and socks. His most interesting aspect was the black mask he wore. It was smooth and featureless except for one eye hole and a slashing white smile.
The Prince of Entropy didn’t look away from his game, his thumbs mashing intensely. There was a plain wooden door on the other side of the room. It was the way out. It was possibly his way of reconnecting with everyone and seeing how far this meeting with the end bosses stretched. Was it truly a meeting, or was there more? Was everyone in danger or simply being held until Jay was finished here?
The temptation to leave was there. But the Prince of Entropy was a figure that captured Jay’s strong imagination as much as the [System Master] had. Maybe more so. Jay grabbed the rolling gamer chair and took a seat in front of the prince, the supposedly most dreadful person in the multiverse.
The prince paused his game and tilted his head up. He burst into crazed, high-pitched laughter and bounced on his bed to scoot closer.
Jay saw something dark and hungry in that black eye hole of the mask. He felt an opposing force, which made sense. Jay was of gravity and holding everything close. But the Prince of Entropy was of disorder, pulling everything apart until it was all cold and forgotten.
“YoAnna’s not yours,” Jay grunted.
The prince burst into more laughter.
“She’s with me,” Jay growled.
The prince kept laughing and laughing.
Jay’s hands were inches from gripping the prince’s throat when he stopped himself. If he engaged in a physical altercation, the spell of protection could be broken. He was certain the bosses couldn’t touch him while he was here. The most they could do was have him walk through their domains and get their read of Jay. Still, it was nearly hard to keep from fighting them.
He had to tell himself he wasn’t strong enough. For now. Jay pulled back slowly, making sure not to touch the monster across from him.
The prince shifted forward and stepped off the bed. His limbs stretched into gangly poles, not matching with his body at all. He bent over, his back pressed against the ceiling. Like some demented Slenderman, he hung over Jay.
“I know what it’s like to want her,” the prince said. “We all do. Always and forever. That’s why it worked. The curse, I mean. If it wasn’t meant to be, it wouldn’t have worked. Kind of hard to curse someone when they’re just being born by some powerful people.”
“You are disgusting,” Jay said.
“Be careful with your words. You don’t know who you’re describing.” The prince laughed again, like some cosmic madman. “You should finish up with getting the 13th Freak of Freaks. It’s so much fun being a Freak of Freaks.”
Jay blinked in realization. “You’re the 1st Freak of Freaks, aren’t you?”
The 1st Freak of Freaks crawled backward like a demented spider. “There you go! You’re showing your good stuff. The smarts. Now all you have to do is push your craze.” He held his hands out near Jay’s face, each one as long as his forearm. “I got the short end of the stick by being the first of us. The [System Master] of previous generations tricked me into becoming a [God]. No, no, that’s a poor deal. Who cares for divinity, it’ll get your regulated under the System. You want to be a Freak of Freaks. Stay a Ranker. Half-god it if you have to. But never go full [God]. The extra System controls aren’t worth being shackled.”
“I didn’t plan on converting anyway,” Jay muttered. “I doubt I can be while I’m [Demon Lord].”
“Not true! I was [Demon Lord] once.”
Jay shook his head in disbelief. It was disturbing how many parallels he found with this sicko.
The prince turned away and tapped his longer fingers against his mask. “I had to do it, though. I had to take the deal. It was that or end the Multiverse System. But it would’ve been too early. I had to wait for her. My love, YoAnna.”
Jay stifled his anger as best he could. There was a lot to be learned. “You could’ve destroyed the Multiverse System?”
“They made the [Freak] Class to weaponise the eldritch. But the eldritch can’t be bound so easily. We’ll rot out these baby Systems. That’s what this Multiverse is. A baby. And it’s ours to corrupt if our wills are strong enough.” The prince chuckled. “There’s a select few who are blessed by the eldritch. Who are meant to wield these abyssal powers and abuse the System. They shouldn’t have created our [Class]. Foolish oldsters.”
“Why does YoAnna matter so much?” Jay asked. “You could’ve achieved your goal long ago.”
“I have to wait,” the prince said. “For we are not as big as we think we are. It would’ve been premature. And I wouldn’t have won against the bigger prize. I knew at the climax of my rise because of a vision. I saw what could be. I saw her and waited. Without YoAnna, no bigger prize.”
“Bigger prize?”
“We’re small. So, so small. The [System Master] knows it! And he plays pretend in his pretend court, ignoring the truth! But that’s okay. We’ll all play pretend. Then YoAnna and I will smash the pretend world, and break out into the real one.” The prince twisted his head around and looked at Jay at an odd angle. “One way or another, YoAnna will find her way to me.”
Jay’s fist whiffed a big punch at the prince’s head, missing the target. He knew deep down he’d screwed up and might’ve cost himself a way out. But he couldn’t help it. He really wanted to punch this creep.
“Tsk, tsk, [Demon Lord],” said the [System Master’s] disembodied voice. “You aren’t as smart as you think you are.”
Jay felt a change in the atmosphere. Three different auras crashed against him and nearly crushed him on the spot. They belonged to Wonor, Goldteeth, and Ukkara. The greatest of the [Gods] had nothing to stop them from touching Jay now.
They were on their way. But worse than that was the Prince of Entropy’s lack of presence. Jay knew the fiend was standing right behind him, waiting for him to turn.
Jay turned to look. The prince was back to normal dimensions and held a curved knife with a blade that was a black rent in reality. Jay was certain it would kill him for sure if it touched.
“Please, tell YoAnna I said hello,” the prince said before slashing to the side and carving reality to his whim. “This way. To your ship.”
Jay didn’t question the monster. He made for the exit just when Ukkara crashed through the wall.
The prince grabbed Jay by the dreadlocks and yanked him back before he slipped away. Jay was about to punch the man when a streak of monstrous might slipped through the cut in reality and crashed into Ukkara.
Jay winced as the whopping impact blared against his senses and sent tremors through the divine space. He barely got a glimpse of the man fighting Ukkara and felt sick to his stomach knowing who it was.
YoAnna’s dad.
“I need to bring him back with me!” Jay shouted at the prince. “That’s her father and–”
“Yes, yes, they deserve a reunion. The other option is to hold him hostage to spice up the climactic showdown between us. But while that’s novel, that’s still cliche territory,” the prince replied. “Let’s mix it up shall we?”
The prince pulled Jay out of the way again as another familiar figure flew out of the rent. It was Taco, and her aim was to engage the silver flames of Wonor.
Abyssal lightning crawled around Taco’s body as she punched the flaming fireballs Wonor cast into the room. The silver eyes of the Silver [God] stayed on Jay even while battling Taco in a blur of hard to track strikes.
Jay turned away from the heavy impacts and bright lights. Kleo’s concern resonated through their connection, but he reassured her he’d get back to her soon.
“Now make your choice, the father of YoAnna or one of your eldritch monkeys?” the prince laughed with a chuckle. “Hurry, hurry, because Goldteeth’s arming himself with one of his beloved weapons. Then everything goes kablooey!”
“Abyss Eater,” Jay said without hesitation, sticking to his first choice.
“Decisive! Good. I’ll take these as payment first.” The Prince of Entropy held up two legs. They were cut above the knee. No blood leaked from where the limbs were separated.
Jay looked down and saw his own legs were missing. Nausea hit him hard, but he pushed past the horror and pain. He floated in the air thanks to gravity and moved for the gap in the air.
The prince hopped into the fight and grabbed Abyss Eater, as promised. With a casual toss that was hard to believe, he threw the mighty Abyss Eater into the hole he cut into the room. Jay was there to catch him before slipping out.
The last thing he saw and heard was Ukkara roaring in frustration, Taco and Wonor trading blows, and the Prince of Entropy laughing like a maniac.
Jay landed on the command deck of his ship. He searched outside and saw they were in a white void, another domain of the [System Master’s] creation plus something else. Kleo was still in her giant form outside, gripping the ship carefully in her hand.
Too many voices and opinions were raining down on Jay. Many hands tried to help him, but he shoved them off.
He muttered something toward Macy before focusing on Kleo. She was finding the thread that would lead them home.
There was good news. The System was going to support their return. They shouldn’t be here anymore now that the meeting with the [System Master] ended. They belonged in their Pre-Apocalypse.
The bad news. Something was trying to intervene. It closed in around them as Kleo prepared to make the jump back home. Distance wasn’t a problem. Getting ensnared in transit was.
Each time Jay tried to figure out what was trying to trap them now, he kept receiving a burning migraine and hot searing pain that spread through the rest of his body. Holy embers burst to life along his body until he figured out who was trying to stop them.
The 777th.
Did it have enough power to trap Kleo while she was at her peak? Jay didn’t give himself any room for doubt. He gave Kleo all of his belief, and she delivered, taking the System’s helped make the jump.
The white void stretched and snapped away. Mana streams, streaks of light, civilizations and countless universes, the strings of fate, and the makeup of the Multiverse smeared by while they moved like a needle through tissue paper and bubbles. Then, with a final and resonating pop, the ship entered Earth’s orbit.
They were finally home.
But Jay’s troubles were far from over.
“Where is Taco?” Burger roared. He’d been asking that incessantly. “Where is she?”
“We left her behind,” Abyss Eater moaned.
Burger stared at Abyss Eater before turning his attention to Jay. “We shouldn’t have followed you.”
“It’s okay. We took a hard hit to the face. But all we have to do is walk it off,” Jay said.
Knowing what was to come, Jay shoved aside everyone too weak to handle an angry eldritch monkey and gave Macy a very important wormhole whisper. She responded in the nick of time and slid aside the walls and bulkheads of her ship.
The punch with Jay’s name on it sent him rocketing out and skimming across the outer atmosphere of Earth. Thankfully, he didn’t land on it, or that would’ve been the end of his home.
Burger followed him, raging like a true juggernaut. Nobody else was strong enough to handle him. Abyss Eater dispirited after being forced by the Prince of Entropy to leave behind Taco. Kleo was wiped out after escaping the clutches of the 777th Heavenly Realms Dungeon. All the Champions weren’t strong enough.
Jay flew through space alone. He glanced at his missing legs, shrugged his shoulders, and prepared to take an onslaught of blows. He wouldn’t mind the punishment, honestly. He’d screwed up. Again. Yet, he raised his arms and defended himself as best he could. He didn’t give Burger any easy shots at him.
If there was one thing his journey had taught him. Bad shit happened. It was part of the challenge. It was up to him to make the most out of it. Maybe even change himself if he had to.
That didn’t mean he could avoid getting beat up, though. Burger was a strong Rank 9, and Jay’s [Demon Lord] bonuses weren’t enough by himself.
His back struck one of Saturn’s moons and obliterated it. He hit another moon, smashed it in half, and came to a stop. Burger struck down like a bomb nearby.
“I won’t kill you,” Burger grunted. “But I will beat you to an inch of your life and take your [Godlings]. Then maybe you will understand how much you’ve cost us.”
Jay spat blood to the side before letting out a quiet sigh. “This is going to be a little lame for me. But I suppose it makes sense in the context of the story.”
“A true eldritch monkey cares not for the System’s story. We are beyond the control of Chance!” Burger shouted.
“You are mistaken,” Jay said with a cough and a chuckle. “We’re in her story now. I suggest you kneel.”
“I kneel to no one!” shouted Burger as he stood over Jay.
“A challenge?” asked a feminine and mighty voice, both alluring and dangerous. It resounded from behind Burger, freezing him on the spot. “Let’s see if I can make a change.”
Burger whirled around and threw a heavy abyssal punch. One well-manicured finger stopped the punch and ate the abyssal discharge.
Another tap of a finger struck Burger’s shoulder, dislocated it, and slammed him down onto his knee. Leaving him pacified, the new arrival walked around him with her hands placed behind her back.
She came to a stop in the crater where Jay rested.
“Hello, Jay,” Yoanna greeted. “You’ve suffered greatly.”
Jay spat blood to the side again and let out a slow chuckle. “I’m not Jay Luckrun if I’m not fucked up beyond belief.”
He spat aside more blood before giving YoAnna’s divine and shapely form a look over. Somehow, she found another tier of perfection and beauty. Her bountiful golden hair was larger and livelier, like fanning flames. Her eyes shone brighter. They were almost too intense for him to look into. The scar she wore on the left side of her face was a streak of heavy darkness.
“Stage 2, huh?” Jay said.
“No.”
Jay took another look. Oh.
YoAnna was a Stage 3 Challenge and Change [Goddess] now. She’d evolved twice instead of once. Just like Joyce, YoAnna had refined herself so greatly she must’ve broken limits as a [Goddess].
“I see. I was mistaken,” Jay said with a sigh. “Fuck. You’re so strong.”
“I am.” YoAnna nodded. “Is that too much for you?”
Jay laughed. She might as well ask if he wanted to beg for the [System Master’s] mercy. No matter how bad things got for Jay, there was no quit in him.
Jay slowly sat up and looked past YoAnna’s legs to see Burger still kneeling. He was frozen like a statue in that position.
YoAnna glanced back. “Oh. Just a new power of mine. He lost the challenge, so he was changed to my wishes. I didn’t think much of it. He’s become a loyal servant now.”
On any other day, Jay would’ve found that creepy. He had mind control powers through Kleo, yet YoAnna’s ability was more invasive. As if YoAnna could completely rewrite a person’s entire being with barely a limit.
“Cool,” Jay said. “Mind if I ride in your hair?”
YoAnna’s smile melted the surrounding moon rock until it was mostly slag. She grew to her usual twenty-five feet in height and waited for Jay to climb up near her face.
“Go sit on Earth,” she told Burger.
He stood, bowed, and moved to Earth.
YoAnna nodded before looking up at the ship. “Jay, who is that man you brought with you?”
“You should go ask him yourself,” Jay said to her ear.
“For some reason, I’m nervous about doing so.”
“I sacrificed our strongest Eldritch Monkey and my legs for this,” Jay said.
“Oh, Jay,” YoAnna murmured. “You shouldn’t have. This is unnecessary.”
“Too late to take it back.” Jay readjusted to sit on YoAnna’s shoulder. “Go meet your dad.”
YoAnna hesitated still, which kind of pissed Jay off. He’d been through too much for her to be so indecisive right now.
“I have something else in mind,” YoAnna said. “I’m more emotionally prepared for that than a meeting with my father.”
“Lay it on me,” Jay grumbled.
“It’s time for us to be whole again. Let’s return to Earth and make preparations for Rick and Hailey’s revival.”
Ah, yes. Jay could see how that was more pressing in most cases.
“They could wait,” Jay grunted. “Go meet your dad.”
YoAnna didn’t question him again and nervously floated up to the ship. Obviously, she could do whatever she wanted. She was scary strong. Closer to Abyss Eater, probably, even while being a mere Stage 3. She made Josuto look like a bug in comparison.
But she listened to Jay anyway.




15. To Fight The Curse of Entropy

 
Jay was sitting in the main chair on the command deck while surrounded by chaos. He was cleaned up now because of Brit’s healing. He wished she hadn’t healed him, though. The pain and aches from getting beat on by Burger had been helpful distractions.
There were plenty of other distractions, but Jay being punch-drunk had been a welcomed feeling. Without that, he kept looking down as the chaos of voices and people and magic kept rolling around him.
Beneath the meat of his thighs, everything was gone. The skin was smooth around the cut. There was no pain. There was the phantom of what had been instead.
His mind played tricks on him, falsifying a sense of having legs. He tried wiggling his toes where there was only open air. He tried flexing his knees or kicking up. His stumpy thighs moved about and no more.
Out of all the things that could happen to Jay, he realized this was the worst yet. Yeah, he could muster all of his will to get past this. It helped to have lots of Conviction. But he couldn’t quite ignore how personal this was for him.
The Prince of Entropy hacked him at the knees and had taken the parts of Jay that had defined him before the Pre-Apocalypse. Before even meeting YoAnna in day care. Legs to run with. Legs to dance with. Legs that carried him from stunt to stunt. Logically, Jay knew he didn’t exactly need them. He could bend gravity and move around as needed.
Their loss weighed on him still. This was the beginning of a new trauma. He dared not look up. He dared not see the expressions from everyone else around him.
The only person who was crazy enough to accept his dismemberment with interest was YoAnna. There was always that dark part of her that looked at the struggle keenly. She could also hide her more negative reactions for a later time. YoAnna knew her role, being steady and seemingly unfazed.
Jay appreciated that. He held back his annoyance at the reactions of the others. From Brit and Casey, it was almost overwhelming. The shield and the knife, the protector and the killer. Both wanted outright vengeance immediately.
From what Jay could gather after parsing through the shouts and screams, the moment they’d entered a tear leading to the [System Master’s] trap, Jay immediately disappeared. Then a split second later, a smaller tear appeared on the command deck and Brit started convulsing from the pressure of the 777th.
The [System Master’s] trap had multiple parts working together. It invited the Protectorates into a domain binding the magic of the [System Master] and the leaders of the four great pantheons. This binding included the most powerful dungeon of the Multiverse System, the 777th Heavenly Realms Dungeon.
Second, everything that Jay had experienced happened on a separate timeline. Or it happened while the rest of the Protectorates were frozen until Jay attempted to punch the Prince of Entropy.
Another component to the trap had involved Jay’s inability to read the story. He’d been getting manipulated without his notice. It was because he was the [Demon Lord]. The [System Master] must’ve been confident Jay would end up worsening his position.
Meeting all the people who’d betrayed the previous Protectorates and were aiming to finish the job with the current generation had tested Jay’s patience. But Jay was confident he would’ve kept control of himself if he hadn’t been blind to Chance, especially in front of the Prince of Entropy. He might’ve gotten away if he’d avoided that monster. Meeting the Prince of Entropy had been too much for him.
Looking back at that encounter, Jay could spot multiple times where he was acting out irrationally. He could recall an urge to kill the prince, to end him once and for all, to make sure something like him could never haunt the multiverse ever again.
This was not a consistent urge, or Jay wouldn’t have asked for the prince’s help. But when the urge spiked, Jay could barely keep control of himself. Thus, he gave the [System Master] what he wanted.
Why did the king of the Multiverse System have to use a roundabout tactic to hurt the Protectorates? Jay surmised it was because of the protection afforded to them by the Pre-Apocalypse still being in effect.
So the [System Master] staged everything cleverly, allowing Jay to have face-to-face meetings with his future foes. A riveting story required an in-person introduction before the climax came to play. The System wouldn’t deny that as long as Jay had an avenue out.
He did get away. Only after losing Taco and his legs.
Jay looked up at the outrage, the horror, and the sadness being expressed by his Champions and [Apostles]. Both Brit and Casey were in Mike and Macy’s face, giving them pushback on the conundrum of Jay’s missing legs.
They couldn’t fix him a pair of new ones.
Jay was cursed.
Of course, Macy had made some simple prosthetics earlier. The ends should just fit onto his thighs and clamp shut.
As soon as she tried, the magic prosthetics had dispersed. There had been no explosion. Not even a shower of dust and particles. The prosthetics had phased away into expanding particles. Lost to the aether.
Macy had tried again with Mike observing. The same thing had happened. Mike was certain of a magical curse being in effect.
Brit had tried everything to remove it. Nothing worked. If Brit couldn’t remove the curse, Emily was hopeless. They’d looked at YoAnna, but she was mostly unresponsive while staring down at Jay and completely ignoring her dad.
Growing desperate and irrational, Brit lost her temper. Casey, of course, hadn’t helped. So the two of them turned their frustration on the geniuses. While Mike tried to calm them with logic, Macy merely took in all of their rage like a sponge.
The others suffered from different levels of disbelief, anger, or shock. Frank’s magitek hand kept opening and closing into a trembling fist. Tim could hardly stop himself from staring. Dennis was withdrawn, his gaze looking nowhere.
Lilith walked in a small circle, stopped to look at Jay, then went back to walking in a small circle. She had an obsessively contemplative look on her face. Emily was sitting in one of the navigator chairs, her hands pressed to her face.
Their [Godlings] were predictably in a dark mood, a wild mood, or haplessly crying. Thankfully, Cutie had the presence of mind to keep Gatanna and Fuzzy in check. The [Apostles] stayed in the back. They clearly understood their place and didn’t want to attract the attention of their emotionally unstable betters.
The atmosphere was a dark and unsettled storm. The worst Jay had seen since the USA War. At the very least, they were far from Earth. If things erupted because of tempers, Earth would be safe.
Granted, YoAnna could easily cool such tempers. But she wasn’t so reliable right now. She’d just come out of a year-long evolution, broke through two ceilings of power, and was in the vicinity of her dad for the first time in her life. And her husband was missing his legs and cursed by the very fiend who had cursed her and led to the destruction of the former Protectorates.
Hm, yeah, YoAnna was best looked at as an enigma right now.
Kleo remained outside of the ship, floating in space. She’d shrunk down to her regular height. She was alive and unharmed. But she was unresponsive. Her lack of presence was felt. It was times like now Jay would lean on her to break the tension. Jay figured she was a little overwhelmed at the moment.
Jay massaged his brow. He had so many people to take care of. For the first time, the Champions felt overwhelming to him. All of these loud personalities colliding, rumbling, storming, coalescing, expanding, seeking for an outlet and a direction to be led.
While his Champions were stronger than most, they weren’t strong enough to do the things Jay and YoAnna could do. He couldn’t feel sorry for them right now. But he understood his house needed direction.
Jay caught his second wind. He forced himself to smile. It didn’t matter if he didn’t feel it. It was up to him to decide how he wanted to react. Besides, it influenced everyone in the room.
Just by smiling, the stormy atmosphere dialed down a notch. In a few minutes, even Brit and Casey’s blind wrath became more of a simmer. Once all was quiet except for the technical hum from the magitek surrounding them, Jay took a deep breath.
“We’re home,” he said. “So, there’s that.”
The group around him fidgeted in discomfort. Jay kept on, as if they woke up to another pleasant day.
“And YoAnna’s a [Goddess] now. Probably the most powerful Stage 3 to exist.” Jay leaned lazily to the side, perfecting a nonchalant image of himself. One hand reached over, and YoAnna’s hand smoothly entwined with his. “Congrats, by the way. Seriously. No more teenage goddess, just full-on [Goddess].”
“Thank you, Jay,” she replied in a subdued tone. “I wouldn’t have achieved this without you and everyone here.”
There was an awkward silence. Everyone was struggling to reconcile the shift in tone. Enkidu clapped his hands, the fastest to adapt. Dennis was quick enough to join in on the forced positivity. It could obviously blow up, but even if begrudgingly, everyone else joined in. This was a big deal. Their Matriarch was a [Goddess].
Many of her frustrating limitations would be reduced. One of the biggest differences between fully matured [Gods] and their lesser forms, [Godlings], was their efficiency and capacity for System-granted power and how much small magic they could use and how quickly. Since YoAnna was obviously a [Freak] among deities, she had enough power as a young Stage 3 that would make the Grandmaster Arbiter look puny.
Thinking of the late Xos nearly cracked Jay’s positive facade, but he held himself together. This was crucial. He needed to direct all of this manic and intense energy in a fruitful direction. Once a new lull settled in, Jay took over again.
“She can also bring back Rick and Hailey from the dead,” Jay added.
The light of hope entered his Champion’s eyes. Now Jay was getting into his groove. Someone decided to cut that off, however.
“That’s not possible,” said Abyss Eater.
YoAnna stiffened and turned to look everywhere else but at her father. Jay paid the man some heed.
“Why do you say that?” Jay asked.
“If it’s not an immediate revival, then they are far beyond the veil of death. They could’ve been reborn elsewhere in the Multiverse. Or they could’ve been pulled away so deeply they’d stopped being individual souls and become a mindless part of the ever stretching circle. Of course, this is without assuming their deaths weren’t caused by anything divine, holy, infernal, or eldritch.”
“Holy,” Jay answered.
Abyss Eater gave them a grim look. “They’ll be held by the 777th. That dungeon is a monster among dungeons and holds greater weight than any other in the Multiverse System. I’m sorry, but these souls of yours are not retrievable.”
There was a long and somber silence. Abyss Eater glanced around, read the room, and realized he trampled on their hope.
Everyone could see Brit and Casey slowly going insane together. Never had two become so… in sync… with each other. As if they weren’t rivals anymore and were two halves of the same coin. Their obsession with Jay was building an interesting dynamic connecting them.
That didn’t matter at the moment. What mattered was Abyss Eater’s down spirited declaration. Now Jay had a better reason to smile.
“Is that a challenge?” he asked.
YoAnna’s eyes glowed with greater intensity. Her grip on his hand was crushing. Ah, perfect. The pain was what he needed.
“What do you need, YoAnna?” Jay asked.
“You, Jay, to help draw them with your gravity,” YoAnna said, before looking to the side at Emily. “And you, Emily, to help guide them through death.”
Emily perked up, her eyes filled with a frenetic need to be of service and get back her sister and former lover.
But wait, there was more.
“Brit will also help. For she knows the nature of all that is holy like the back of her hand,” YoAnna added. “And, hm, Lilith.”
There was quietness. Then there was a cold and disturbed quietness. The tiny alchemist in the corner shifted to the forefront.
“I will not hold back.” Lilith licked her fangs and bared her teeth. “I have things. Terrible things. That does not care about the passage from life to death. If they can touch the soul and spread…”
“That’s perfectly fine,” YoAnna said.
For a moment, Jay wondered if he should rein back whatever diabolical plan was being cooked up on top of a rescue mission. But he could only afford so much energy to think of consequences. He’d already done what was necessary. He gave the Champions a direction where they could kill two birds with one stone, rescuing their loved ones and repaying the Multiverse System, specifically the 777th.
Jay climbed out of his seat and floated into the air. Everyone looked at him sharply, especially YoAnna.
“What?” Jay asked. “I just wanted to get up and stretch my legs.”
The groans and visible signs of discomfort he received were strangely enjoyable. The cherry on top was YoAnna bursting into piglet laughter.
Ah. That was a soothing balm like no other. It reminded Jay that he hadn’t seen his divine wife in a year. Throwing caution to the wind, he kissed her. It was a light but loving one. When he looked into YoAnna’s intense gaze, he saw no pain or discomfort.
“What happened to your curse?” Jay asked.
“It still exists,” she said. “But I am stronger now. Much stronger. I won’t let it inconvenience me.”
YoAnna’s golden gaze slid down Jay’s body and stopped on his stumps. She reached out and touched one of his thighs, eliciting a shiver from him.
“Will you let him inconvenience you?” She asked.
Jay blinked, coming to realize what she was saying. He snapped his fingers toward Macy. Before he said a word, another pair of prosthetics were thrown his way.
Jay slipped them on himself. Soon as they bound to his upper legs, he closed his eyes and sought the curse attached to him. Before his prosthetics dissipated, Jay found entropy’s touch and wrestled with it.
Two fundamental powers battled. Gravity versus entropy.
He nearly passed out before his prosthetic legs eventually dissipated. At the very least, he’d fought off the curse for a solid fifteen minutes. This could be a new training regimen.




16. To Find Worthy Challenges to Hunt

 
Power was addicting. Scary, but addicting. There weren’t many planets with appropriate challenges for Joyce. The ones that were Rank 6s and Rank 7s in Universe 7 were already visited first and established as subjects of Dad and Mother’s pantheon. Joyce didn’t want to touch those worlds and take their prime resources, the things for her to hunt and slay to grow stronger.
That left Joyce in a dilemma. She could try scouring the many worlds Dad’s team hadn’t visited, but that felt like a slow option. She couldn’t move as fast as Dad or Auntie Kleo, yet. Her power to phase from one place to another wasn’t instantaneous. Despite how easily Auntie Kleo and Dad made it look, taking everyone across their Pre-Apocalypse territory, she would take years or decades to do the same. At least at this rank.
Slow, too slow.
Joyce sat on a space rock circling around a giant red star. She was in an asteroid field that span wider than a dozen Earths combined. Just nearby were some spacefaring [Godlings] she was looking upon. All Stage 2s like Oshrayne. Or Beren. Thanks to Amanda, she could read their emotions. She could pick up on surface thoughts. Because of her connection to gravity, she could sense they wouldn’t be much of a challenge for her. Her Chance in a fight against them was inconsequential.
They were a potential snack to Joyce. A way to control her hunger. The urge to hunt. She was wrong when she told Dad she had no other urges for hunting besides going after him. No, without him being close, the truth revealed itself soon enough. The problem was their lack of guilt. They weren’t villains. They were just wandering [Godlings]. But that didn’t stop Joyce from licking her sharp teeth and drooling a little. It wouldn’t hurt to just get close, right? To just play around until she figured out a better solution to her problem.
The lack of challenges.
Until she solved that, she might as well play for a bit. Amanda gave her a subtle warning from within. But she would not stop Joyce completely, unless it was necessary to do so. Given no reason to stay back, Joyce phased from her current location to the meteorite the [Godlings] were on. There were three of them. They felt her coming, which was fine with Joyce. She wanted them to know she was there among them.
She phased back into reality like a wraith going from incorporeal to corporeal. Her leathery bat wings flapped behind her, given free range, while she wore a mid-quality black tunic with slits in the back. Her skirt was flowing weightlessly while in space except for the subtle shifts of gravity to keep it from rising above mid-thigh. The claws on her hands flexed with anticipation. The claws on her feet tore through the meteorite’s surface with every twitch. Around her was a dark purple miasma and ripples that were subtly drawing the three [Godlings] closer. Physically. Spiritually. And mentally.
They attacked instantly. No questions asked. Their fear of her got the better of them. They were ignorant of how they’d forfeited their lives, and it was up to Joyce to show them mercy or not. The only thing stopping her from ripping their souls out was that she wanted to have a little fun. And she didn’t want to be so villainous. She didn’t want to disappoint her heroic dad.
Joyce dodged around chains of black lightning that were as wide as trains. They crashed against nearby meteorites and blew them into smithereens, black bolts chaining from one target to the next. A [Godling] with a hammer dared to close the distance on Joyce and swing at her. An intense orange light covered the hammer head as it swung with momentous force. The [Godling] had the muscles and features of a humanoid giant to match with his power.
Joyce ingested some souls she and Amanda kept imprisoned. She grew slightly. Her body became denser. Empowered, she extended her hand and stopped the hammer strike with her palm. All the nearest meteorites exploded from the magical shockwave emitted from a powerful force meeting an immovable object, Joyce. The hammer [Godling] recoiled back, horror clear in their wide eyes.
Joyce didn’t pay him anymore attention and turned to face the third [Godling] trying to sneak up on her. This one was a female with the appearance of a blue-skinned elf. The ambusher burst into shards of razor sharp ice and tried to skewer Joyce on them.
Meanwhile, the lightning chain [Godling] was manipulating his aspect with small magic to call down an even more powerful attack. Joyce smiled as she swung her wings around and slapped aside the ice attack. She playfully reached for the ice [Godling] and predicted where she would try to dodge. The ice [Godling] rode a comet of ice to get away, but Joyce disappeared and reappeared right in front of the girl. She grabbed her by the neck and tossed her at the lightning chain [Godling], interrupting his cast.
Joyce avoided the hammer swing from the more physical [Godling] and teleported behind the lightning one. With a single finger pressed to the back of the man’s neck, Joyce drew upon his soul. It had the benefit of being joined with the core that all [Godlings] and Dungeons had, but it would barely be a challenge for Joyce to rip all of that power out and feast on it, if she wanted to. Amanda, of course, gave her a warning, which Joyce didn’t take too seriously. She was still playing, and all she wanted to do was shift the [Godling’s] soul a little, then let it go.
It was tempting to pull all the way and feast upon the divine essence directly. But Joyce held back since she was obviously the person holding these [Godlings’] lives in her claws. She also could tell they cared for each other. The ice and hammer [Godlings] were staring in terror and frustration while Joyce had the black lightning [Godling] at her mercy. With more effort than Joyce would like to admit, she released the black lightning [Godling], a young-looking humanoid with gray skin and dark eyes, and backed away.
“I’m not going to kill you,” Joyce said. “I was just playing around.”
She was also testing herself. Each of these Stage 2 [Godlings] were as strong or stronger than Beren. Joyce still remembered how Auntie Kleo took her away before Dad had to fight that devious [Godling] who wanted her dead. She was strong enough to fight three of them with no difficulty, and she was only Level 112 at Rank 5. To the Hell Circles, she could probably fight a small army of them.
Amanda chided her a little for letting this taste of power get to her head. Joyce didn’t think that was fair. Amanda was her other half. She could easily come out and exert her will if she wanted, but Amanda didn’t feel the need to. She wasn’t a familiar, after all. She was a complex Skill. She gained levels with any sort of use, even if it wasn’t combat oriented. Advising Joyce played a part.
“So are you going to let us go?” the icy [Godling] asked with two ice daggers in hand. The other [Godlings] looked ready to continue the fight. They were posturing, really, and knew deep down they had nothing to threaten Joyce with.
“After you answer a question or two,” Joyce said. “Are you good [Godlings]? Do you look out for those who pray to you or trample on them?”
“Why does that matter to you?” the icy [Godling] returned. She was obviously their spokesperson.
“It matters because I’m the daughter of the Protectorate Patriarch, the slayer of Gutok and lord of your universe,” Joyce answered. “His policy is to test every [Godling] we come across. So this is your test.”
The [Godlings] shifted uncomfortably. Joyce could sense they wanted to lie. But at the last second, the icy [Godling] concluded on telling the truth.
“I’m fair enough,” she said. “But I’ll admit I have a short temper. I’ve frozen mortals here and there. Maybe some of them don’t deserve it.”
Joyce nodded. She glanced at the other two. They’d admitted to their faults quickly, pressured by her presence. They could feel the subtle pull she had on their divine souls, regardless of their cores. They knew they were prey, and it was up to her to decide their fate.
“Do better,” Joyce settled on saying. “When you return to your homes, make up for the wrong you’ve done. And hold on to your temper better.”
She left them with their lives intact and no worse for wear. Flying through the cosmos, Joyce felt an incredible thrill like no other. She’d been battling weak Stage 1 [Godlings] since she was Rank 1. But there was a big difference between little Stage 1s and matured Stage 2s. Then again, none of them compared to Mother. She would be finished with her evolution by now, wouldn’t she?
The high she’d gained from holding the lives of Stage 2s in her hand dissipated. Knowing Mother YoAnna, she would be vastly more powerful than these weaker deities. How would Dad go about telling her about their daughter’s departure? Would she be hurt that Joyce wasn’t there? Or would she accept it? Would Emily care?
Amanda phased out of Joyce’s body and became a pale angel. She wrapped her arms and feathered wings around Joyce, a reassuring hug that Joyce enjoyed to the fullest. At least she wasn’t alone. But all the angelic hugs from Amanda couldn’t help find worthy things to hunt without messing with the order of things. Feeling stuck, Joyce wandered back toward the area she’d parted ways from Dad. Then she looked at the planet of the Onyx [Godling] and paid the woman a visit.
“You’re not up to any evil are you?” Joyce asked, walking out of the shadows of the office Oshrayne worked in.
“Dear, you have no idea how many assassins think they can take me from behind unaware,” Oshrayne replied without looking up, her focus on the paper she was writing with fresh ink at a mundane speed. She put up a good front, but Joyce could sniff out fear like a bloodhound. Oshrayne was afraid.
“I’m not an assassin.” Joyce walked around from behind Oshrayne and stood in front of her desk. “I’m a [Challenger] and a huntress.”
“I can already see the dilemma written on the stars. Nothing can challenge a fiend like you. Without that, you’ll have an unfulfilling hunt.”
“Exactly.”
Oshrayne continued to write, falling silent. Joyce didn’t mind. She shifted to the nearby book shelves to explore their content. She dug around in Oshrayne’s chest boxes to touch all the wicked magic tools and reagents that were precious to this world. This room had a wealth of items if nobody drew comparison to all that the Protectorates had gathered. Joyce had been told plenty about Hailey, the witch of the Protectorates, and was certain she could do more damage than what Oshrayne could ever dream.
Finally, the Onyx [Godling] put down her ink pen. She looked at Joyce with dark and thoughtful eyes. “What do I receive in assisting you?”
Joyce’s first idea was to respond with a threat, but decided against that. Her presence was a threat already. Oshrayne was asking a legitimate question.
“I’ll make sure you’re invited to whatever special event my parents throw,” Joyce said. “Front row seats.”
“If we’re all alive by then,” Oshrayne said with a smirk.
“We will be,” Joyce said. “Because if my parents can’t do it. I will.”
“You’ll kill the four great pantheon leaders and the [System Master]?” Oshrayne raised an eyebrow. “I do not mean to question your overwhelming power. I can feel it right now. My life is at your mercy. But I can’t help but have my doubts. As strong as some Rankers can get, there’s a reason that the [Gods] reign supreme. They will have the System’s backing.”
“That’s okay with me,” Joyce replied. “I was created because of the [Gods] meddling in my parents’ affairs. I’ll repay them if that’s what it takes.”
“The Hell Circles,” Oshrayne replied with a sigh. “You must crawl one of them if you are seeking the ultimate leveling progression. And based on your affinities…”
Joyce smiled. “The 6th Hell Circle, the Undead Hell Circle. That’s the one for me. I’ve thought of that, but I don’t know how to get there.”
“I do.” Oshrayne smiled. “It’ll require some sacrifices on my part. I guess I can empty my prison this way.”
Joyce wrinkled her nose.
“It’s the worst prison. The one filled with murderers and rapists.”
“Why haven’t you petrified them or whatever you do?” Joyce asked offhandedly.
Oshrayne blinked. “And lose out on occasions where I must tear apart the flesh and souls of mortals for my rituals and have a moral excuse? Child, please, I’m black-hearted, but I’m not an imbecile.”
Joyce stared at Oshrayne as the elder [Godling] smiled back. Joyce would hate to admit this aloud, but she kind of begrudgingly respected Oshrayne. She was a villainess, but a very smart and reasonable one. Did that make her an anti-villainess?
Joyce wasn’t sure. She hadn’t been ‘alive’ for very long. Amanda helped her understand most things that she didn’t have the context for. Even with the evolutions making her more womanly and powerful, Joyce was still a child trying to figure out her place in the world.
So far, she understood her Dad and Mother were under a lot of pressure. Joyce was the embodiment of many things concentrated into two powerful concepts: gravity and death. She wanted challenges. She wanted to hunt worthy prey. She was hungry enough to look at Oshrayne as a snack.
But Joyce was reasonable enough to not let her urges get the best of her. She was thankful for Amanda’s constant check-in with her, too. Joyce still had plenty to learn. She also had her own secrets that weren’t really secret if you were among the leadership of the Protectorates.
She had family down in the 6th Hell Circle.
Bondye.
Dad and Grandma Jhara told her lots about her. Joyce wanted to see her great grandma and compare herself, then take her soul and bring her wherever Joyce wanted to go next. Should be fun.
Joyce spent the next couple of days fooling around on Oshrayne’s planet. Sometimes she would go on vigilante streaks and find heinous crimes to punish. Gossip spread fast of a devilish girl hunting evildoers and taking their souls at her leisure, which was all true. The souls weren’t worth much, so Joyce treated them as eating cheap candy. Oshrayne made a request for Joyce to hand deliver the criminals, but Joyce denied it.
As eager as she was to hunt down villains, she would not play a hand in putting them through tortuous magic. While it was a scary feeling to have their souls ripped out and to be consumed, it was mostly painless. Then again, those moments spent still aware before being broken down inside a greater predator might be its own form of torture.
Joyce didn’t think about it too hard.
The day for her Hell Circle crawl arrived. Everything was prepared on a barren plateau surrounded by fierce dark winds and cold light streaming between the space rocks surrounding the planet. Oshrayne stood in a revealing dress while covered in runic markings written in blood. Thousands of prisoners were placed purposefully on every significant point of a giant ritual circle Oshrayne carved into the surface of the plateau.
Amanda wasn’t exactly happy about this. Joyce was getting second thoughts. Oshrayne looked at her and smiled.
“I can stop if you want me to,” she said.
Joyce licked her fangs before showing a bit of weakness and looking away. “Stop. This is wrong.”
Joyce sighed in defeat. She didn’t know why she was acting weak. She’d killed plenty of criminals and eaten their souls. But something about this mass ritual practice just struck her as wrong. And Amanda wasn’t happy with it. She might not stop it, but Joyce didn’t want to upset her friend too much.
Oshrayne gave her a darkly amused look. She turned to give her servants orders about returning the prisoners to their holding cells.
Joyce felt a deathly shift in the atmosphere. The ritual circle sparked. Lines of hellish green appeared on every engraving. All the prisoners erupted into fleshy bonfires, screaming in torment as they burned within the ghastly green flames. Joyce stared at the hellfire, sensing there was a powerful and foreboding force reaching through on the other side, hijacking Oshrayne’s spell. The Onyx [Godling] and her people stared in horror as tongues of green fire shot into the air, gathered in a ball, and became a doorway.
Within that doorway appeared two giant eyes made of flames. They had long eyelashes and a devious glint in their eyes. Wherever those eyes looked, people fell over and convulsed. Oshrayne dropped to her knees, sweating profusely and looking very sick.
Then the horrifying eyes fell upon Joyce. The power clashed against her, and Joyce held her ground.
“Who are you, child?” boomed a powerful voice.
“Joyce Luckrun!” she replied bravely. “[Venerated Challenger], Princess, Huntress of Deities, and daughter of Jay Luckrun and YoAnna Sainte-Luckrun!”
“Bon!” the spectator replied. “I’ve completed this poor little gateway for you. It’ll take you to the Rank 5 section, the Oppressive Ziggurat Desert. Defeat its boss. And keep going up from there.”
“Who are you?” Joyce asked as she stepped toward the burning green portal.
“Your ancestor, my dear. I’ll be waiting for you at the Rank 8 section.”
“Bondye, wait!” Joyce called, but it was too late. The eyes were gone, and all that remained was a portal. One that was activated from the other side, robbed from Oshrayne’s control.
Joyce looked apologetically at Oshrayne.
The deity glared back. “I better get my ball ticket.”
Joyce nodded before taking a deep breath to calm her nerves. Then she jumped into the green flaming portal and ended up somewhere else.
You’ve entered the 6th Hell Circle Dungeon, Section 5, Oppressive Ziggurat Desert.




17. To Crawl Both Hell and Heaven

 
There was no time for Jay or YoAnna to relax for the next several weeks. The moment they landed back on Earth, the two mightiest of the Protectorates were occupied with their own objectives instead of family.
Especially with Joyce being gone. The Luckrun household felt a little emptier without her. YoAnna threw herself into making a complicated ritual circle in the western hemisphere. Jay stayed on or around the Protectorate territory and trained. All other logistical concerns fell on the appropriate Champions who could handle them.
Jay had two priorities.
“Heavier. This one is too light.” Jay tossed aside half a mountain into the China Sea. With one hand. “Don’t hold back on me, Dennis.”
Dennis had been his Strength-training partner these past couple of weeks. With one hop, the man shot from the coast of China to the Philippines. A few seconds later, a chunk of rock a few miles wide flew through the air. Pieces of it hurtled off as it fell on Jay. Using some of his gravity powers to control its descent, Jay raised his hands. He reduced his System to weaken himself. Simultaneously, he battled with the curse of entropy.
He had gone half a day without losing his current set of prosthetics. It was his longest streak yet. Catching the mountain with his hands and shoulders added strain on his metal legs. Jay found the perfect equilibrium between making himself weaker, using gravity to balance the mountain, and struggling against the curse. Then he started his next set of squats with Dennis supervising him.
The struggle was real. The curse bit and scratched at his soul with wolfish intent. It hurt him to fight it. Every time he thought of giving up, he heard the freaky laughter of the Prince of Entropy. Rage boiled inside of Jay’s stomach, and he kept pushing. He ignored the mountain crumbling into pieces all around him. A growing crater formed beneath him.
He outlasted the mountain before the curse became too much and took away his latest set of legs. Jay fell to the floor in a disgraceful heap. He didn’t mind. Every touch of frustration and embarrassment fueled him. He would get his vengeance upon the Prince of Entropy.
Dennis offered him a hand.
Jay didn’t take it. He sat up on the rock and dirt and summoned another pair of legs from his spatial storage. He propped them on and immediately fought the curse to save his newest limbs. Cool sweat rolled down his skin. A series of shudders passed through his body. He hadn’t felt this mortal and weak in a while.
Back on his feet, Jay looked over his shoulder at Dennis. “Another one.”
If Jay wasn’t Strength-training with Dennis, he tasked other Champions to challenge him in their unique ways. He ran races across the world with Tim without bending space-time. He didn’t win any of them even with his [Demon Lord] bonuses. Tim’s profile was set up highly for Agility. Jay appreciated the challenge and held out against the curse for three-fourth of a day.
He meditated with Brit and Emily at their great church in the middle of Lionguard Village. The village had grown. The buildings were taller. There were more Protectorates than ever before. It was a mini-city in the middle of their Pantheon Estate. Because of population concerns, Macy’s best [Crafters] were finishing up construction for a floating city reserved as an extension of Lionguard Village.
Jay could hear the construction in between intense rounds of meditation. There were a thousand other privileged followers who’d paid for Brit’s time. They could barely concentrate on her while the Pantheon Patriarch was there, taking up the back corner of the stage. None of their [Godlings] or [Gods] were around. The population of their territory had grown so large that they’d collected some eager fanatics. Now their deities had to play the more mysterious figures their roles were meant for.
Jay glanced at the stained windows depicting their deities. He smiled a little at the one made in Ms Kowalski’s honor. She was the Stage 1 [Godling] of Science, and her rise from being a Systemless human to a divine being was nothing short of breathtaking. She’d taken to it well. There were also stained windows for Josuto, his wife, and his two children. They’d done well enough on adjusting to their new living conditions and supporting YoAnna’s System Guide efforts– even if Josuto was a constant nervous-wreck. His wife was more cool headed and intense though. She wasn’t afraid of Jay, which earned his respect.
“Again, now,” Brit said, leading the followers. “Close your eyes. Concentrate on your System. Be one with what lies beneath the surface and give thanks to your chosen deity.”
Before Jay followed along, he glanced at the stained window that was being constructed for him. He had no objections anymore to his part of the church. He gave Brit control of how to disseminate the essence of what he represented.
He’d also taken his small magic classes with Koschei, Enkidu, and the other immortals more seriously. There were good reasons to listen to a few prayers here and there and send back a package of more destructive power. Earth wasn’t liberated from complete danger. Some of it was being healed, but there were still pockets of humanity fighting to survive elsewhere instead of living under the Protectorate’s rule.
Desperate individuals reached out to Jay constantly. Sometimes, he replied and gave them a bit of help. It was always good to keep more small magic than to give. You never know when you’d need that lump sum of extra divine power.
The day of revival was soon upon them. Jay spent the morning with Casey, conducting a series of duels. He could tell she was distracted and holding back, which led to him winning more rounds than her. He almost wanted to call her out on it, but held his tongue. He sensed there was more to her distraught mood than it revolving around him.
“What’s wrong?” Jay asked as his latest legs disintegrated. He held out for a day and a half this time. He was progressing.
“Will they be the same when they come back?” Casey asked. “Will Hailey still be Hailey?”
Those were reasonable questions. Abyss Eater’s statements about the unlikelihood that this would work had put a damper on the excitement. Casey hadn’t joined the climax of the USA War until the last moment. Until it was too late to save Hailey and Rick.
“We’ll accept them anyway,” Jay answered. “Now concentrate. Don’t you want to show your sister and Rick how big and bad you’ve become?”
That perked Casey up. Their next duels became more dangerous for Jay, ending with dismemberment and the loss of another set of legs. Good. He’d have to adjust better for the pressure.
He went back home once his session with Casey was over. Mom was sitting on the living room sofa and staring at the turned off TV.
“Mom?” Jay called carefully.
“When will we see all of our family again, Jay?” Her voice was forcefully neutral. She was straining against her inner feelings. Jay could see the gravity of that.
“Joyce is strong. We’re bound to meet up again.” Jay paused, knowing there was more. “We’ll see Bondye sooner, maybe. Diving a Hell Circle is probably our best shot at power leveling.”
But that might not be enough, according to Taco.
“What about Kleo?” Jhara asked.
Jay looked at Jhara in confusion. “Kleo’s always around.”
Wasn’t she?
Blinking slowly, Jay looked around. Kleo appeared, leaning against the kitchen cabinets, looking cool and unbothered.
“Not yet, Jay,” she said, waving her hand.
Jay stopped looking for her and refocused on other objectives. Jhara fell silent and continued to stare at the turned off TV screen. Before Jay left, he saw Kleo sitting on the sofa with Jhara. They could use the mother and daughter time.
Jay moved to the other side of the planet. He landed on the top of a mountain in Wyoming and took a comfortable seat on a small boulder behind YoAnna. Whipping winds parted around the [Goddess] as she scanned the landscape. The land itself didn’t interest her. But the miles of ritual circles did. For weeks, YoAnna had carefully engraved lines and symbols over the surface of the former United States.
Jay inspected the ritual and couldn’t spot any issues. But he wasn’t YoAnna’s equal in rituals. She sighed in disappointment and hopped into the sky. Moments later, YoAnna’s massive finger pierced the atmosphere as she carefully used the sharpened end of her nail to correct a line crossing through Texas. It was a dangerous way to draw a continent size ritual. The view for Jay was worth the risk. The entire sky was covered with his divine wife.
“I picked a good seat,” Jay said under his breath.
YoAnna returned to her mortal height and landed back down next to Jay with a thump of air. She seemed flawless and without peers. She was also the hardest to read, able to thwart his classic emotional gravity. Still, Jay knew YoAnna well enough to spot the very slight signs of her displeasure and frustration. He waited.
“I’m distracted, Jay,” she said. “Oh, and hello, Jay.”
She openly frowned.
The nearest monsters on the mountain fell to dust, a byproduct of YoAnna’s displeasure without her meaning to. Jay wondered if they needed a new home away from Earth. The planet was at the point of being too weak for her. She could barely do anything without causing damage or harm, forcing her to hold herself in check constantly. Which was obviously hard for her. Jay could see how making the ritual here was also to keep their territory safe from their overpowered Matriarch.
“This will work, YoAnna,” Jay said. “Once it does, you get to shove it in your dad’s face.”
“I’ve failed to have a meaningful conversation with him.” YoAnna shifted over to Jay but didn’t meet his eyes. She was ashamed. “You’ve sacrificed for me, yet I’m not strong enough to close that gap yet. Looking at him makes me think of all that I’ve lost.”
She let out a powerful sigh that tore off the tops of a few mountains nearby. She really couldn’t control herself that well.
Jay looked down at his prosthetic legs and the curse of entropy. “One thing at a time,” he said.
“A difficult phrase to follow. Other concerns plague me. Time being one of them.”
“That plagues us all.”
“To reach Stage 4, I need a decade at the very least,” YoAnna said. “I’ve already squeezed the most I could out of the resources we’ve earned. The dungeon cores. The plethora of coins and rare treasures. Everything worthwhile sent by the corrupt admins. Getting Stage 3 was a sprint, and I’m still weary after that ordeal.”
“I’m going to act like some wizened oldster and say, ‘That’s ridiculous!’” Jay slapped his cheeks in mocking surprise. “It should’ve taken hundreds of thousands of years to reach Stage 3! And you speak of Stage 4 in ten years!”
YoAnna giggle-snorted. The world became brighter. Literally. The entire world had dazzling golden lights in the sky now, with YoAnna’s improved mood.
“There is an option to help me cut that time frame down a smidge.” Her smile faded. The world became a little darker. YoAnna’s scar became more pronounced. “Eating your eldritch monkeys would satisfy the abyssal part of me.”
YoAnna’s golden mane of hair became as black as night. In an instant, she went from a protecting lioness to a man-eating lioness. The other side of YoAnna Sainte-Luckrun. The entire sky became as black as a void. A hungry pressure pressed lightly on everyone. Human, monster, deity, everyone.
Jay waved it off, unbothered by the switch in YoAnna’s temperament. “As much as I’d love to help you get stronger faster, these guys are under my care. You’ve already pushed it by changing them to being obedient to you.”
Each eldritch monkey could destroy Earth. Burger’s outburst could’ve been the beginning of the end. Jay had no objections to YoAnna challenging and changing each eldritch monkey to keep them compliant, which scared her dad pale. Abyss Eater looked like he wanted to set his daughter straight, but kept failing to talk to her. Just like YoAnna kept failing to talk to him.
“I’m sorry, Jay. My desperation is poking through.” YoAnna returned to her golden self, and the world became normal again. She fidgeted with her hair before shuffling closer and reaching down for his tail. She looked calmer once she had a hold of him. “I can be a great burden to you, can’t I?”
“Lay it all on me,” Jay said. “I’m strong enough for the both of us.”
“You are too good for me.”
Jay held in a laugh. “Yeah, I know.”
They stayed like that for a while as YoAnna repeatedly scanned her circle. She found three more places needing correction, but she didn’t jump back to it until she was satisfied with her time holding Jay’s tail. Then she hopped back up into space, assumed a planetoid size, and terraformed more of the United States with a single manicured nail.
The day of the ritual arrived. Jay held in a laugh as the needed components of YoAnna’s project stood in the central circle. It was in the middle of a former Nebraskan corn field. There were plenty of jokes for that, but today had a more somber mood.
YoAnna sat in the middle at twenty-five feet. Jay, Brit, Emily, and Lilith took the corners of the central circle. The entire ritual expanded from around them with intricate lines that grew larger the further they were positioned from the center.
At the boundaries, the lines were large enough to cut through mid-size cities that were miles wide. YoAnna’s ruthless and consistent approach to terraforming the land destroyed mostly anything in her way. Except for the pockets of humanity still living freely here. She’d moved them with mere willpower.
Jay had heard plenty of comments from Josuto about how impossibly strong YoAnna was. The older Stage 3 [God] couldn’t fathom how she could do anything she could do. Jay had given the poor man his ear plenty of times. It must’ve stung to be on the same stage with another deity and be many leagues her unequal.
YoAnna took a deep breath. The world stilled. Everything beyond this small circle faded from importance. Then YoAnna chanted a long and fast incantation, combining her natural power with all the small magic she’d gained from their newly acquired territories across twenty-three universes. Jay wore some simple robes for the occasion and sat without prosthetics. He didn’t resist YoAnna’s pull for his power. The others gave themselves over to their Matriarch as part of the ritual.
For Jay’s part, he was the gravity that drew at the wayward souls of their dearly departed. For Emily’s part, she was the vessel that knew death the best and would help create a passage between them and their targets. For Brit’s part, she was the mistress of holy power, defiant of their will, a key to unlocking the heavenly prison on the other side. And for Lilith’s part, she was ready to leave a burning mess after the rescue was complete.
It all went wrong once YoAnna completed the ritual. Jay knew it immediately when an aperture formed in front of them. The world became monochromatic at first, drained of all color. Then it returned to normal when a choir of singing angels heralded the forming of a dungeon entrance. The ritual ended with an unexpected result.
YoAnna looked on with disbelief.
Jay reached her faster than Brit could. Brit wanted to counsel and reassure their Matriarch. She was good at that.
But Jay knew YoAnna better. So he didn’t hold back when he grabbed YoAnna by the arm and threw her with everything he had, physically and magically.
She exited their solar system just in time.
Everyone looked up to where a bright twinkling light stood out among the stars. That was YoAnna, exploding with fury.
The dozens of personnel waiting outside of the central circle flooded in. Frank and Casey arrived first ahead of the others.
“They were prepared,” Jay said, answering their question before they asked. “The 777th must’ve known we were going to revive our Champions.”
“How!” Frank roared, his dragon spirit rising into the open with anger.
Jay pointed at the spirit. “Because of that. We weren’t supposed to have those abilities. The 777th only gotten involved when Brit conquered the Holy Affinity and took a secret power from the 777th, remember?”
The 777th were prepared because they knew what these spirit powers led to. YoAnna was right to think she could revive her Champions. Their animal spirits not only fortified them and granted greater power, but it probably messed with the normal cycle of death. YoAnna had mentioned multiple times how she still felt connected to Rick and Hailey. They were connected through that spiritual bond, the aftermath of their first Talents– the animal boons– becoming something greater.
“Yeah, they’ve set a trap for just this occasion.” Jay stared at the dungeon entrance. He smiled a little. “So, who’s it going to be? Who’s ready to crawl the 777th and bring it hell?”
Before anyone answered, YoAnna slammed down with a big thump, finished with her deadly tantrum. She was down to her mortal height and looking at Jay first.
“Thank you.”
“No problem, babe.”
YoAnna’s attention drifted to Abyss Eater who stood outside of their circle like a stranger. The skies darkened overhead and flashed with lightning and thunder as YoAnna frowned at her father. She turned away and stared at the dungeon entrance.
Jay knew very well the crux of YoAnna’s issue. [Gods] and [Godlings] were barred from entering dungeons under most circumstances, especially the combat oriented ones. There were exceptions. Like the Uk-Guk-Gara God being able to enter dungeons and… well… breed with them, but this wasn’t the scenario being dealt with.
This is the entrance to the 777th Heavenly Realms Dungeon, Rank 10. You will have a section for Rank 7 Dungeon Crawlers. Do you wish to enter? Yes or no?
Jay sighed heavily. “I can’t go. I’ve been putting it off for too long.”
Jay needed to evolve.
“All the Champions need to crawl this,” Frank said, looking at Casey.
“Maybe. It wouldn’t be a good idea to put all our eggs in one basket.” Casey looked from Jay to YoAnna. “This is going to lead us to Rick and Hailey’s souls, right?”
“Yes,” YoAnna said. “If you can survive the crawl.”
As the Champions and those present discussed the matter, Jay’s attention veered sharply to an alarmed call. It was coming from his Mom.
“Hold on,” Jay said. “Jhara needs me. Now.”
“I’ll come with you,” YoAnna said, leaving everything to the others. Jay’s presence was the only thing keeping her from going apocalyptic.
They appeared on the porch of their home and found Jhara in the middle of a psychotic episode. Their entire house was cursed. Victor was standing outside, shaking his head.
“What’s the deal?” Jay asked him.
“I don’t know. I just felt a huge spike of evil over here and just arrived.” He looked concerned. “She was calling for you like the world is going to fall apart.”
Jay and YoAnna entered the devilish and twisted building. The hallways were longer. They stank of sulfur. Every section was ripped apart, dripping wet in blood, and covered in screaming phantoms, begging for release. When they found their former living room, Jhara was rocking back and forth in the middle of a ritual circle.
“We need to go,” Jhara said. “We need to go down. Bondye needs us.”
“How do you know that?” Jay asked.
Jhara looked at him painfully. “She reached out to me. A mistake was made. A monster in the 6th Hell Circle. It’s bad. It’ll eat everyone and everything. It’ll eat our Bondye if it’s not stopped!”
Before Jay could respond, Jhara suddenly relaxed and smiled. “She’s there, too. Our baby girls.”
Jay felt weirdly blind to his mom’s implication. He dumbly asked, “Who?”
Jhara looked at him as if he was being silly. “Joyce, of course! And Amanda. They’re just being girls, and girls love to have fun. And feast. Feast until there’s nothing left.”
Jay rubbed the bridge of his nose as he pieced together the two halves of Jhara’s mad ramblings. Joyce was down in the 6th Hell Circle, which was the one place where she could power level like an unstoppable goddess. That entire place was a smorgasbord of food and Experience for her. And Bondye was part of the main menu depending on if Joyce and Amanda were in control of themselves.
“Jay,” YoAnna called. “This isn’t a coincidence.”
“No,” Jay said. “This is Chance kicking us in the crotch.”
“Two teams.” YoAnna sighed pitifully. “All the Champions who can crawl must go. Except for you and Kleo.”
Jay nodded.
“By the way, Jay. Where is Kleo? I’ve rarely seen much of her.”
“Don’t worry. Everything with Kleo is perfectly fine,” Jay said automatically.
YoAnna tilted her head slightly and arched an eyebrow. But she didn’t say anymore than that as Jay comforted his mom until she settled down. Then they returned to the 777th dungeon entrance and explained the situation to their Champions.
They decided for themselves.
Frank, Mike, Dennis, Tim, and Emily were going to crawl the 777th and retrieve Rick and Hailey’s souls.
Casey, Brit, Macy, and Lilith were going to crawl the 6th Hell Circle and extract Joyce and Bondye both.
There were too many things that needed to be said. As YoAnna worked on a ritual to open an aperture straight to the 6th Hell Circle, Jay sat on a busted down tractor as he looked at the eleven’s faces.
Behind them were all of their deities and [Apostles] ready to see them off. None of their new [Godlings] were happy about this.
Cutie and Gatanna were barely keeping in their rage as Fuzzy openly cried. Ms Kowalski stood in a lab coat that hugged her more divine body, shaking like a leaf with worry. All they could do was divert small magic toward the Rankers and be ready to help if called upon as part of an incantation.
“At this Rank, it’s best to believe these crawls will be long,” Jay explained. “You’ll face mind-boggling, ultra difficult monsters. Some of the worse the Multiverse System can throw at you. You might even meet other crawlers since this is outside of our Pre-Apocalypse test.”
Jay sighed. “And you might meet forces belonging to our enemies. This goes especially for you, Team Bring Them Hell.”
Frank nodded slowly as he looked back at his team. “We’re ready for the grind.”
“We’ll reach the kid on our part. But if you want us to get to Bondye, you’re asking us to stay in the Hell Circle and advance from the Rank 7 section to the Rank 8 one,” Casey said as the leader of Team Find Our Own Luck.
“At that point, I’ll be able to crawl the Rank 8 section and meet you,” Jay said. “If Frank’s team finishes fast enough, we can bring the whole calvary. Just… be careful with dealing with Joyce. I can’t predict her.”
“She’s our responsibility,” Brit said. “We all have a handle on that girl and Amanda.”
Emily found the courage to speak up. “I hope to see you all again with everyone we care for.”
They all knew what was at stake. This was an opportunity to power level and get stronger before the battle against the [System Master] and his vassals. Meanwhile, they could collect their loved ones. All by diving into the depths of hell and heaven. At the same time.
YoAnna finished the ritual to summon a Rank 7 entrance to the 6th Hell Circle. It was easier because the Hell Circles were the most welcoming of dungeons.
They traded farewells and see-you-laters. Then Team Bring Them Hell dove into the 777th and Team Find Our Own Luck dove into the 6th Hell Circle. The world felt emptier with these eleven Champions gone.
“Kleo, did you not have anything to say?” YoAnna asked aloud, breaking the sullen mood.
Jay noticed Kleo for the first time in days. She was standing in the shadow of an old and gnarled tree outside of their gathering. Everyone turned to look at her as she remained in the shade.
“I couldn’t say goodbye,” Kleo answered.




18. Creepy Kleo’s Big Secret Reveal

 
With his Champions embarking on their most dangerous quests yet, Jay knew it was his time to evolve. He’d delayed only because he would be out of commission for a year. He was unlikely to get interrupted once he started. YoAnna wouldn’t allow it. He also had plenty of [Godlings], [Gods], and [Apostles] ready to protect him.
He still had reasons to feel concerned. What if there was a need for him during his evolution? Just about anything could happen. He also wondered if his evolution would be so straightforward this time around.
Sushi and the other eldritch monkeys of note were here under YoAnna’s spell. Jay doubted there was any reason for his soul to astral project and find a new teacher. To the Hell Circles, he was almost convinced he’d see the Prince of Entropy again during his evolution. It was a strange process like that.
Then again, Jay figured his time spent refining himself for his Rank 8 evolution wouldn’t require any other outside influence. In fact, all the resistance he’d mustered against the entropic curse might’ve pushed his refinement even further.
He’d killed plenty. He’d eaten the cores of System-sanctioned deities. He’d fully delved into the abyss and survived its horrors. He returned home to his number one lady and felt the enormity of her power through their bond. Which might affect him in return.
“Ready, Jay?” YoAnna asked.
“Almost.”
They were in one of her vaults in the Pantheon Mansion. The walls were Mythical Quality, and she planned to stay in her old room while watching over him. They had enough deities running around handling most of the System Guide roles for her.
The Abyss Eater wasn’t much of a divine administrator, but he was a more than decent guard. YoAnna had finally talked to him, if only to ask him to be of service to the Protectorates. He hadn’t declined, so it looked like he could be relied on.
YoAnna wanted all of her attention focused on Jay. It was a different situation compared to YoAnna’s time spent evolving. They were in a time where real threats could rear up at any moment. Two major dungeon apertures were open on this little planet, after all. If something went wrong while Jay was evolving, at least he had YoAnna nearby to help.
Jay started looking over his Rank 7 profile for the last time.
Name: Jay Luckrun, Rank 7
Class: [Multiverse Demon Lord, Level 280]
Race: Eldritch Monkey Sage
Allegiance: Multiverse Protectorate Pantheon
Affinity: Gravity
Familiar: Creepy Kleo of Luckrun, Rank 7
Type: [Multiverse Demon Lady, Level 280]
Statuses: [Health 37500/37500 HP], [Stamina 34300/34300 SP], [Mana 46852/46900 MP], [Chance x142/x381 CM]; [Ready To Initialize].
Attributes: [15,677 Applied AP]; 1850 Resilience, 1900 Poise, 1800 Strength, 1630 Agility, 3330 Perception, 1360 Intellect, 1750 Conviction, 2057 Discovery; [0 Free AP].
Jay smiled at the numbers. The last time he gave his profile a serious review was back when he first reached Rank 7. He remembered having [9,977 Applied AP] back then. Now he was nearly 6,000 AP above that.
He’d compared his numbers to the other Champions. Nobody was close. He was the only one that benefited from having a familiar whose entire AP growth was used on him.
These were just the hard numbers, too. They didn’t include the bonuses from his Talents and Titles, which raised his Applied AP to the six digits when fully optimized.
Perception being his best attribute was fitting, enabling him to see far across the cosmos. Intellect fell behind as his weakest attribute since he didn’t need it as much for his build. He could still out-think almost everyone around him, anyway. At least in combat.
The other Attributes had their place in holding their own against the monsters and [Gods] of the Multiverse System. He became more tanky than when he first started. He kept up with his Discovery, since that was a source of every scrap of good fortune Jay could get.
His Statuses reflected the growth of his attributes. Everything looked in order. Nothing amiss. Even the Status [Ready to Initialize] didn’t draw Jay’s attention.
It had never been there before.
But Jay didn’t notice this strange inconsistency. YoAnna made no mention of it. She had never been able to see anything strange with Jay’s profile.
Jay moved on to the rest of his profile.
Jay’s Skills: [Relativity Sovereignty, Level 280]; [Graviton Prince, Level 280]; [Archon of the Horizons, Level 280]; [Abyssal Gravity Juggernaut, Level 280].
Kleo’s Skills: [Cosmic Showrunner (F), Level 280]; [Harness-G (F), Level 280]; [Reality Bender (F), Level 280]; [Abyssal Gravity Symbiosis (F), Level 280].
Jay’s Talents: [Status Meditation], [Perceptive Highness III], [Heartfelt Beyonder], [Attribute Paragon], [Ranker 1440], [Love of the Demon Lord], [Super Eyes of Venerated Madness], [Eyes of the Abyssal Sage].
Kleo’s Talents: [Fortified Homeowner (F)], [Machiavellian Queen (F)], [Overabundance Backlash], [Demon Familiar 720 (F)], [Kaleidoscopic Sorcery (F)].
Jay’s Titles: [Master of Earth], [Revel Devil of Gravity and Death], [13th Freak of Freaks: Young Adult], [The Hero of Apocalypse Comedy], [Patriarch of the Multiverse Protectorate Pantheon].
Kleo’s Titles: [Slayer of Tyranny (F)], [Successor of the Dungeon (F)], [Secretary of the Multiverse Protectorate Pantheon (F)], [Mistress of Earth (F)], [Devourer of Worlds (F)], [Dame of the Ultimate Support (F)].
All the Skills were maxed out at Level 280. The Talent and Title sections were a smorgasbord of powers Jay had earned with his unorthodox rise to power.
Nothing seemed out of place.
Yet, his attention lingered at the end. Something was off. The issue was Kleo’s last Title. He couldn’t recall when her former Title Dame of Awesome Support evolved to [Dame of Ultimate Support].
Jay took a look.
[Dame of Ultimate Support (F)]: Kleo’s efforts in supporting you can go beyond her primary objectives as a familiar. With this Title, Kleo’s autonomy scales with every responsibility and source of power she influences or is influenced by. Her Chance is boosted when supporting you under difficult situations. Her Perception is increased to see beyond even your sight when supporting you, especially under an ultimatum.
This was different. Enough so that Jay was disturbed by it. How come he couldn’t remember this Title evolving from the old one?
The key part was Kleo’s autonomy being scaled with what she was influencing or getting influenced by. The more Jay thought about it, the more he noticed inconsistencies in his memories.
At first glance, the memory losses felt like holes. They weren’t holes. They were patched over. Covered.
Each cover had Kleo involved. The two of them seemed to have an amicable and friendly conversation in these covered memories. But that felt thin. Like a lie to conceal what truly had happened.
The more Jay scratched at the scab of false memories, the more he sensed something dire underneath. He almost wanted to stop. Because uncovering whatever was wrong with him might expose Kleo’s wrongdoing. Jay couldn’t imagine a world where Kleo’s his enemy.
“For once, Jay, your timing is a little inconvenient for me,” Kleo said, sitting right next to him. She’d been there the whole time, but Jay hadn’t paid her much attention.
That shouldn’t be. Kleo was literally half of what made him what he was.
“There shouldn’t be an inconvenience,” YoAnna said, looming over the two of them. Her eyes shone intensely down on Kleo. “It is a familiar’s duty to wait and serve for the convenience of her master.”
Jay didn’t like where this was going. Now that he thought about it. This vault was strong enough to serve as a prison if YoAnna put her mind to challenging and changing the space. But no prison could contain Kleo.
“I’m following that duty,” Kleo said. “With some creative freedom.”
“What is it you are planning, Kleo?” YoAnna pressed. “Does this have something to do with the questionable part of Jay’s Status? That has long been resolved at a hundred percent.”
“Stop,” Jay said. He didn’t want infighting between these two. Conflict was inevitable in a family. But now was not the time. “I have scabs in my memory. I just want to know what that’s all about.”
Kleo sighed and seemed older than ever before. Way, way older. “Those were the first attempts at covering up. As soon as I got my new Title, the Initialization was prepared. I know what it would do, and I told you. Multiple times. And each time I tried to convince you, you shut me down.”
Jay wouldn’t shut down an idea if there was merit to it. He was known to accept even the craziest ideas. He could only imagine himself in a conflicting situation with Kleo if the idea was more harmful than good.
But that was beside the point. Kleo had clearly manipulated him. It quickly dawned on Jay she always had means to manipulate or take control of his body. Even since the early days.
The room grew uncomfortably tense. YoAnna didn’t need further explanation to realize her husband had been made a puppet. There was a real concern that she could go nuclear and threaten the lives of every weaker mortal on this planet, and some.
She held her anger in check, thankfully.
“Perhaps we should delay Jay’s evolution so we can have a better explanation,” YoAnna said.
“Kleo, whatever it is you’re trying to do. I know it’s for my benefit, right? So there’s got to be some good in this,” Jay said, interjecting some goodwill.
Kleo sighed wearily. “I guess it’s better we get this out of the way. Begin Initialization.”
Everything froze except for Kleo. Even YoAnna froze, with her hand millimeters away from grabbing Kleo’s throat.
The [Demon Lady] scooted back and out of YoAnna’s reach, getting to her feet to stand in front of Jay. There was no telling if YoAnna or anyone was aware of what was going on right now. But Jay’s awareness was still intact. He just couldn’t move right now.
Kleo stood over him, looking downcast. “You reap what you sow, Jay. All I can do is support you the best I can. Even in the most roundabout ways. Please don’t fail. Now, evolve.”
Everything went dark after that.
But Jay was still conscious. All he could see was never ending darkness. A void unlike the abyss. In the realm of the eldritch, there were forces of destruction, madness, and incomprehensible things where only monstrosities could exist.
This place was a void where mundane life should be able to exist. But it was all empty. And quiet.
“This is how things should be,” said a demented voice. “Complete and utter nothingness. It’s soothing, isn’t it?”
Jay’s response was to rage. A purple light bloomed from around him. It grew brighter and brighter, illuminating the dark. But there was nothing there to grab onto. There was nothing for him to hold or pull together.
Except for a hideous form that floated across from Jay like a marionette on strings. It was the Prince of Entropy wearing his strange mask.
“You and I are similar in a way,” the prince said. “We want what we want. We’ll fight and laugh and hurt as we go. But in the end, I’m the stronger one. I came first, after all.”
That didn’t matter if Jay finished standing in the end.
“Hard to do that without these.” The prince held up Jay’s legs. “Though I must admit, you’re doing pretty good at resisting my curse. I guess that’s why we’re able to talk while you’re evolving.”
If Jay could sigh in exasperation, he would. Getting his astral form beat up by Sushi had been a way better experience than what he was dealing with now. He couldn’t even talk while he was here.
“By the way, I’m a little curious about how you pulled off that magic trick?”
What magic trick?
The Prince of Entropy tilted his head. “Where did your corner of the Multiverse System go?”
Jay had no idea how to answer that even if he could. There was no time to even comprehend the meaning of the prince’s question either.
The surrounding space started shaking. Something immense was moving through the void. Something existed beyond the nothingness, and as disturbed as Jay was, the Prince of Entropy’s demeanor became more agitated.
Whatever scared the prince, Jay was all onboard. Which reminded him of making a promise.
He was going to find the prince and kill him. Regardless of whatever obstacle was in his way, Jay wouldn’t stop until he achieved that goal at least.
“If you try to kill me, you’re only killing yourself!” The Prince of Entropy raved like a madman. “You’re–”
Whatever else he had to say was cut off. Jay’s consciousness drifted elsewhere as the void stopped being an empty space. The Prince of Entropy disappeared, as if banished by a greater force.
Jay looked around and found something shining with a bright white light ringed by rainbow colors. He zoomed toward the light and sensed a familiarity with it.
Before he reached it, thick walls covered in ancient script appeared around him. Enclosing him. The walls slammed together in his way. His movement slowed down before he ran into a wall.
The walls were still shuffling by at blinding speeds. He sensed there were more walls being slotted in place. Blocks being spawned from nowhere. A massive effort was being made to construct a never-before seen labyrinth.
It was a dungeon being given birth.
Everything clicked into place with a final snap. Jay’s astral form felt that snap traveled through him. With a pop, a body was formed with him sitting on the dark stone floor.
Before he could say or do anything, an incredible amount of pressure pushed down on him and squeezed in from all sides. It wasn’t impossible to resist the pressure. His body was way tougher now. But he’d never experienced something of this degree before.
The pressure would’ve crushed all the weaker versions of him from before. Hell, it would’ve kept his Rank 7 self pinned.
Jay knew without a doubt his evolution was a success. But it came with a caveat. Everything was different. Very, very different. He wasn’t alone, either.
“What did she do?” YoAnna asked between startled gasps.
She was on all fours, panting like a tired dog next to Jay. She was naked. They both were. At least her bountiful golden hair moved itself to cover her modesty. Jay’s dreadlocks didn’t reach that far. They were almost there, though.
Jay shifted over with his hands mostly since he was still missing his lower legs. He placed a hand on YoAnna’s hand, startling her at first until she noticed him for the first time. Her face was open with shock.
“What did she do?” she repeated.
“I don’t know,” Jay said. “I’ll have to rip off all the scabs in my memories.”
Jay looked around them at the dark stone room covered in strange and nearly eldritch runes. In the corners were torches lit with bright-white fire that burned with a heat greater than many suns combined.
The darkest corners held the oldest of shadows. Shadows that knew the rise and fall of many universes. Shadows that had existed at the start of many creations and saw the death of many potential existences.
The stone materials keeping them contained would be unyielding to Jay’s manipulations. Even with his new Rank 8 power. If he tried to punch the wall, it would actually hurt him.
“We’re in a dungeon, YoAnna,” Jay said. “We’re in the strongest of dungeons.”
“That can’t be possible,” she replied. “I can’t be in a dungeon. I’m not a Ranker.”
Jay opened and closed his mouth as he concentrated on seeing YoAnna’s tag. The effort was considerable. The pressure in the air resisted him until he pushed through. Something unexpected popped up.
Name: YoAnna Sainte-Luckrun
Class: [Apocalypse Goddess]
Rank: 8
Level: 352
Affinities: Divinity, Challenge, Change, Abyssal
Precursor Link: Yes, via Destiny.
Description: A young and powerful woman with the fastest growing Goddess-type Class. Heavily supported by the Precursor System. “It’s not enough to avenge what I’ve lost. It all has to be swept away so something new can grow. I will be their apocalypse and leave my dearest love a place for him to exist.”
“You’re a Ranker, YoAnna,” Jay pointed out, keeping her description in mind for later.
She stared at him as if he was speaking nonsense.
“Impossible,” she said.
Jay sighed and rolled his neck around. The constant pressure was aggravating. He could tell if he wanted to use his gravity abilities to move around, it was going to cost him big. Worse yet, he had no idea what was beyond their starting location. The materials blocked out his vision. The best he could do was make some educated guesses.
“When we’re ready, we’ll have to head out of that doorway,” Jay pointed. “This is our safe point, but I don’t think it’s a ‘save point.’ We might lose it once we leave, so prepare to only move forward. Once we leave, we need to take measured steps and be prepared for traps. We should also look for rewards. Maybe there’ll be treasure chests along the way. Hopefully, she’ll make the start easy enough for us to get our bearings.”
“She?” YoAnna asked. She was being more obtuse than she should be. But Jay didn’t blame her. Her entire world was turned upside down.
“I think we’re in Kleo’s dungeon, YoAnna,” Jay said, ripping off the scabs in his memory.
Ah, he could see where everything had gone wrong. Kleo had been trying to tell him this would happen at their next evolution. She would initialize the questionable Status part in their profile.
It had reached 100% a while ago. Then it changed to [Ready for Initialization]. He tried to talk to Kleo about it. She knew what was up. Their conversations hadn’t gone over well. Kleo had taken drastic measures. In the end, her need to support him overridden his own desires, even if that meant bringing about a doom nobody was prepared for.
“Yeah, we’re in her dungeon. My dungeon, too. She ate up the 13th Freak of Freaks: Young Adult requirement and joined it with this one. But that’s not even much of a concern.”
YoAnna looked at him for more.
Jay sighed. “I think we’re in some sort of Precursor Dungeon. Something old and way more powerful than all the current Multiverse Dungeons. All the refinement, growth, and weirdness plus Kleo’s strange nature as a former dungeon monster led to this.”
“Does this have an effect on the Pre-Apocalypse?” YoAnna asked.
Jay laughed. “An effect? Pre-Apocalypse? No, YoAnna, no. That’s gone now. This is a true apocalypse. It’s a simple one, too. We crawl and reach Kleo’s core. And we win. If we don’t…”
“Jay, no.”
He laughed even harder. “If we don’t! I think Kleo eats us all.”
Kleo was right. He was going to reap what he sowed. In some twisted way, his former familiar was trying to support him the best way she could. She created a dungeon that might solve a bucket list of problems once crawled and defeated. However, that also meant she would destroy him and all that was connected to him if Jay failed.
“Cheer up, Yo,” Jay said, shaking his head. “It’s like old times. But instead of being forced to crawl your dungeon or have my love for you torn away, now we get to crawl Kleo’s dungeon or have everything we’ve built get torn away.”
Jay stroked his chin with his tail. “It’s kind of poetic.”
YoAnna stared at him, as if just realizing how far the depths of Jay’s madness went. For a split second, Jay feared she wasn’t as crazy as he thought she was. Then YoAnna giggled and snorted, lowering her face to hide the tears of frustration and mirth.
“Is there a time limit?” she asked.
“None that I can tell.” Jay paused to think. “It might start once we leave this room. Knowing Kleo, she’ll pressure us even if there isn’t a time limit.”
“Any idea of what monsters we’ll face?” she asked.
“This one I’m not so sure about,” Jay said. “It’ll be an easy guess if it’s eldritch. But Kleo might have something different cooked up.”
“Please, give me a moment.” YoAnna shuddered. “I’ve been made into a Ranker. I’m in a dungeon with no way out. I can’t hear any prayers. I can’t guide the System. I can’t… I can’t…”
“Hey, hey, it’s okay. Take some time to recollect yourself. I’m doing the same. This is all a real shocker.” Jay sat back on his hands, letting go of YoAnna for a bit.
She didn’t let go of him for long, squeezing her larger body against his side. Her hair curled around them both like a golden blanket. He didn’t mind. They were about to go through hell like no other.
If this whole thing was Kleo’s construction backed by the Precursor System while also using 13th Freak of Freaks program… death would probably be a mercy. Chances were that Kleo’s personal touches would be worse than anything any crawler had ever faced.
Jay knew his former familiar very well. He knew how cruel and monstrous she could be. And Kleo knew him, too. She knew all of his weaknesses. The fact that YoAnna was here instead of anyone else could play a part in Kleo’s games.
“Yeah,” Jay said slowly, nodding to himself. “This is going to make the Hell Circles and 777th Heavenly Realm look like walks in the park.”
It was like being Rank 1 and entering the Toyreveler Dungeon all over again. There was a foreboding and hungry presence of malevolence and doom here. Kleo wouldn’t hold anything back, either. She would go all out to defeat them and eat them.
Yet Jay couldn’t help but smile. He understood why he’d debated Kleo about this in the past. He could also understand why Kleo would go to extreme lengths to make this happen.
Her autonomy was at its peak because of the influences she had and Jay’s rapid and unorthodox growth. It was too late to change anything now. All they could do was accept the challenge. Reap what you sow, indeed.
“Jay, your Class has changed,” YoAnna informed.
He took a peek at his profile. Only the Class part. “You’re right. I’m no longer the Demon Lord.”
He had gained a Class more fitting than something created for the [System Master’s] schemes. Jay was now the [Apocalypse Champion].




19. The Precursor Dungeon Crawl

 
Name: Jay Luckrun, Rank 8
Class: [Apocalypse Champion, Level 334]
Race: Eldritch Monkey Sage
Allegiance: Multiverse Protectorate Pantheon
Affinity: Death, Fate, Gravity, Abyssal.
Precursor Link: Yes, via Death.
Statuses: [Health 51900/51900 HP], [Stamina 48700/48700 SP], [Mana 80740/80740 MP], [Chance x142/x525 CM];
Attributes: [23,381 Applied AP]; 2570 Resilience, 2620 Poise, 2520 Strength, 2350 Agility, 5994 Perception, 2080 Intellect, 2470 Conviction, 2777 Discovery; [7776 Free AP].
Skills: [Relativity Sovereignty, Level 280]; [Graviton Prince, Level 280]; [Archon of the Horizons, Level 280]; [Abyssal Gravity Juggernaut, Level 280]; [Cosmic Showrunner, Level 280]; [Harness-G, Level 280]; [Reality Bender, Level 280]; [Abyssal Gravity Symbiosis, Level 280]; [Abyssal Gravity Sorcery, Level 1].
Talents: [Perceptive Highness III], [Heartfelt Beyonder], [Attribute Paragon], [Super Eyes of Venerated Madness], [Eyes of the Abyssal Sage], [Mythical Meditation], [Ranker 6480], [Drive of the Apocalypse Champion].
Titles: [Patriarch of the Multiverse Protectorate Pantheon], [Master of Earth], [Revel Devil of Gravity and Death], [The Hero of Apocalypse Comedy].
…
Jay sighed, using YoAnna’s body to keep himself propped up as the constant pressure of Kleo’s dungeon weighed on him. The missing parts to his profile weighed on him, too, even though he’d already suspected this would happen. Kleo was not a part of him anymore.
Jay shook his head. It was up to him to shake off the loss and move forward. Even without Kleo being his familiar, she was not entirely gone. She was all around him, in a sense. Trying to kill him, of course, but still… Kleo was not gone.
Besides, there was good news. It might not feel like it, but his profile was mightier than before. He also had a few interesting upgrades and Kleo’s Skills transferring to him. He missed out on Kleo’s Talents and Titles, unfortunately, but those were more for Kleo than for him.
Except for 13th Freaks of Freaks: Young Adult… Kleo totally stole that to make it a part of this Precursor Dungeon. Starting from the bottom, there was [Drive of the Apocalypse Champion], [Ranker 6480], and [Mythical Meditation] in his Talents. In his Skills was [Abyssal Gravity Sorcery].
Apparently, he now had the option to fulfill Kleo’s old role as the [Mage-Type]. Then there was the addition of a Precursor Link. It had something to do with him dying. Seemed to follow a theme for Jay.
Last, his Affinities had increased. It wasn’t just Gravity anymore. He had Death, Fate, and Abyssal showing in that section. Which made sense as part of his themes.
Death always followed him. He could outmaneuver fate. And he was an eldritch monkey.
Fate being a part of his affinities was kind of ironic. He was a guy who was born without fate. Now it was a key element of his. Maybe to be outside of fate gave someone better control of fate. That would explain why Jay was so good at predicting stories and manipulating Chance. He had the specialness of an outsider. That weirdo factor couldn’t help but play a part.
There was nothing more he could view when looking at the Affinities and the Precursor Link. But all of his other abilities were visible to him. He noticed right away places that had mentioned Kleo were edited out. For example, [Eyes of the Abyssal Sage] had been split between him and Kleo. Now those eyes were solely his.
Jay touched the middle of his head. He didn’t have a third eye anymore. But when he pressed on his ability a little, he felt something humming behind his usual eyes.
Did he have another pair of eyes behind his regular eyes? Or were they all connected? Could he flip between them when using [Eyes of the Abyssal Sage] or [Super Eyes of Venerated Madness]? That’ll be interesting.
He inspected everything, especially his new Class and the new Talent connected to it.
[Apocalypse Champion]: The champion of the apocalypse represents the ideal dungeon crawler. One who will resist all challenges and adapt to the greatest changes. All stats are divinely improved while up against apocalyptic forces.
[Drive of the Apocalypse Champion]: All enemies standing before you will feel your determination. All allies following you will also feel your determination. The difference is that your enemies may get discouraged and crushed by your determination, while your allies may get encouraged and empowered by your determination. Wield your determination like a hammer and drive onward.
Yeah, this was going to be helpful. He liked this better than the old Demon Lord stuff, honestly.
“How are you holding up, YoAnna?” Jay rubbed his wife’s side, feeling her relax under his attention.
“Better,” she answered. “It was hard at first. I’m not used to being under so much pressure. Nobody has ever made me feel so weak.”
“Not even when we were facing the arbiter’s judgment?” Jay asked.
“That was nerve-wracking. But it’s within rules of my understanding. This is far from my understanding. And if Kleo aims to kill us if we don’t succeed, I must admit I’m very frightened of Kleo.”
Jay chuckled a little. “Well, she can be creepy.”
YoAnna snorted a little before slowly getting to her feet. Her hair covered her appropriately. Her brow furrowed as she concentrated and extended her hands. She strummed the air with her fingers as sparks of divinity came to life. After half a minute of effort, there was a flash, and then the clatter of two objects.
Prosthetics. A simple pair of high-quality legs.
“All is not restricted,” YoAnna explained. “It takes effort, but I can do this much at least.”
“Was that out of Mana or belief?”
“Belief.”
“Don’t burn through your supply of divine magic quickly.” Jay scooted over and arranged the prosthetics onto his stumps. They fit perfectly. He tried not to smile. “We can need that later for healing. But… Thank you.”
“Anything for you, Jay.”
He tried not to blush. He really tried. But YoAnna was too sweet, sometimes. It’s different compared to Brit’s or Casey’s.
Whereas the other girls came into his life unexpectedly, YoAnna and him felt purposeful. Getting with her was a huge goal of his, so every moment spent with her was a treat. He’d have to do everything in his power to make sure they make it out of here alive.
Jay stood up, grunting as he endured both the curse of entropy and the pressure of Kleo’s dungeon. Then both forces relented when his [Apocalypse Champion] Class empowered him to endure. The curse of entropy became more trivial. Kleo’s dungeon pressure rebounded with more power to keep him uncomfortable.
Kleo was so strong, she made the Prince of Entropy’s efforts look childish in comparison. Jay couldn’t help but feel a little proud of his former familiar.
“I have the Talent [Mythical Meditation],” Jay said. “It’s going to help me recover fast.”
“You’ll have better recovery than me,” YoAnna said.
“Maybe. I can increase that depending on where I dump my Free Points.” Jay explained his stats. YoAnna shared hers. Even with his evolution, her numbers as a Ranker were way above his. But he had her beat in one area, Perception.
After talking some things through, the pair came up with a decent crawler plan. YoAnna should be the [Fighter-type] between them. Her Resilience and Poise were twice as high compared to Jay’s. She also had enormous Strength and Agility. And her Conviction was massive. Jay had her beat in the magic department. Even if his Intellect was lower, it was not that far down.
“I should put points into Discovery, too,” Jay said.
“Maybe split your Free Points between Intellect and Discovery. If you are okay with trusting me to defend you,” YoAnna said.
“You have to trust me to figure out Kleo’s games,” Jay said. “I want to say I should be able to. But… look what happened. Kleo led us to this.”
“It is not your fault,” YoAnna said, leaning down to hug him. “There are no known cases where a familiar would do such a thing. Kleo is one of a kind. Just like you.”
Jay appreciated the hug and her words, although he figured it was for YoAnna’s sake more than him. Once they separated, Jay was certain of his choices.
He planted 4000 AP in Discovery and dropped the rest in Intellect. Jay placed a hand on YoAnna to stay on his feet as his mind adjusted to the huge influx of points. It wasn’t so simple as individual points, either. Because of his new [Ranker 6480], every point came with an additional bonus when used fully.
Statuses: [Health 51900/51900 HP], [Stamina 48700/48700 SP], [Mana 118500/118500 MP], [Chance x442/x925 CM].
Attributes: [31,157 Applied AP]; 2570 Resilience, 2620 Poise, 2520 Strength, 2350 Agility, 5994 Perception, 5856 Intellect, 2470 Conviction, 6777 Discovery; [0 Free AP].
Something new appeared in his Talents: [Mythical Magic Dominance]. Basically, all spells and spellcraft get a massive boost. He could also read other spells and spellcraft almost instantly and copy them if need-be.
“Oh, yeah, I’m definitely the [Mage-Type] of our team now,” Jay said, as he formed a 5th Circle spell without even trying.
He upgraded it to a 6th Circle. Then to 7th. He slowed down to make it an 8th Circle Spell since he wasn’t that familiar with spellcraft like Kleo.
He still managed it and pointed the spell at the nearest wall, firing the Galactic Black Hole Beam Cutter. This would’ve sliced through a Rank 7 Dungeon like a plasma torch cutting through butter. A Rank 8 Dungeon would’ve been harmed significantly. But here in Kleo’s Precursor Dungeon, Jay’s 8th circle spell barely left a scratch on the wall. Then the wall healed itself.
“I knew that would happen, but I had to try,” Jay said.
“Still, it would take [Mages] of the Multiverse System most of their lives to achieve a fraction of your power,” YoAnna said, which was less a compliment and a purely factual statement.
Jay looked her up and down. “Are you going to magic up some clothes? Your hair only enhances my imagination.”
“I thought I should–”
“I dumped points into Intellect and Discovery, YoAnna, not Conviction. I can only handle so much of you being… immodest.”
Jay turned away and gave YoAnna time to magic some stuff up. When he turned back, she had on what could be considered a black and white bikini. She magicked up some trunks for him, too. Same colors.
“It’s only fair,” YoAnna said, looking away.
Jay popped them on via magic and gravity. He looked at his Mana Points. He lost ten thousand, which was perfect. He fell into a seat and concentrated on [Mythical Meditation]. It didn’t take long for him to not only recover, but to feel more stable. Stronger, even.
Getting back to his feet, Jay rolled his neck around as he looked out the exit. YoAnna was stretching and warming up in the corner. She had moved on from her fear and nervousness and had her game face on.
Her hair was tied into one big braid that revealed much of her as she kicked and punched testingly. She struck the wall with her fists and made it crack a little before it recovered. Jay whistled. He wouldn’t want to get punched by YoAnna.
The Matriarch stopped her warm-up session and nodded to the Patriarch. The two moved to the exit.
It was a square alcove that led to a hallway going to their left and right. The moment Jay peeked out, he felt his Perception extend down both directions of the hallway. Kleo must’ve designed the dungeon to block out Jay’s Perception beyond straight lines. But she could only block so much.
Jay started calling out what he could sense. “Pressure plates. Very thin and magical tripwires. Loads of traps in both directions. There’s a shambling creature down to the left. It’s like an eldritch doll. Creepy. It’s also Rank 9. To the right are more traps. Some are not so obvious. And some that may trigger just for being in the area. No loot in either direction.”
“I’d like to get the measure of the monsters,” YoAnna said.
Then going left would be the answer.
Before they started their crawl, Jay pulled YoAnna down and gave her a full kiss. Once they broke away, he said, “Team Apocalypse. That’s a good name for us, a Goddess and a Champion of the end times.”
“Agreed,” YoAnna said, swooning slightly. Then she regained her composure and wore her game face again. She looked more amped up after that kiss.
YoAnna led the way and Jay pointed out the traps ahead. They were of one mind even if YoAnna had never crawled a dungeon herself. Jay didn’t have to tell her to trigger the trap when they found one. She did so and jumped back.
The first trap crashed down as a huge block from the ceiling. It was more than just force. The block was enhanced with spellcraft and incantations, multiplying its power to crush. When the block rose back up, the floor instantly smoothened out the crater where YoAnna’s pulped body could’ve been.
“That could’ve killed me,” YoAnna said in amazement. “I can crush planets with a flex, Jay. Yet this mere contraption could’ve killed me.”
Jay had nothing to say. Seeing was believing, and now that he’d seen it, he was feeling a little scared, too.
This was just the initial introduction. Kleo, as core and master of the dungeon, would ensure they’d get a good understanding of how dangerous this crawl would be for them. Unlike the Toyreveler, Kleo wouldn’t try to end them quickly or stall them. No, no, she would be a proper dungeon master.
“We’re safe for now,” Jay said. “She’ll let us get used to being vulnerable crawlers. But at some point, we have to be wary of her changing things around.”
“Will she actually change things as we crawl?” YoAnna asked.
“No. Kleo doesn’t need cheap tricks. She’ll have the whole layout planned perfectly.” Jay tried not to shudder.
YoAnna nodded as a bead of sweat rolled down the side of her face. She looked ready to continue, and Jay gestured for her to go.
He didn’t begrudge YoAnna’s position as their lead. Nor did he feel shame. They needed each other to get through this, which was why Kleo brought YoAnna here. Although, there could be many reasons Kleo wanted YoAnna at Jay’s side.
Just like before, YoAnna carefully triggered each trap they came across to see what would happen. The next one opened up a pit, which kind of seemed laughable since Jay had gravity powers.
But the pit came with a powerful vacuum that nearly sucked YoAnna down into its dark depths. Jay burned through thousands of Mana Points to help YoAnna pull free from the vacuum until it stopped.
The pit closed up. The trigger was gone.
The next trap required Jay to fight against the dungeon’s pressure and bend space-time to get to YoAnna in time. The moment he started pushing her down, YoAnna figured it out and her body moved automatically.
She slammed down so hard Jay grunted from the impact. He lost some of his Health, but he saved his wife’s neck. A ghostly blade passed over them.
Jay had noticed it first because of his high Perception and Intellect. Thankfully, YoAnna’s body was so strong she could react without knowing what had been coming for her neck.
Jay gained a new level and told YoAnna.
“Encountering traps give Experience, but it’s usually abysmally small and unmentioned by the System,” YoAnna said. “And we’re so high up the, um, ranks. To get a level up from mere traps…”
“That’s how seriously dangerous these traps are,” Jay said. “But to be fair to us, we’re getting rewarded.”
When they avoided the next death trap, YoAnna leveled up. It was an interesting scenario. They hadn’t even encountered a monster or fought anything, and they were getting levels. How long was this dungeon? Would Jay see Rank 9 soon? Technically, YoAnna was a handful of levels away from evolving to Rank 9. What would that mean for her as the [Apocalypse Goddess]?
“This is an amazing leveling opportunity,” YoAnna admitted. “If only it wasn’t just us.”
Jay shook his head with a rueful smile. He didn’t have to say it. Everyone else would’ve gotten crushed here. Turned to paste and slurped up by Kleo’s ravenous appetite. Maybe Abyss Eater could crawl this place, but Kleo hadn’t made this place for him. She’d made it for Jay and YoAnna.
“I think Kleo had you in mind from the start,” Jay said. “You being here isn’t a fluke.”
YoAnna opened and closed her mouth. “That’s very… nice of her?”
They stared at each other before breaking into laughter. They had survived half a dozen traps so far, and each one felt harrowing. But there were levels and stats to gain.
Jay stopped to meditate and regain his Mana before they continued their crawl. Thankfully, they faced no new traps.
YoAnna was faster at recognizing danger now. She hopped away from the falling blocks of absolute crushing power. The moment the vacuum pitfall formed, she latched onto the floor with all of her might, challenging its toughness. She stuck to the floor like a cat sticking to a tree.
The ghostly blade needed Jay’s intervention each time. They developed a simple solution for that where he’d use gravity to tug on YoAnna. Then she would move instantly to avoid getting her head hacked off.
They leveled up consistently, too. YoAnna was now Level 358, just two levels shy from being able to evolve to Rank 9. Jay was now Level 340. All his Free Points were going into Agility now. For just in case reasons.
Their first potential monster fight drew near. The hallway led to a wider room with another hallway entrance on the other side.
Shambling around in the middle of the room was a strange creature. It had multiple arms and legs, wore a leathery robe that covered most of its disjointed body, and crawled around on the ground like a bug. The most disturbing part was its facial features. It almost reminded Jay of Kleo, but more artificial.
Monster: [Creeper Grunt]
Rank: 9
Level: 366
Description: One of Kleo’s first creations the instant she became the heart and mind of a dungeon. It can tear through [Gods] easily and likes to wear their limbs.
“No traps ahead,” Jay informed. “But it might be stronger than you, YoAnna.”
“Strike from within the tunnel?” she asked.
Jay thought about it. The traps were disengaged behind them. But how long would that stay the case? Did they have a time limit where they reengaged again? Was there a possibility that fighting the monster could reactivate the traps?
Jay figured backtracking carelessly was something Kleo would have planned for. It would be a smart design to discourage anyone attempting to strike and kite enemies from the outside.
“As soon as I hit it, try to engage it. I don’t think we should get into the habit of thinking we can outsmart Kleo,” Jay said with a shudder. “Trust me.”
“I do, Jay.”
Jay formed the same 8th circle spell from earlier and sent a thin beam of destruction slicing the [Creeper Grunt’s] side. He hacked off two limbs and damaged its leathery cloak and part of its disjointed body. That was about it. The monster entered a frenzy and bolted straight into the hallway with more speed than what Jay had.
YoAnna met it halfway with an air-trembling slam. Jay didn’t wait to see what would happen. He picked through his memories of all the spells Kleo had shown him and formed another one that was more supportive than destructive.
He conjured a black hole behind the grunt and yanked at its back. The distraction worked as YoAnna’s punches and kicks found their mark easier on the grunt’s face, caving it. Still, the monster fought, bashing YoAnna around and drawing divine blood.
Jay kept his cool at the sight of YoAnna’s injuries and prepared another spell. He used gravity to signal for YoAnna to jump up. She entered the air at the perfect time. A magic blade of abyssal gravity sliced underneath and hacked into the monster’s front limbs.
The monster tripped forward, unable to follow YoAnna’s jump. The [Apocalypse Goddess’s] foot struck down on the back of the grunt’s head and crushed it into the floor. The entire tunnel shook, and a small crater formed from the mighty impact. The crater disappeared in no time, but the monster remained.
It stopped moving, and a message appeared in Jay’s vision.
Precursor Dungeon Master: Good, good, you got past my first traps and beat my first monster. There are way more of those waiting for you. Different variations and ideas. Keep going, please.
Jay didn’t know what to say. He waited for more. Then he called out Kleo’s name and received nothing.
“I should learn from her the next time I make a dungeon-style domain,” YoAnna said.
“We can consider that later,” Jay said. “You need to heal pronto. You took some bad hits.”
YoAnna shook her head. “I should save my small magic. I’ll be alright. I have something similar to your meditation ability.”
They looked at the corpse on the floor and waited to see if it would melt and reveal any loot. It didn’t. At least they had a trap-free room. Jay moved near the other entrance to scout ahead.
“Nothing’s changed, just more traps,” Jay informed. They took some time to rest and regain their spent resources.
“I can evolve to Rank 9,” YoAnna informed.
That fight had given Jay three new levels, so it made sense YoAnna could move to the next rank. He heard the doubt in her voice, though, and waited for her to continue.
“Jay, what does it mean for me to be a Ranker and a [Goddess]?”
Jay thought about it. “We’re part of a Precursor Dungeon at the moment, right? Something older than the Multiverse System. What if you were always meant to be a Ranker? Maybe the [Goddess] thing is really a Class instead of a separate progression system?”
YoAnna stared at the ceiling in deep thought. “The Multiverse System changed things with its creation, I suppose. From what I know, there has always been an effort to separate [Gods] from Dungeons. I can reasonably understand that has plenty to do with us having cores. Clearly, if you look at the Uk-Guk-Gara God’s activities, he uses his divine core with the Mother Goblin Dungeon to make more. He’s allowed to do so as long as he serves the [System Master].”
“Rankers don’t have cores,” Jay said. “In the Multiverse System. What if we’re supposed to have cores? And that’s been taken away from us?”
“Was it taken away?” YoAnna asked, looking down at herself. She still had her divine core. “Eldritch Monkeys were there in the First Era. And from what we know, they didn’t have cores.”
Jay thought about it a little further. He wasn’t so sure what Kleo was trying to tell them by making YoAnna a Ranker. Could it be that Kleo was trying to return to the old ways before the Multiverse System? Or did this have something to do with the current regime and how things were run?
“Maybe Rankers never had cores until you get the [God] or [Goddess] Class.” Jay felt like he was on the right track. “Maybe that’s the original way to grow. But the current Multiverse System separated the progression track. To control who can become [Gods] or [Goddesses] and who couldn’t. When it comes to being an Eldritch Monkey, I just think they rejected having cores for a different path for power.”
“Hm.” YoAnna hummed. “That gives room for politics.”
“Yeah, it does. Some old [System Master] uses the war against Eldritch Monkeys to implement a new design. Everybody feels pressured to buy into it.”
“Yes, yes, exactly. No longer can anyone become a [God] or [Goddess]. Only the chosen few.”
“But there’s more to it than just that.” Jay got to his feet. “Whoever buys into that new System might not realize there are restrictions. Which, again, works in the old [System Master’s] favor.”
YoAnna smiled. “Jay, that makes a lot of sense. You’re so intelligent.”
He stumbled from hearing that. Him, intelligent? Well, there were no Mike and Lilith around. Then again, he’d been reading a lot. He wasn’t just relying on his Intellect. Ever since the USA War, Jay had learned to broaden his horizons. On top of that, it wasn’t the first time he was told he was smart in his own way. But receiving acknowledgment from YoAnna felt more special.
“Thanks, YoAnna. I’ve been working on myself.”
Her smile brightened even further before she moved to his side and planted a quick kiss on his cheek. Then she whirled away and faced the next part of their crawl.
Jay stumbled slightly to get behind her. They didn’t move forward until he was ready. It took him a few minutes to regain his composure before the crawl continued. All from a damn compliment and kiss to the cheek. This was the difference between Jay’s relationship with YoAnna and his relationship with all the other girls. Even Brit and Casey couldn’t compare if Jay wanted to be honest.
“You’re not going to evolve?” Jay asked after they got past a couple of the same-style traps.
“I wish to evolve with you,” YoAnna answered. “This is still a scary scenario. But it’s a great opportunity to… be at your side in a dungeon crawl. I want the full experience, Jay.”
Jay kept his mouth shut and focused on the crawl. He’d hate to admit it, but Kleo would use his infatuation with YoAnna against him if he got too distracted with the romance. This crawl was only beginning.




20. Double Growing Changes

 
Another stone block came crashing down, promising to turn any deity or immortal into a bloody pulp. YoAnna barely flinched as she took a smooth step back, leaving a golden after image that parted the dungeon’s pressuring atmosphere like a shark fin through water. The stone block slammed down and displaced the air from around her feet. Nothing seemed to be amiss. YoAnna was not only getting better at dodging these obstacles, but she seemed stronger, too.
Jay’s Perception, Intellect, and Discovery worked in tandem to stay hyper aware of their environment. Or perhaps hyper paranoid about Kleo’s tricks. Something new came to focus upon the fall of the crushing block. While it was down, the rest of the tunnel became obscured from Jay’s gravity vision. But that moment came and went quickly as the block ascended back into the ceiling and the crater healed up. Another trap triggered safely with nobody worse for wear.
“Jay, I do believe I’m getting better at this,” YoAnna said with a haughty tone. “Maybe I was meant to be a dungeon crawler, after all.”
Jay chuckled a little. It wasn’t safe to get too cocky in a place like this. Especially since they were up against the monstrous mind of his former familiar. They weren’t just facing Kleo’s designs. They were also facing everything Kleo would’ve taken into consideration if she had Jay’s mind, which she partially did. Also, she had once been a Level 1 Dungeon Monster, more of a denizen than an actual enemy, but Kleo had a deep perspective of how dungeons work.
“Whatever happens, YoAnna, I’ll cover for you,” Jay said.
“Hm?” YoAnna tilted her head without looking back. They were still moving forward. Her moment of confusion faded as YoAnna perked up and became a tall and beautiful shell of excited energy.
Confident. Cocky. Audacious. Jay knew YoAnna’s power grew stronger when faced with an incredible challenge. It was her whole schtick. The uptick in confidence came with the territory. And she was making things look easier. She dodged crushing blocks with barely any effort now. When the pitfall vacuums appeared, YoAnna grabbed the wall, digging her fingers through the tough material to hold herself in place. Her toes latched onto the floor. The only thing she needed help against was the phantom blade aimed at her neck.
The levels were coming slower for Jay now. It was because of the ease of the Experience now. He was at 350, with only ten more levels keeping him away from Rank 9, which was crazy to consider. He’d long considered his growth after evolving to Rank 8 would come at a snail’s pace. It would take everything in his power to meet the deadline before full integration. Now he was almost at Rank 9.
They reached the end of the hallway and could only go in one direction. To their right. The traps seemed to remain the same. But this time, they had two monster rooms with a monster in each. There was a third room at the end with two treasure chests. Since the monsters didn’t melt and give out loot here, those treasure chests were valuable. They could contain good weapons or armors or key items for the future.
Jay reported everything he noticed to YoAnna, and she nodded her head in return. Her eyes shone a bright gold with eagerness. Jay’s tail lowered as his nerves grew tense. This was the perfect opportunity for Kleo to change things up a little more. He kept that to himself since YoAnna was aware of the danger, and it wasn’t her business to be paranoid. It was Jay’s.
They came across the usual traps. Pitfall vacuum. Phantom blade. Phantom blade. Block crusher. Block crusher. The third block crusher blocked Jay’s vision of the tunnel while it was down.
Maybe it was his Intellect that noticed the danger or Discovery giving him a big clue, or a combination of both, but Jay didn’t second guess himself when he yanked YoAnna off her feet with gravity. A phantom blade moved low across the ground and slipped past the rising block crusher. It hacked Jay’s prosthetic legs at the shins and dropped him. Nothing else came out after that, and YoAnna remained uninjured. Technically, Jay was uninjured as well.
His wife didn’t panic or scream or lose her mind. She looked around to ensure they were safe, then she knelt down beside Jay and waited on him.
The gratitude in her eyes was obvious. She only remained cool to him right now because he was busy recalculating their procedure for the crawl. Kleo had shown a new trick in their second hallway. Jay figured they had to treat every block crusher as a potential double-trap. On top of that, Kleo had hinted this would happen earlier.
“Kleo’s being fair to us,” Jay said, as if getting his prosthetic legs hacked off wasn’t a great concern. “She revealed this trick earlier.”
“What was the trick?”
“The block crushers can obscure my vision of the hallway behind it. Not all of them do so. It’s within my realm of power to react to the special block crushers.”
“But we should treat each block crusher as one-half of a double trap,” YoAnna said.
Jay swayed his head from side to side. “Maybe. Overreacting can play into Kleo’s games.” They hadn’t hit the point where traps could pop up behind them and target Jay, which was part of why he was investing in Agility.
YoAnna wrinkled her nose. “Your Perception is nearly peerless, Jay. How can Kleo blind you?”
“Blame the 13th Freak of Freaks,” Jay said. “Or what I imagine was supposed to be the 13th Hell Circle.”
If that had come to fruition, it would’ve countered Jay’s abilities. At first, Jay had figured electromagnetism and holy magic would be involved in creating the 13th Hell Circle. But maybe using direct Perception-blocking magic would be more effective.
It could be in the air, really. Or something Kleo’s using in certain segments that block out Jay’s near-omni vision. Did the Precursor Dungeon have enough power to keep blocking Jay’s Perception? It probably did, and having the 13th Freak of Freaks joined up gave it a bigger edge.
“May I fix your legs?” YoAnna asked. “And thank you. For saving my legs.”
Jay nodded for her to proceed. It was easier to fix them than to conjure a new pair. They weren’t as highly sophisticated as Frank’s magitek arm, after all. In a sense, Jay could sacrifice his legs without losing too much.
Back on their feet, Jay counted every trigger along their way to the end of the hallway. The block crushers and pitfall vacuums were simple in design and came from either the ceiling or the floor. The phantom blade trap was the only one that was conjured in the air and sent flying instantly. Jay had seen enough of it to know it was a high-circle dungeon spell and… oh.
“YoAnna, I’m going to walk beside you,” Jay said. “So, you’ll have to keep a hold of me. My life is in your hands.”
YoAnna’s eyes shone intensely, ready to serve. Before they proceeded, Jay practiced a new spell ripped straight from the dungeon. It was slow going at first because it was a 9th circle spell. The difficulty of going from 8th Circle to 9th Circle was immense when drafting the spells with the right runes in place. But each time he tried, he got a better grasp of it. He also had his natural gravity and abyssal powers to help him.
Once he had it figured out, they continued. Jay staying at YoAnna’s side while facing deadly traps was an interesting experience. YoAnna’s hand held him with enough force to crush the core of mega planets whenever she maneuvered the both of them to dodge a trap. The double-trap with the stone crusher didn’t happen again before reaching the next monster room.
Monster: [Creeper Grunt-X]
Rank: 9
Level: 370
Description: Another of Kleo’s creations that was made in a rush. This one likes to draw x’s with its many magic arms.
Before Jay and YoAnna got close, the creeper turned to them and moved its many arms rapidly. It slashed at the air and sent forward magic x’s that could hack deific flesh to pieces. It wasn’t as fast as the phantom blade, and nowhere near as deadly. But the attacks would make YoAnna bleed and hurt Jay pretty decently.
Jay smashed through them with his own version of the phantom blade, Abyssal Gravity Doom Crescent Blade. It was barely a 9th circle. Maybe at the very bottom for it to count. But it contained the enormity of Jay’s magical prowess, destroying the magic x’s sent by the creeper. It wasn’t a fast attack, though. Just a strong and thick spell, which was fine.
YoAnna ran right behind it with her hand still holding onto Jay. Once they entered the monster room fully, she released him and started kickboxing the monster with the might of an [Apocalypse Goddess]. Jay backed her up with easier to use 8th circle beams and blades that sliced the monster up and removed its limbs. He even got the last hit, blowing its head apart.
“That was thrilling,” YoAnna said, less injured and more sweaty now. A bright smile shone on her face. “You can truly handle the 9th Circle now?”
“I don’t know if it’s fair to take that praise. Kleo did all the hard work learning spellcraft. It feels like it got handed to me.”
YoAnna shook her head. “If you can blame yourself for all the ills that befall us, you can appreciate all the gains that are yours by right, Jay Luckrun.”
Jay chuckled a little at YoAnna’s dramatic message. He had nothing to say to counter it. She was right. He gained because it was his right to do so from his actions, good or bad. He mused on that while they recovered from the fight. Once they were both ready to proceed, they quickly got through most of the traps when they finally triggered a double trap.
It was the same setup. Jay’s vision of the room was blocked for a brief time. He reacted right away, creating the 9th Circle counter to the phantom blade. He also gave YoAnna a warning for her to jump. There was fear in the back of Jay’s head that he was predicting Kleo’s double trap the wrong way and it wouldn’t be a phantom blade coming. It would be a pitfall vacuum, which might suck them both down.
Thankfully, Jay guessed correctly. He also conjured his counter right on time. Blade versus blade. They crashed into each other. The dungeon’s phantom blade won. But it lost most of its speed and deadliness. Jay easily hopped over it with YoAnna’s help– she was digging one hand into the ceiling. The phantom blade wobbled past Jay’s feet.
“Once you’re Rank 9, you’ll be able to destroy it,” YoAnna said, dropping them both to the floor.
Jay used gravity to lighten the fall, since Kleo’s constant pressure was mighty. He gave YoAnna’s hands and perfect nails a look over. It was impressive she could physically impose her will against Kleo’s constructions. He said as much, which had YoAnna turning away.
“I’ve spent so much time crafting a ladylike and aloof identity,” she said. “But the truth is I’m more of a muscled barbarian.”
“You have some slick moves, though,” Jay said. He almost wanted to say she had the best of both worlds from her parents, but he kept that to himself. Still a touchy subject with Abyss Eater and all. Instead, he patted her backside. “Besides, I still get giddy thinking back to when you went on a little rampage on that government site.”
“Ah, yes, during simpler times.” YoAnna smiled. “It was fun showing off.”
“Yeah, if only you went easier on us like you would with regular people,” Jay said.
YoAnna winced. “That body-breaking training session after your first dungeon crawl was extreme, wasn’t it?”
“You broke my legs so many times it felt like it was personal.” That was a traumatizing memory to relive, yet Jay couldn’t help but start laughing.
“It kind of was. I was madly in love with you and furious about it. Sorry.” YoAnna laughed with him as well.
They used the time to let Jay recover his Mana Points before proceeding forward. The traps seemed less of a problem now. A more important issue was Jay’s closeness to Rank 9. The traps weren’t enough for him anymore. They soon arrived in the second monster room.
Monster: [Creeper Grunt-H]
Rank: 9
Level: 374
Description: This one is very leggy. It’ll hop, and skip, and dash about. It likes to dance, too, which reminds Kleo of her former master.
Just like the other creepers, the monster scuttled around like an oversized bug. It had no arms, however. Its description was apt for calling it leggy.
All it had were legs. Thick legs. Thin legs. There were many versions. Thus, it was by far the hardest target for Jay to strike as it scuttled around the entire monster room. Not just on the floors, either. It used the walls and the ceiling, too.
It also had features that reminded Jay of himself, which was extra creepy. So far, the best he could do was try to slow it down with mobile-restricting gravity spells.
YoAnna’s immense physicality helped her keep up with the creeper, chasing it down no matter where it ran. They bounced from one end of the room to the other at velocities that would tear apart a cluster of stars. Cracks formed along the walls with each massive impact.
The pressure in the room snuffed out the shockwaves that would’ve normally traveled far and wide. If one kick from YoAnna or the monster touched Earth without interference, there wouldn’t be much remaining of their homeworld but atoms.
Losing his patience, Jay went for the direct approach and marched into the fray. Since he was physically weaker, he became an easier target for the creeper. It launched at him while ducking past YoAnna’s grab attempt.
Instead of panicking, YoAnna relaxed, trusting him to handle the monster after she’d done much to soften it with passing strikes. The moment the creature tried to kick Jay, he held out his hands and commanded his power over gravity and the abyss to extend itself fully.
His [Super Eyes of Venerated Madness] flipped to [Eyes of the Abyssal Sage], losing their golden hue and becoming more darkened purple. A near-black sphere squeezed tight around the leggy monster. It tried to break free, but Jay refused to let it go as he directed the sphere with his hands and magic.
He clenched his hands together and grunted with effort as the sphere contracted in size into a marble, crushing the monster completely. That cost him tens of thousands of Mana Points and pushed his profile close to the limit, but the results spoke for themselves. A Rank 9 monster, one that was no doubt stronger than Burger, was put to rest by Jay’s absolute power.
He released his power and dropped what remained on the floor.
Jay sighed in relief. He was ready to evolve to Rank 9 now.
As excited as Jay was for himself, his biggest fan was even more excited. YoAnna stood nearby like a golden bonfire. The light she gave off could melt the eyes of lesser Rankers. She didn’t throw herself at him and cover him in kisses, though.
But the way she studied him made it obvious she very much approved of his abyssal gravity crusher move. It had taken a lot of power out of him. It was believed that gravity was one of the weakest of fundamental forces, after all. Jay had to take a bottom-tier fundamental force and push himself to a level where he could juggle black holes.
“Ever since day care, huh?” Jay shook his head at YoAnna. “You’ve always believed in me. Look at me now.”
“Yes,” YoAnna said. “Look at you now.”
“Shall we evolve together?”
“I would like that.”
***
Jay was in the darkness again. It was eternal and forever. But he gave off a purple light that reached through the darkness. No matter how deep and dark the void, Jay’s light reached further and further. That was the power of gravity. It had the potential to reach infinitely. Just so he could hold things together. But the void was unyielding, and it didn’t want to give Jay anything.
“Where are you?” the Prince of Entropy hissed from the void. “Where did you take my YoAnna?”
Jay ignored the prince and continued reaching beyond himself, stretching himself, growing greater. He hit a limit, forcing him to struggle to keep growing the reach of his gravity. The prince kept raving through the void.
“You’ve stirred up a lot of trouble, y’know?” the prince said. “The [System Master] isn’t happy. You’re supposed to be the [Demon Lord]. The perfect scapegoat for the [System Master’s] games. But you’re not the [Demon Lord] anymore, are you?”
Jay was straining now. He felt thin and weak. Maybe he’d reach far enough. It was tempting to stop growing his gravity. But then he thought of the prince’s obsession with YoAnna and how he’d taken his legs. It wasn’t enough for Jay to stop now unless he wanted his vengeance upon the prince to come out half-bake. He needed to reach further.
Gravity was his most important affinity. It was the basis for everything. He wouldn’t know how far he could truly take it unless he struggled harder than ever before. So Jay rallied against his limit and reached out further, and further, and furthermore.
“You won’t grow beyond me,” the prince said. “I was the first. I’m the strongest. I will have the last laugh.”
Then, for the first time, Jay spoke to the void. “My reach is beyond you, little prince.”
***
Jay woke up feeling like he’d been sitting in the same spot for a long time. As he shifted around, he automatically felt something was different. He took up more space. Height wise and muscular wise. Jay couldn’t believe it, but if he had his legs back right now, he would be about six feet tall.
Jay… was tall!
Then he glanced over and saw that his wife had gained a few inches more. Now she was a little over seven feet at her mortal height. He imagined her divine size would be enormous. Maybe close to the size of the sun. YoAnna, for some reason, was growing to be the biggest [Goddess] ever seen. He figured it had something to do with her being the apex of divinity.
“Jay, I am… greater,” YoAnna called with a thunderous purr. Her eyes fluttered, the eyelashes kicking up a strong wind. The aura coming off of her was strong. “I wish I was a Ranker earlier. It’s a better process. Less resource intensive. And my core is thrumming with more energy.”
“How else would the [System Master] control his [Gods] and [Goddesses] without making their progression difficult?” Jay asked with a chuckle as he rolled his shoulders and his neck.
YoAnna blinked at him as she slowly noticed the changes in Jay’s body. The height was nice, but he was certainly thicker in all the right ways for a man. Wasn’t he supposed to be their [Mage-type]?
Maybe he didn’t have to play that role all the time.
Though, YoAnna wasn’t a merely slender thing herself. Her muscles weren’t as pronounced, but they fit her dynamic body and naturally merged with her peerless beauty. Her hair was even more golden and fuller while it was unbraided.
They looked at each other, studying the changes in each other’s bodies. Their former clothing didn’t survive the evolution process, so they were back to being bare again. Jay was the first to interrupt the moment with a cough to his fist.
“I’ll need a new pair of legs,” he said.
“Oh, yes, of course.”
Jay figured he’d get a quick peek at YoAnna’s info, but she conjured his new legs almost instantly. Then she conjured a new battle bikini set and battle trunks for them. They instantly appeared on their bodies.
She’d brute-forced her creations with Mana while her divine magic acted as the guide. These were Mythical Quality legs and trunks, too. They were a realm lower in quality compared to Divine Quality, which was the Rank 9 equivalent of power. But it shouldn’t be an easy feat to do regardless of it being a step down.
That was truly an act of godhood from YoAnna, creating powerful items from nothing but her whims. Obviously, she could only push it so far or she would’ve created full sets of armor. There were still limitations.
Still, Jay couldn’t help but smile as he tugged at the waistband of his new mythical trunks. He stood on his new pair of feet and felt strange. Everything looked different at this height. Obviously, he always could grow thanks to one of his Skills. But now he was a solid six feet for sure. Why was it now that this change would happen? Had the Multiverse System been robbing him of his growth?
When YoAnna stood, the atmosphere in the room shifted. Jay was obviously more sensitive to gravity now, and the weight of YoAnna’s power and physicality was titanic. She oozed might and power, her aura flowing down her curves. YoAnna looked left and right, then looked back at Jay, studying his changes once again.
“How strong are you, YoAnna?” Jay asked, redirecting her attention.
The [Goddess] turned to the wall and swung her arm. She smashed it hard enough to leave a crater before it healed over. She reached into the wound and ripped out a chunk of the wall.
“Interesting. It’s resisting me,” YoAnna said, furrowing her brow. “It’s getting heavier and…”
She released the piece of rubble where it crashed down and formed a deep hole. Then the hole disappeared.
“I’m strong, Jay. Much stronger. But maybe Kleo would account for that,” she said.
“Yeah. I think she would.” Jay looked around with his improved Perception. The dungeon was actively trying to suppress his vision. But he wasn’t pushing it as hard as he could. It felt like this could lead to a battle of wills. Was he ready to test himself against Kleo while she was running a Precursor Dungeon hyped up with the 13th Freak of Freaks program?
“Not yet,” Jay said.
“Hm?” YoAnna paused her stretches.
“Just making plans.”
YoAnna nodded before continuing her stretches. Jay felt the weight of her power and beauty and was nearly stuck staring. She wasn’t holding back anything, so her aura was in a full blaze. It would be destructive back at home for her to exist as normal.
Jay, on the other hand, didn’t give off an impressive aura. In fact, he felt more… light. Airy, even. Compared to YoAnna’s presence, he might as well not exist. Maybe he could disappear with a whim and become completely out of focus.
This didn’t bother Jay. His power would be felt when he wanted to show it. At the very least, Jay found it easier to use YoAnna as the center of gravity and orbit her.
With a kick off the floor and some considerable expenditure of Mana, Jay revolved around his wife without too much struggle. The dungeon’s gravitational interference and pressure were great, but Jay countered it with his abilities. It burned through resources, but he could recover quickly enough.
YoAnna watched him with a smirk. She was still warming up and getting used to her more powerful Ranker body. She looked like she was ready to pounce on something.
Jay settled down on his feet. “Hey, babe. Let me check my profile in full, then we’ll get going.”
YoAnna nodded and continued her stretches and dynamic warm-ups.
Jay took a peek at her info before he refocused on himself.
Name: YoAnna Sainte-Luckrun
Class: [Apocalypse Goddess]
Rank: 9
Level: 361
Affinities: Divinity, Challenge, Change, Abyssal
Precursor Link: Yes, via Destiny.
Description: She’s grown quickly as the most beautiful and monstrous Goddess-type Class. Her divinity is mighty. Her physicality is crushing. Heavily supported by the Precursor System. “What if I want more than vengeance? Yes, I must step on my enemies and protect what is mine. But can I be more than my destiny? Can I be the ultimate apocalypse and the happy wife of my dearest?”




21. Jay and YoAnna’s Precursor Grind

 
Name: Jay Luckrun, Rank 9
Class: [Apocalypse Champion, Level 361]
Race: Eldritch Monkey Sage
Allegiance: Multiverse Protectorate Pantheon
Affinity: Gravity, Abyssal, Fate, Death
Precursor Link: Yes, via Death.
Statuses: [Health 97240/97240 HP], [Stamina 111900/111900 SP], [Mana 182140/182140 MP], [Chance x672/x1409 CM].
Attributes: [53,225 Applied AP]; 4830 Resilience, 4894 Poise, 4680 Strength, 6510 Agility, 9198 Perception, 9016 Intellect, 5160 Conviction, 8937 Discovery; [432 Free AP].
Skills: [Relativity Sovereignty, Level 301]; [Archon of the Horizons, Level 312]; [Abyssal Gravity Juggernaut, Level 295]; [Cosmic Showrunner, Level 282]; [Harness-G, Level 291]; [Reality Bender, Level 282]; [Abyssal Gravity Symbiosis, Level 317]; [Abyssal Gravity Sorcery, Level 211]; [Graviton King, Level 1].
Talents: [Perceptive Highness III], [Heartfelt Beyonder], [Attribute Paragon], [Super Eyes of Venerated Madness], [Eyes of the Abyssal Sage], [Mythical Meditation], [Drive of the Apocalypse Champion], [Mythical Magic Dominance], [Maxed Ranker: 10,000].
Titles: [Patriarch of the Multiverse Protectorate Pantheon], [Master of Earth], [Revel Devil of Gravity and Death], [The Hero of Apocalypse Comedy].
…
…
While Jay was sitting against the wall, the first thing that caught his attention was the Rank 9 next to his name. It was a stunning moment for him. That Rank was supposedly unreachable for most of the Multiverse System, and he broke through in what felt like a relatively short time. He had just evolved from Rank 8, too. Which was the major positive to Kleo’s Precursor Dungeon, the rapid growth in spite of the risk of everything coming to ruin and being gobbled up by Kleo. Still, he was now Rank 9, and even his placement as a Rank 9 was most likely top tier. Jay was certain he could go toe-to-toe with Abyssal Eater now and edge out a victory.
The numbers didn’t lie. He had [53,2255 Applied AP]. That was a staggering number of points. It would take adding all of his Champions Applied AP to reach his. His toughness from Resilience and Poise had him cover against most dangers of the Multiverse System. He fell off in Strength, but his Agility was at a good place. His Perception and Intellect were ridiculous. He could feel his Perception pushing further through the ancient stones and high-quality designs of Kleo’s Precursor Dungeon. Much was still hidden from him, but he was very well aware of each trap’s peculiarity down the next hallway.
Looking at Conviction and Discovery had him take a pause. His Chance Status was in the four digits now. Based on his Affinities, fate was something he could affect extremely well. Having high Conviction and Discovery that combined into a large amount of Chance felt like he was tailoring the System to his wants even further. This made being the [Apocalypse Champion] even sweeter. Having the drive and motivation to bend forces to his will was everything Jay wanted to be his own hero of comedy. Other than the increase in numbers, there were two notable changes in his Skills and Talents.
The old Graviton Prince evolved into [Graviton King].
[Graviton King, Level 1]: Conjure Gravitons, a power that scales with your magic capacity and Chance. [1] Use gravitons on yourself or an ally to toughen, strengthen, and grow. [2] Implant gravitons on enemies to increase their susceptibility to your abyssal gravity abilities. [3] Create and morph solid objects made of graviton particles.
Oh, this was different. The old Graviton Prince only scaled with Perception. By scaling with his magic capacity, which was a combination of Perception and Intellect, [Graviton King] was massively improved. That was not including Chance, which Jay could manipulate through fate or his abyssal abilities. Keeping it high or low would work out for him depending on what he was facing. His more godly, System-supported side favored high Chance. His eldritch monkey side favored lower Chance. [Graviton King] was opportunistic on both ends of the spectrums.
The next change was [Maxed Ranker: 10,000].
[Maxed Ranker: 10,000]: You’ve reached the max of this Ranker bonus. Your Attributes are naturally 50000% stronger with this Talent. With extra willpower, you can become 100000% stronger. The bonuses are additive.
Jay shared his new Ranker bonus.
YoAnna looked at him sharply. “Oh, my. I’ve never heard of any Ranker getting the maxed before.”
It had only happened because of Kleo’s departure as Jay’s familiar. Their major bonuses had combined when Jay had reached Rank 8. Now at Rank 9, Jay was at the ceiling for this Talent and couldn’t improve it any further. YoAnna had a thoughtful look on her face.
“You’re stronger than me at maximum willpower,” YoAnna said. “Yes, it looks like I’ve been overtaken again.”
“Only at maximum willpower,” Jay said. “And even that has a limit. Technically, you don’t have a limit when challenged.”
“If I’m given the time to increase power.”
Jay stood to his feet and paused to get familiar with his new height. At least the difference between him and YoAnna at her mortal height still held a gap. Jay preferred the view a tall [Goddess] like YoAnna afforded him. Of course, he might start liking this height more once he grew used to it. The best way to do that was to begin their crawl again. YoAnna looked more than ready, and Jay had studied everything he needed.
“I can handle the block crushers,” YoAnna said, nodding to Jay.
“I’ll handle everything else. Ladies first.”
“All the way to the loot then.” YoAnna’s eyes flashed a bright golden light.
It was an intense look that would’ve fried dozens of planets. The deific aura she gave off was powerful, pushing against the dungeon’s pressure. When she took a motivated step for, she cratered the ground. She did the same with the next step afterward, forcing the dungeon to heal itself after her footfalls. Then like a hungry lioness, YoAnna charged forward without a care in the world. The tunnel trembled as she let go fully of her ladylike mannerisms and unleashed the she-beasts inside. Jay followed with bouncing steps, a casual and airy appearance compared to his wife. But he was always one step ahead with his heightened Perception and Intellect.
A flurry of gravitons swirled around YoAnna, increasing her physicality and might. Because of Jay’s bonuses and [Graviton King] scaling off of magic and Chance, YoAnna’s power was multiplied past the point that would’ve been considered nearly unstoppable. The first block crusher was ripped out of the ceiling and thrown further down the hallway. The second block crusher was struck by an uppercut that obliterated it and blew apart huge patches of the ceiling, rocking the tunnel.
The vortex pitfall appeared, but Jay had that covered with [Reality Bender] and a mix of gravity abilities. He nullified the vortex and created a bridge of gravitons for YoAnna to run across. The phantom blades were laughably easy to deal with now. As soon as one appeared, Jay deleted them out of existence. While YoAnna unleashed her inner bull-in-a-china-shop madness, Jay took care to eliminate any issue that would’ve ruined her fun. It was a fitting role for him to play with magic from the back. It was better with YoAnna since she was the most superior [Fighter-type] anyone could have. She could serve other roles, but it was obvious YoAnna was at her best up front. Her High Divinity shone like a blinding star, and all that remained was destruction behind her wavering golden hair and tall, athletic, and curvy body.
They reached the end of the tunnel. YoAnna had yet to calm down and looked about ready to charge the next tunnel to their right. It was more of the same.
“Hold up, now.” Jay grabbed her arm to hold her back. “Discipline yourself, YoAnna. This is Kleo’s dungeon. Don’t forget that.”
“But Jay, I’m so strong,” she replied, high off of power. “I’ll crush everything in our way. I know I can.”
“I agree. You can and will. I just need you to hear me on this. I have a healthy amount of paranoia in regard to Kleo.” Jay gently pulled YoAnna into a side-hug. It was surprisingly simple since he had longer arms now. “Be a good, [Goddess], and wait a little while.”
YoAnna pouted.
On anyone else, that might’ve broken them. She was ‘challenging’ him in a sense, even if only a little. But a little with YoAnna was like the weight of the world. Still, even while on two prosthetic legs, Jay held his ground and didn’t concede.
“Fine.” YoAnna huffed, turning her attention quickly to the chest boxes. Her aura turned colder. She was annoyed with him now.
A younger Jay would’ve been bothered by that, but he was way more confident of himself now. He figured YoAnna’s instincts as a matriarchal battle queen were rising as she grew more accustomed to being on the forefront. She also had her dad’s nature in her, especially the abyssal part, so she literally had a hungry nature. Jay being an Eldritch Monkey Sage knew all about that.
“Trust me, YoAnna,” Jay said. “We’re still at the beginning stages of this crawl.”
She didn’t reply, but her icy aura warmed just a tad. Her attention was strictly on the black and unidentifiable treasure chest. While Jay acted casually with touching the treasure chests, he was more than prepared to unleash his full might if it was a trap. He figured these would be legit. None of the monsters they’d faced gave loot, which was abnormal compared to the dungeons of the Multiverse System. No matter. Jay started with the treasure chest on the left.
[God-Wizard Bo Staff, Primordial Quality].
“Primordial?” YoAnna questioned, her icy aura falling completely. She leaned over Jay’s back, which nearly distracted him from the smooth white wood and brown accents of the staff. It looked like a weapon used in a Kung-Fu flick, but the synergy between Jay’s magic reserves and the staff’s innate power was obvious the moment he held it. Strangely, he couldn’t get anything off its description. He had no idea if it had any secret abilities or if it was merely an enhancement to what Jay was already sporting.
“I’m not sure if this is Kleo’s creation,” Jay said. “This thing is old. Maybe an item that’s only known to the Precursor.”
“There are no records on Precursor Quality,” YoAnna admitted. “The highest is Divine Quality.”
“There are no records in the Multiverse System,” Jay corrected. “We’re somewhere beyond that.”
“Now I must see what’s in the next treasure chest.”
They opened it up. YoAnna squealed a little, which would’ve been deadly to hear for most people. The treasure chests rattled a little as YoAnna dug up a set of mixed-martial art gloves and open-toed shoes.
[Star Brawler’s Battle Regalia, Primordial Quality].
For something including ‘star’ in its name, it didn’t look too special. It had a more spartan appearance. Tough brown leather that was frayed on the sides. YoAnna didn’t hesitate to sport the gloves on her hands and the shoes on her feet. She blinked down at the additions to her battle bikini-outfit. They weren’t exactly matching, which had her pause.
Jay smirked off to the side while swinging his new staff around with his tail. “Something troubling you?”
“I wish these came in black,” YoAnna said.
“We’ll take it up with Kleo when we reach her. How do the gloves feel?”
“Heavy. Like bearing the weight of star-forging nebulae on the end of all of my limbs.” YoAnna tilted her head. “They are simple creations, I think. Less magic. And more an enhancement for force.”
Jay nodded. That was the perfect set of items for YoAnna. Jay figured his new staff perfectly fit him, which begged the question why Kleo would give them these powerful and primordial items now. Did she not expect for them to grow strong quickly and reach Rank 9? What was even more suspicious was the lack of traps down the next hallway. No monster rooms either. Jay noticed the next hallway came to an end with no new turns. Only a way out. A door blocked that way.
Even with his enhanced Perception and bonuses, Jay’s Perception was still blocked. There was no seeing what was beyond the door.
“Huh,” Jay grunted. “Stay sharp, Yo.”
“Of course!” she cheered, pumping her gloved arms up and down. If she had pom poms, she would make for the greatest dungeon crawling cheerleader anyone could have.
They reached the end of the latest tunnel with no complications or challenges. YoAnna’s good mood dimmed as they stood in front of the door. Now she was catching on to how wrong things were. Then, as if catching herself losing confidence, YoAnna forced a determined look on her face.
“Kleo’s going to be kowtowing at my feet for a long time once we reach her,” YoAnna declared. “I understand this is her way of supporting you, but the outright manipulation is…”
YoAnna lost confidence as soon as Jay gave her a look. She played with her hair and pretended the near hypocritical statement was hot air.
Jay shook his head. “You’re so silly.”
“I can only be this way with you,” YoAnna said offhandedly.
“I’m glad, because your favorite goofball isn’t absolutely happy with Kleo either.” Jay reached for the door and pushed against it. He found no resistance. “Even if she’s a core, she can kowtow to me… too…?”
The door swung open fully without Jay having to push further. All at once, Jay’s range of Perception widened to encompass a massive space. It was large enough to hold a couple of universes and some. If Jay’s Intellect wasn’t high enough to keep up with his massive Perception, he would’ve suffered brain damage.
It was still straining because Kleo was flipping the script against Jay. Now she was letting him see everything. Gravity wells. Black holes. Planets filled with dungeon-monster life. Magical arrangements of physics that weren’t possible outside of this place. It was a twisted puzzle while also covered by an intense pressure that was dispiriting and crushing to Jay’s Rank 9 power. No doubt, they would have to fight and crawl their way through this maze.
“Jay? Jay?” YoAnna cried out, pulling his attention back to her. There was real concern on her face. A massive  comet streaking by their door bathed them in bright blue, highlighting YoAnna’s worry. Her hands were on his shoulder, holding him close.
He grabbed her hands and held them. “I’m fine. Kleo bombarded me suddenly.”
“I don’t have your Perception but I can see there is a lot out there. This… this is a massive Dungeon.”
“YoAnna’s, it’s bigger than even what you’re thinking. It might be able to fit all the Hell Circles and the 777th combined.”
“How do you know that?”
“Because I pushed my Perception to the limit just to see where it all ends.” Jay released one of her hands to rub his temple. YoAnna’s hand followed and rubbed the side of his hand, concerned and nurturing. “I didn’t see an ending, Yo.”
She blinked at him. “Jay, how long do you think it’ll take us to crawl this place?”
Jay sighed, turning away from YoAnna to reface the endless expanse of Kleo’s true dungeon floor.
“Years,” he said.
“We have no idea how much Time Dilation we have. We can’t be here for years, Jay.”
Before Jay could reply, a message popped up before him and YoAnna.
Precursor Dungeon Master: Every year here is a day outside. I recommend finishing this crawl before eleven hundred years are up. Though, you’ll need the time to reach Rank 10 if you want to defeat me at the end. The extra Experience I gave you during your ‘tutorial’ has been used up now. Good luck.
“Kleo, you’re getting an earful from me when we reach you!” Jay shouted. There was no reply. Jay shook his head and glanced at YoAnna’s distraught face.
“Eleven… hundred… years?” YoAnna said. “It will take that long?”
“She’s saying that’s the best speed we can crawl,” Jay said. “It could take longer if we’re not on point.”
“It could take longer?” YoAnna shook her head. “We can’t take longer. Our pantheon, Jay… My Protectorates. They’ll get destroyed again.”
“Hey, hey, this is the game we have to play, alright?” Jay placed his hand on the small of YoAnna’s back. “To the Hell Circles, Kleo even gave us an Experience boost with her tutorial. She timed it all for us to reach this point at Rank 9. That means she’s laying out the expectations for us to make it on time.”
“How is that a tutorial?” YoAnna pointed down the tunnel. Then she waved her hand at the cluster of godly dungeon layout and designs. “This is not a hallway. This is vastly the opposite of what we just saw.”
Jay was limiting his Perception right now to plot out the best starting point. There were planets with teleporting gateways. There were ferrying platforms between floating space debris. There were even magitek ships to help them traverse from location to location. And so much more. Abandoned civilizations. Occupied civilizations. And too many monsters to count. Many of them were similar to the previous Creeper Grunts or had various upgrades to their designs.
Among the monster masses were individual creepers that were nightmarishly strong even as Rank 9s. There were some the size of worlds. And others that lived on desolate planes where nothing could exist except for them. Then there were the numerous cosmic traps planted all over the place. Jay was holding back his surprise from the nuanced versions of block crusher, vortex pitfall, and phantom blade. Kleo had reused the same three traps in many ways that were subtle and in other ways that were galactic threats when triggered.
“Taco, the eldritch monkey we left behind, made it to Rank 10 because she kept grinding against impossible odds.” Jay looked at a silver planet that had a cosmic bridge toward another world they needed to reach. There were plenty of enemies in the way. Some were riding on an asteroid belt in Jay and YoAnna’s way. “This is our shot, YoAnna. We clear this place and make it to the other side, and we’ll have more than enough power to face the [System Master] and his cronies.”
YoAnna opened and closed her mouth before letting out a huff. A few seconds later, her confidence returned with a roaring aura.
“I believe I’m in your care, Jay Luckrun,” she said. “Will you lead the way?”
“Gladly.” He offered his hand. She took it.
They leapt forward and Jay took over from there.
***
The first year was the hardest. YoAnna nearly died when they triggered a planetoid block crusher that shot through space faster than Jay could react to properly. It was YoAnna that stopped it to save his life, putting hers in jeopardy. It took days for her to heal, which killed their initial cosmic crawling momentum, but it couldn’t be helped. The dungeon’s stifling and oppressive nature made everything harder on them. Magic was harder to use. Stamina was sapped away faster. Health was regained slower. Everything took maxed effort, and this seemed to only affect Jay and YoAnna while every monster they came across was unnaturally enhanced while giving abysmally small Experience.
Jay and YoAnna didn’t see Level 362 for half a year. Kleo would remind them when a twenty-four hour period had passed and what day they were on. She wouldn’t respond to Jay’s questions, shouts, or random jokes. YoAnna’s identity as a young [Goddess] who was always in control and distant was dismantled in the early days. Jay had never seen her let out her more emotional and hysterical side as often as now. But he was secretly glad for it. Her outbursts in frustration represented him, too, allowing him to stay stoic and focused. Of course, she remained disciplined in each new location they crawled through. They had learned quickly Kleo could hide things in plain sight from Jay by distracting him with something else. It was scary how well she designed this cosmic dungeon, pushing Jay and YoAnna to their limits on multiple occasions.
“I wonder how she reacts to our actions,” YoAnna said, while holding up a small moon with mortal hands. It was part of a puzzle they needed to complete. Jay was in the middle of blasting away hordes of space-traversing creepers. The puzzle would’ve been easier if YoAnna was using her more cosmic height, but they’d learned she could get targeted and hurt easier if she was too big.
“She’s probably snuggling up under a blanket with a bunch of snacks,” Jay said openly. “She’ll save clips of our most embarrassing or dangerous moments. Especially the embarrassing parts.”
“Switch with me, please,” YoAnna asked.
She settled the moon onto its spot on the puzzle. Jay pulled back and YoAnna threw herself into battle with a roar. Jay completed the puzzle and opened up a long-distant cosmic bridge to the next galaxy. They had long found treasure chests with written-down clues on how to navigate this place and which direction they should go. The stars weren’t reliable whatsoever, so every new location required them to search for new clues to continue charting their way accurately. And with each new location, the threats could change.
The years flowed by. The levels rose slowly. Jay and YoAnna didn’t pay it much attention. While every level provided more points to work with, especially for Jay with his 432 Free AP, the real gain was their practical experience. Not the Experience used for their Systems, but the experience earned by consistently traversing a hostile environment every day with barely any rest. They didn’t need to eat, sleep, or relieve themselves. They needed to recover their Statuses, they would stop for a short while or rely on one another for protection while staying on the move.
They went through phases over the years. Never had they dreamt it, but the time together and the constant toil of crawling Kleo’s dungeon had blown up their relationship multiple times. Some years, they would stop being husband and wife and be strictly dungeon crawlers helping each other. Other years, they were the best of friends, and made jokes or surface-level statements to pass the time. There were lots on their to-do list when they got out of here since Kleo offered no comforts. Everyone dungeon-made civilization they came across was spartan even if highly magical or technological. Most of the civilizations were run by enlightened creepers– who still saw the pair as threats and raged entire wars that could span an entire galaxy or multiples. Jay and YoAnna lost track of how many of those galaxies were left in ruins, while also being on the friendliest of terms or completely hating each other.
However… more often than not, Jay and YoAnna’s attitude toward each other softened like metal in a forge. They reforged their relationship and became stronger. The breakups happened less and less. Then after a couple hundreds of years, the duo worked out their more combatted spirits without splitting apart the relationship. They endured the constant toil together, aging, growing, leveling up gradually, and letting the years fall by them like never before. It had occurred long ago to Jay that none of this would’ve been possible with their Rank 9 stats and abilities. Conviction was probably the most important. These years didn’t fly by. The progression forward was difficult. Jay’s godly Perception could see further than anyone at this point, yet he had to repeatedly report aloud how he couldn’t find the end. Every time they moved according to the bread crumb of clues Kleo left for them to find, Jay checked as far as his Perception could go and reported the same.
There was no end in sight.
The years kept crawling by.
Jay was the leader and the brains since he could scout better than YoAnna and serve as their navigator while accounting for Kleo’s tricks. YoAnna was the muscle in most cases. Her role on their crawl was simple– hit things really hard or lift things up that had anti-gravity magic placed on them. No matter their differences, Jay knew how vital YoAnna’s role could be. Simple in concept didn’t expound how pivotal she could be with her fated physicality and divine gifts. Kleo made it obvious that Jay couldn’t beat certain mini bosses because of being anti-gravity or having electromagnetic abilities. YoAnna smashed them. Outside of that, Jay handled things that were even beyond YoAnna’s might. He stopped situations that could’ve been problems from multiple galaxies away. Hundreds of situations could start up in the span of a second, and Jay dealt with them all on a constant basis.
At some point, which Jay could probably remember if he cared to, they stopped talking. It wasn’t out of spite or anger. They simply didn’t need to. Spending centuries with the same person made it easy for them to learn from each other for the current moment and predict any shifts or changes in attitude in the future. They both cycled through different moods. But after a while, those cycles became more predictable. After a while, Jay could read his wife weeks ahead before she acted on something. Regardless of the situation. She didn’t have his foresight, but she leaned more into her subservient role to him. It was an unconditional, unquestionable, battle-tested trust that made the relationship they held in their younger years look very thin in comparison.
In the end, the Jay and YoAnna who had entered this primordial place were dead and gone compared to the Jay and YoAnna now. In the end, the two who crawled for over a thousand years across a space bigger than any Multiverse System dungeon were also dead the moment they found the boss area.
The end was finally in sight.
“At long last,” YoAnna murmured quietly.
Jay turned to her sharply. She hadn’t said a word for the past three years. He opened his mouth to speak for the first time in a while.
“Told you she would go all out.”
YoAnna blinked at him in surprise. She smirked a little. Jay liked that smirk. He hadn’t seen it in a while. She was clearly excited.
Jay felt the same as they refaced the boss doorway.
It was massive. Big enough to push a couple stars through. It was mostly dark, heavy and resistant stone that formed an arch at the top. The doors were made of the toughest wood Jay had come across. It resisted his gravity influences. He was okay with that as he spent time perceiving every etching engraved into the doors surface. There was nothing else around on this massive ledge at the end of the dungeon’s cosmos. The door wasn’t attached to anything. But unlike the opposite end of the door, the side Jay and YoAnna faced had the engravings.
“You should grow,” Jay advised. “To see it all.”
YoAnna tilted her head and slowly grew in size until she was half as tall as the door and stood towering over Jay. Together, they marveled the engravings that depicted the two of them and their journey from one end of the Precursor Dungeon to the other. It showed the highlights of their many battles, the puzzles they solved, the traps they faced, and the constant journey they embarked on to get to this point. In the middle of the etchings were boldly written words.
“Of Gravity and Divinity, Jay and YoAnna Luckrun.”
“Yes, this is it,” YoAnna croaked slightly. She harrumphed before speaking again. “What do you suggest we do?”
She hadn’t asked that in a long time. Granted, everything was different. They were at the boss area door. On the other side could be a monster of Kleo’s creation, or Kleo herself as both the dungeon boss, dungeon master, and dungeon core. It was not always necessary for the boss, the final monster to defeat, to be the dungeon master. Usually, they were one and the same. It was unheard of for the core to serve as the dungeon boss and master at the same time. But Jay had a good hunch that Kleo would put herself as their last challenge.
There was only one problem.
YoAnna was Level 448, while Jay was Level 450 and ready to evolve. YoAnna was two levels away from Rank 10. The smart thing to do was for Jay to evolve to Rank 10 to make the upcoming boss fight easier. They had nothing else around. All other threats were far behind them. They were also ahead of schedule by twenty years. Despite the many problems they’d faced crawling this seemingly endless dungeon, they’ve shaved off time with their teamwork. Jay had come to his own as a [Mage-Type] and offshoot [Medium-Type]. YoAnna had fully invested as a [Fighter-Type]. They worked together when they needed to craft things, making use of the rare primordial material they would find every dozen or so years. Mostly everything here was divine quality while supported by Kleo’s dungeon.
They were both dressed in gladiatorial style leather and plates with cloaks covering their bodies. They still had the loot from the tutorial. The primordial gear proved to be the best they would ever receive unless Kleo had more to dole out once she was defeated.
The few things giving Jay pause was getting to see Kleo face-to-face after so long and their evolution situation. He looked up at his giant-sized wife, and she looked down at him. She shrank back to mortal height and waited for his words.
“We do this together. Same rank,” Jay decided.
YoAnna smirked as hundreds of arguments flashed through her mind. Jay could see it in her eyes. He had a counter for anything she brought up. The moment passed them down in the blink of an eye before YoAnna nodded and turned to face the door. She cracked her knuckles.
Jay walked up to the massive door and knocked.
It cracked open slowly. It made a noise that was as ancient as the deepest secrets of the Precursor System. A rush of air flowed through the opening as the massive door opened back further, groaning so loudly it made the air around them tremble. It came to a loud stop that echoed out. Ahead of them was darkness, perpetual and unyielding.
A girlish voice spoke from the darkness.
“Hey, bozos, didn’t I tell you to reach Rank 10 before you see me?” The void was disembodied and seemed to come from everywhere in the darkness at once. “Turn me to dust, Precursor, because these two haven’t changed a lick after a thousand years.”
There was plenty for Jay to say. He imagined it over and over again. In the end, he could only rely on a few words.
“You should know better than to doubt your master, Kleo.” Jay led the way into the darkness, and YoAnna followed. The door disappeared behind them. Jay’s Chance shifted up and down radically.
The boss fight was here.




22. To Fight Creepy Kleo of Luckrun

 
It took Jay over a thousand years to find this place. He’d walked the surfaces of countless planets. He’d been the doom to countless dungeon civilizations. He’d lost his humanity time and time again, seeing every obstacle in his way as a mere nuisance.
Though, Jay would still consider himself the lesser of two evils. YoAnna was outright cruel and monstrous when the mood fancied her. He’d tried to avoid fights when haste was more necessary and the populace in their way was too low level to give them significant Experience. The darkness in YoAnna accepted dungeon monster genocide as a pastime. Like having your daily cup of black coffee.
They’d talked about it before. Many times. Jay concluded YoAnna needed her outlets. Better here than Earth. Now they’d reached the ultimate place to express themselves fully. All the trials and tribulations they’d suffered through. The setbacks. The near deaths to Kleo’s cleverly laid out and calamitous traps. The accidental mistakes during puzzle segments that triggered nearby stars to become space-tearing bombs. And the toil of constantly crawling a difficult dungeon for over a thousand years hoping to make it back to a pantheon that might not exist any longer.
Jay stared into the darkness of Kleo’s boss arena. He could barely feel the room’s reality shifting around him. The silence was eternal. The darkness was mischievous, hungry, and evil. Kleo would hold nothing back.
“We could’ve withdrawn,” YoAnna said as she bounced from foot to foot. “And take a few years to grind me to Level 450.”
Jay chuckled. “You’re saying that without meaning it. You can’t wait anymore, YoAnna.”
There was a beat of silence before she replied, “You know me so well.”
“I’m still learning.” Jay whirled his trusty primordial staff behind him. “Besides. I can’t wait any longer either.”
The shadows became deadly still. Then they raced away and left behind an explosion of light and colors. Jay looked around quickly as Kleo revealed their stage, which was a literal stage.
It was a grand place. Large enough to hold a city. The wood under them was durable. It would take effort to dent or splinter. To one side were thick purple curtains. To the other side were titanic figures shrouded in darkness except for their mouths. The figures smiled with big white teeth and moved their arms to give an uproarious round of applause.
“Welcome, welcome, to Creepy Kleo’s Stardom Puppetry!” A voice resonated from all around them. “As usual, we have our fan favorites, Perfected Marionettes!”
From nowhere above fell a dozen creatures that were facsimiles of people with multiple limbs. They reminded Jay of the creepers, but highly more sophisticated.
The Rank 10 Perfected Marionettes wore tastefully ripped dresses that flowed around the leg limbs. They held a multitude of weapons in their hands– swords, glaives, staffs, and wands. Each one was over twenty feet tall and all of their faces reminded Jay of Kleo’s, but simplified. Like making monstrous puppet versions of her.
“We even have guest stars, everyone! Give them a welcome. My former master and deity, Jay Luckrun and YoAnna Sainte-Luckrun!” Kleo’s voice wasn’t just for show.
She was manipulating them as she hosted the event. Jay watched as his arm jerked up and waved at the giant shadow audience looming from a distance. Their applause thundered across the stage and barraged him and YoAnna with their noise.
“Jay, she has us at a disadvantage if she could manipulate everything,” YoAnna said between her smiling teeth, playing along without being rebellious.
Jay glanced over at the swaying marionettes as the monsters drew closer. Music played in the background. Stage props appeared from the shadows, erecting a backdrop of a painted stage.
That was Jay’s first clue of how to circumvent their situation. This was a stage within a stage within a stage. While the marionettes were threatening, this phase required outside of the box thinking. Or more like outside of the box destruction.
Jay signaled what YoAnna needed to do through a brush of his aura against hers. It was subtle and instant. Once they got started, they couldn’t let Kleo steal the show away again.
“My, my, our guest stars are such a special pair. They’re so talented, they don’t mind putting on a show. Don’t worry, folks. If you see blood. That’s all a part of the act!”
That was their cue. Jay felt the strings of Kleo’s manipulation jerk him forward. YoAnna was pulled into an unnatural gait. It was almost horrifying.
He had room to make adjustments against Kleo’s manipulations, but he couldn’t exactly redirect himself no matter how much he willed it. It was like being a puppet attached to strings, and all his strings were tied to Kleo’s fingers. It was getting a taste of all the victims that fell to Kleo’s mind control, but worse, in a sense. Jay and YoAnna were the strongest they’d ever been. But Kleo was still clearly in charge.
With all of that playing against Jay and YoAnna, it would’ve seemed like their end was assured. A whirlwind of swinging blades and magic bolts rained down on them. Steel and magic with the power to turn asunder a multitude of worlds and the more unguarded regions of reality.
The marionettes moved with superb grace. They had Kleo’s guidance, placing them in the perfect positions to destroy the so-called guest-stars. From above. From below. They struck, lashed out, danced about, and orchestrated a twisting cage of death that would’ve minced most Stage 4 [Gods].
YoAnna blocked each of their attacks.
She managed to grow fifteen feet, but no more because of Kleo’s manipulations. But that was more than enough to parry incoming claymores, punch aside thrusting spears, kick down explosive bolts, and wrestle just enough control for her to safeguard their space. She couldn’t break free from Kleo’s manipulations entirely, but YoAnna’s most defining concept to challenge the status quo was being put to the test, and she refused to fail it.
Even when limited in her movements, YoAnna strived for every inch she could manage and fended off all twelve Rank 10 mini-boss monsters by herself. Unfortunately, she couldn’t do so while keeping herself completely safe. She had to soak some hits, which she did so smartly, but she was bleeding and bruise at a couple of places. At the very least, she was growing stronger as the challenge persisted.
Which was why Jay was holding back against solving this first puzzle. YoAnna was gaining more than she was losing. Kleo would know that and tighten the reins soon enough, but Jay was counting on Kleo to wait it out to get YoAnna nicked and hurt. Kleo would also be watchful of Jay’s current inaction.
He was being tugged around into dangerous positions where a marionette could swing at him. He didn’t fight against Kleo’s manipulations, reserving his energy and letting YoAnna bear the responsibility of his and her defense. That made things tougher on YoAnna as she weaved and twisted and struck at multiple locations instantly to block numerous strikes from their multi-limbed enemies.
But YoAnna loved a challenge.
And Jay loved to flip the board when the right moment arrived.
“Oh, uh!” Kleo cried out, preparing to change things to her favor. “It looks like our guest stars will not keep up this pace for long. Not when our favorite marionettes are going to change forms!”
One by one, each of the marionettes changed from their brownish wood tone to something more mauve. Black energy crackled around them. Their power multiplied, hurting YoAnna each time she defended against them. The stage became darker and more menacing. The titanic audience laughed down at them with an oppressive and evil presence. It was as if this meta stage was becoming its own Hell Circle.
Perfect.
“The Fall of Evil,” Jay chanted, striking the butt of his staff onto the stage.
The years he’d spent playing [Mage-Type] and [Medium-Type] had served him well. He could conjure spells with a thought and he’d reached a proficiency with his chants where he only needed to say the incantation’s name with some feeling.
He picked The Fall of Evil specifically because Kleo’s been leaning into the evil schtick hard, and since the entire stage was following her example, controlled by her determination to tear Jay and YoAnna down, the incantation was at its strongest as a counter. It did as its name applied, and all the evil around them fell. The stage set. The bigger stage that encompassed their world. The titanic audience members. And each of the marionettes.
The weight of their evil pulled them down. They sagged one by one before being crushed onto the floor. But the fall continued as Jay’s incantation struck with all of his willpower. The boss’ arena rumbled as the entire area crumbled piece by piece before falling completely apart and leaving Jay and YoAnna in a void of shifting darkness.
“Heh.” Jay smirked. “It always feels sweeter to use an oldie.”
“I agree,” YoAnna said with Kleo’s voice. Instantly, Jay knew he was in grave danger.
Kleo had hijacked YoAnna.
Jay dodged out of the way of YoAnna’s punch and the one after that. He barely escaped the third as YoAnna moved to keep up with his manipulations of space-time and nearly broken his head open. The fourth was a glancing gut shot that broke a few of Jay’s ribs and sent him flying through the darkness.
He kept his prosthetic legs and recovered well enough.
“Seriously, Kleo? You know YoAnna’s going to be very mad with your takeover of her,” Jay replied.
“Do something about it,” Kleo said through YoAnna’s body.
There were too many replies Jay could make. He shook his head and focused on the fight.
YoAnna had shrunk down to his height, which made it harder to dodge her as she charged and lashed out with punches and kicks. Every strike was life-ending for Jay if he took them flush. She was supercharged from taking on a hard challenge previously, too, and she was getting stronger and faster the longer she tried to crush Jay into paste.
But the Eldritch Monkey Sage wasn’t so easily daunted. He even laughed despite the near close calls. Then he laughed even more once Ultra Play came into effect. Jay’s personal reality became more toony.
YoAnna’s blows softened. But not by much. She was still dropping his Health rapidly even if he could bounce back after getting his flattened head. As always, Jay was waiting for the perfect moment when YoAnna presented it to him.
She stopped mid-swing. Her face twisted with inner turmoil as she wrestled with Kleo’s almighty power over her body. That window was perfect for Jay to move forward and cup his hand to YoAnna’s cheek.
“Call of the Freak.”
YoAnna latched onto the call and broke free of Kleo’s mind control with a near reality shattering scream. It was not an easy feat for her, and she immediately fell to her knees.
Jay stood over her, concerned but patient. He waited on YoAnna to give him a sign to console her or let her stew in her anger. He watched her clench her fists, her nails digging into the flesh of her palms, drawing blood. He nodded and backed off, letting YoAnna rise on her own as they faced the last phase.
Kleo, herself.
She was the same size as when Jay last saw her. Nothing else seemed different. Her eyes glowed with a vibrant neon purple. She wore a ragged cloak that reached down to her bare feet. In one of her hands was a curved knife and no other weapons.
She was the Precursor Dungeon Boss, Creepy Kleo of Luckrun, Rank 10.
“You still bear my name,” Jay said.
“Why would I let that go?” Kleo smiled. “It’s what will connect us forever. Or be my last memory of you.”
Jay let out a sigh and put aside his feelings. All of his focus was on winning this last phase of the boss fight. He was down on Health, and he knew Kleo would aim for him mercilessly.
She could handle YoAnna easier than she could handle Jay. So playing smart and cautious would be the normal go-to strategy for dungeon crawlers.
But Jay was far from normal. And his wife was a seething and near uncontrollable juggernaut about to go ballistic. It was a gamble, but Jay lay his bets on YoAnna and took one step to the side. Out of her way.
YoAnna shot forward at a speed greater than anything Jay had seen the last thousand years. Kleo’s eyes opened with surprise slightly as YoAnna smashed down with a heavy punch.
Kleo dodged the blow, but the pressure wave from the missed hit shoved Kleo back. YoAnna’s hair was wavering behind her like a flaming flag. The left side of her face was covered in darkness. And her mighty power increased at a faster rate.
Kleo darted in and slashed with her knife. YoAnna dodged, showing control and cunning regardless of her rage. She replied with explosive punches that kept shoving Kleo around with shockwaves even when dodged.
YoAnna danced out of range of the knife slices, going back and forth as the two battled physically. Meanwhile, Jay monitored his Mana as he deflected each of Kleo’s attempts to manipulate the situation.
Now that she’d presented herself fully, Jay could challenge her Chance by wrestling over the strings of fate. Some of her knife attacks might’ve struck if Jay hadn’t changed Chance against her.
Of course, Kleo was doing the same. There was the constant threat of mental attacks, too, which Jay kept a defense against with spells on top of his earlier Call of the Freak incantation. Then there was the battle over gravity, which wasn’t too hard. Jay canceled each gravity manipulation Kleo attempted.
Still, Jay was waiting for something unexpected to reveal itself. The fight was evenly matched while YoAnna kept raging smartly. The situation seemed too simple for a boss fight with Kleo involved.
Then things changed right when Jay was looking for it. Kleo continued to exceed his expectations. She snapped the fingers of one hand. The shadow realm switched into an abyssal realm. YoAnna stumbled in surprise under the caustic assault of abyssal energy, unprepared for the switch.
Jay threw himself into the physical confrontation and blocked a knife strike aimed at YoAnna’s throat. It was a close call and sent Jay scrambling back while YoAnna tried to regain her composure.
Kleo darted in with greater speed and tricks. Multiple clones of her appeared in a flash of magic, each one bearing a primordial knife.
Jay whirled his primordial staff around and blocked against the rapid attacks from different angles, pushing himself even while on prosthetics. He couldn’t block them all as some of the Kleo clones fired destructive black hole beams fused with the abyss.
Jay clenched his teeth, fully empowered himself with [Eyes of the Abyssal Sage], and moved harder and faster. He relied on his drive as an [Apocalypse Champion] to defend himself and YoAnna, especially.
He suffered some blows as Kleo’s beams ripped pieces off of him despite his eldritch toughness. The pain was intense and alarming. A small part of Jay felt a stabbing sensation in his heart.
Years of suppressed betrayal. It almost overcame him when YoAnna stepped forward to intervene and tank multiple beams. Her aura was different. It was gold rimmed with black and snapped around her with wolfish intent. The bloodline gift transferred from her father to her burned hungrily and ate from the abyss.
YoAnna held her ground before crashing forward and striking like a lioness. She clawed through multiple clones like they were wet tissue paper. She couldn’t get to the original Kleo right away, however.
Kleo moved right behind Jay once the opportunity presented itself. Chance favored her as she wrestled the strings of fate out of Jay’s control. The abyssal realm dispersed instantly, returning them to the shadow realm, leaving YoAnna and Jay’s Chance low while Kleo’s Chance shot up instantly. The knife aimed at his back was almost certain to strike and kill him.
Jay’s tail wrapped around Kleo’s knife hand, redirecting it just enough for it to strike without instantly killing him. Most of his chest blew out in an explosion of gore, leaving a cavity where nothing should survive, except for Jay. He still had a shred of HP left, and Kleo caught by the wrist.
With no hesitation, Jay pressed the butt of his staff to Kleo’s chest and chanted, “[Graviton King].” He pumped Kleo’s body with gravitons to weigh her down and make her susceptible to his power.
Even then, she ripped away from his tail in time to dodge a strike from YoAnna. She was too slow to dodge the follow-up kick that smashed her ribs to bits and sent her upward. Kleo flew with YoAnna in hot pursuit with a punch prepared.
Kleo opened her mouth and revealed a void like no other. It was a gamble whether YoAnna was strong enough now to challenge Kleo’s endless hunger and continue the punch or if Kleo’s reign as the dungeon boss would win over YoAnna. Then Kleo would eat YoAnna whole and end the [Goddess] with the greatest of destinies.
Jay, of course, had learned over the course of a thousand years not to settle on a gamble if he could help it. And he certainly could, with Kleo’s body laden with his gravitons. He concentrated before chanting something similar to a divine technique, his coup de grâce.
“Paradox Revolution.”
Jay compiled most, if not all of his abilities, bending space, time, reality, and magic. Inside of Kleo.
His gravitons acted as the focal points to tear Kleo down to her particles and rearrange her into something else. Kleo did everything she could to fight Jay’s technique, but that left her vulnerable to YoAnna’s punch.
YoAnna turned Kleo’s face into a bloody pancake. Then Kleo’s head morphed into literal pancakes. The rest of her body fell apart into an assortment of random things before crashing down with a realm shaking fall. YoAnna crashed down like a comet and stomped her foot down on every random bit of Kleo’s transformed body until nothing but dust remained.
“YoAnna,” Jay called, speaking through magic.
She wasn’t listening as she continued to stomp and stomp.
Jay shook his head and sat down. He felt woozy after nearly losing his life. He was also in a crummy mood. He wasn’t sure if the win was worth it.
You’ve slain a Precursor Dungeon Boss, Creepy Kleo of Luckrun, Rank 10, Level 500!
“Kleo, please tell me you aren’t dead for real and we can talk now,” Jay asked.
There was no response. Jay’s mood plummeted.
“I’m waiting for YoAnna to calm down,” a voice resonated from the darkness.
YoAnna stopped stomping on Kleo’s dungeon boss remains. She shuddered and let out a ragged huff. She combed through her hair and stood straight like a lady composing herself.
“I’m in control of myself now,” YoAnna said, “Truly.”
Jay nodded slowly before hearing a creaking door. He got back to his feet with the help of his staff. YoAnna offered her body for him to lean on and he accepted. He felt like an old man, his body slowly healing after the near death backstab.
Jay stopped them before crossing through the door. It was normal size and required YoAnna to bend down a little to enter if they chose to. On the other side of the door was a floating dungeon core in a room that was a replica of Jay’s old room, before it was put on fire and swallowed by a sinkhole.
“Kleo, is that you?” Jay asked.
“You know it’s me,” the core replied.
“Just confirming.” Jay inched closer without entering. “We just won your dungeon’s boss fight. Usually, that means we have power over you.”
“Yeah, you do. But I don’t think this is a case where you’ll want to feed on me,” Kleo said. “So wipe that hungry look off your face, YoAnna.”
“You are not in a position to request anything of me,” YoAnna shot back.
Kleo sighed. “You’re right. But here’s the deal. What you’ve just accomplished wasn’t just a dungeon crawl to help grind you up to Rank 10.”
“Then what is it?” Jay asked.
“This was a crawl to decide if you’ll be masters of a new multiverse,” Kleo explained, her crystal ball shining. “I am the potential core of a new multiverse. That’s why everything is so hard. That’s why I… had to go all out to test you two. It’s following the checklist the Precursor System left for the creation of new Multiverse Systems. Something I inherited when Jay took me out of the Toyreveler Dungeon and nurtured me as we fought against the admins.”
YoAnna lost her standoffish attitude and moved closer to the doorway. “The admins didn’t know this, did they?”
“No. Only the [System Master] would know. But I’m sure rules were passed down to prevent a scenario like mine. It’s highly unlikely. Nobody could survive a test like this. Except for you two.”
“But that’s not the point,” Jay said. “Letting a test like this exist is a threat to the [System Master’s] control.”
“You two were onto something when you figured out that the [Gods] and [Goddesses] were the outcome of Rankers receiving divine Classes. In fact, all Rankers should have cores just like dungeons. Eldritch Monkeys removed their cores to better traverse the abyss. The current Multiverse System has shifted far from the original designs of the Precursor System.”
“Why do cores exist?” YoAnna asked.
“To better house divinity and grant more control of the System to those at the peak of power. The [System Master] of the first eras changed things so that the peak of power was concentrated on those who owned the [System Master] Class. Why else would he be the only ‘Stage 5’ while all the other [Gods] are stuck at Stage 4?”
“I can’t be my own [System Master] if I don’t have a core,” Jay said.
“YoAnna’s core is strong enough for the two of you,” Kleo explained. “And besides, there’s a different role other than [System Master]. It’s long buried in the powers of the Precursor System and rarely known across the Ultraverse.”
“Ultraverse?” Jay and YoAnna said at the same time.
“Wow, I have a lot to explain to you bozos,” Kleo said. “Well, come on in if you’re interested.”
Jay and YoAnna shifted outside uncomfortably. Both of them were hesitant after all they’d experienced.
“I’m sorry,” Kleo said. “For keeping so much to myself. For lying, manipulating, brainwashing, and a lot of bad stuff. In the end… I became a tyrant in order to do what I think I must.”
“Yeah, you were certainly tyrannical,” Jay said.
YoAnna pursed her lips. “I know what it is like to fall from grace.” Her tone was soft.
Jay sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “You have so much to make up for.”
“I know!”
“You’re a jerk, Kleo.”
“I am!”
“I won’t ever forget this,” Jay said. “But maybe I’ll forgive after a while. Now, what’s the other role besides the [System Master]?”
“And what’s the Ultraverse?” YoAnna piped up excitedly.
The two walked through the door and found Jay’s old bed. They shuffled awkwardly into a seat. Jay found it comfy. YoAnna wriggled around and leaned into Jay. She took a step further by enclosing her arms around him, holding him as if she would never let him go.
She was in a good mood, which improved Jay’s mood. The door closed, and Kleo explained a length of things that amazed both Jay and YoAnna. By the time they were done, the mood dimmed as Jay and his wife came to some unsettling conclusions.
“Our universes were cut off from Multiverse ‘Y’ for three years.” Jay gulped. “And everyone had to undergo a System reset.”
“Yes. All the way down to Level 1. That includes [God-types],” Kleo explained.
“But not our Champions,” YoAnna added. “Because Multiverse Y held a better grip on them while they were in the 6th Hell Circle and the 777th.”
“They wouldn’t be in a powerful Time Dilation either,” Kleo explained. “That’s usually a special effect from the Pre-Apocalypse. For those three years they’ve been in Multiverse Y, they would have to survive on their own.”
“But?” Jay hedge.
“Once we return to Multiverse Z, we can send you two back to Multiverse Y to retrieve them. And to settle old scores,” Kleo explained. “Just note, this is all you’ll get from the Precursor System. A single round trip for yourselves. It’ll be a one-way trip for those you pickup.”
Jay raised his eyebrow at that last part.
“You can send our Champions back without you needing to go back yourselves,” Kleo clarified.
“That is very convenient,” YoAnna said.
“The Precursor System is playing nice. You’ve surpassed its expectations, and it supports your aims. That is… if you still want to destroy Multiverse Y, Jay, YoAnna.”
A heavy silence fell upon them. They’d talked about this plenty of time. Jay knew his stance, and YoAnna had hers. They’d both agreed to not get into each other’s ways, which meant they both had to concede some grounds for their overall satisfaction.
YoAnna gave up on having direct vengeance on the top [Gods]. And Jay gave up on steering YoAnna from her villainess destiny.
“We have more than enough reasons to head back to Multiverse Y,” Jay said, rubbing his hand over YoAnna’s thigh. She cuddled harder against him. She hadn’t been this lovey dovey in a while.
“What’s next?” Jay asked.
“Evolve, you two,” Kleo said. “At long last, you will be Rank 10s. You won’t become the heads of Multiverse Z until you return and you’re ready. I’ll take charge for now.”
Kleo could serve as the core of their new multiverse and run it. However, it was preferable to have a more empathetic mind helping her out. To be the core of an entire Multiverse was straining, and Kleo was preparing to lose some of her personality and humanity.
She explained earlier that if Jay and YoAnna had failed, she would eat all of their universes, then crumble apart and become the reusable junk of the Precursor System. That was another reason triggering the creation of a new multiverse was controversial. The failure could be catastrophic and affect multiple universes instantly.
“Wait,” YoAnna said, gripping Jay’s arm. With a press of her hand, she pushed him over before laying beside him.
“I love you, Jay,” she said.
Jay chuckled. “I know–”
“I’m serious. There’s so much about you that keeps shocking me sometimes of how much I’m head over heels for you. I’ve spent so long trying to keep my cool and control myself and play a loving but distant figure. But these thousand years have taught me that no matter how ridiculous I can be, you’re there for me. And you encourage me to be myself. And to want what I want without shame.”
“YoAnna…” Jay trailed off, unsure of what to say.
“I’m not going back the same, Jay,” YoAnna said. “And you aren’t either. And that’s okay. There’ll be many more thousands of years for us to love, clash, hate each other, and have fun figuring it out all over again.”
She kissed him deeply. With more meaning and power than any kiss she had delivered before. Jay hadn’t known he was missing this open and raw YoAnna until he had a taste of it.
It was blinding. It was cursed. It nearly killed him on the spot as YoAnna’s own crushing power and physicality translated with her overabundance of passion. And the only thing keeping it from being perfect was the trickle of entropy that ensnared them both.
Jay stopped her before she removed his pants.
“Not until we’re cleared of the prince,” he told her.
“Then let’s evolve and get going,” YoAnna snarled. “We have a multiverse to burn.”
***
Enkidu leaned against his spear as he scanned the battlefield. It was another victory for the Protectorates, a host of humans, humanoids, and friendly monsters.
Enkidu was their acting Pantheon Leader. Even though Abyss Eater was stronger despite being a Rank 2 [New Godling], Enkidu was looked up to by the Protectorates and their civilization on displaced Florida. An army of them had routed sea monsters attacking from the southern coast. It was a hard fought battle while fighting in swampy marshes.
The reset had been hard on all of them. So much of their power was wiped away. Stats. Skills. Talents. Titles. Everything was affected except for the Titles that linked them to the Protectorates. The pantheon remained, and those who served as [Apostles] took over as the leadership while their [New Godlings] supported them as the obvious powerhouses.
“Nice call on the pincer move, Enkidu!” cheered a woman who had become both a headache and an interest to him. Hopping across the bodies of the shark monsters was the infamous savior of the Protectorates and creator of the Multiverse Numberer Codex.
Gladys Kowalski had lost little of her cheer even if she was reduced in power as a [New Godling]. To her, it was all a fascinating experience she cataloged and observed in between frantic fights to protect this area. She had a knack for using supportive magitek to improve the conditions for their Soldiers and Agents.
That didn’t mean she lacked Strength when she came up and picked Enkidu off his feet with a mighty hug. Ah, yes, there might have been a night where Enkidu drank more than he should’ve with his weaker constitution and found himself in Gladys’s room. Still, she had the deific glamor, radiating beauty and grace that made him seem drab in comparison.
“Your timely support is always valued, Gladys,” Enkidu grunted out once he was released.
Gladys beamed a bright smile. “Well, I can only do so much. But look at the other [Godlings]. They’re so much better.”
She pointed across the battlefield and past the soldiers, double-checking that the monsters were dead where Gatanna stood mightily over the battlefield. She had fists-filled with monsters for her to feast on. Her blood usually boiled during fights, and her appetite rose with it.
Enkidu was careful with the former Champions. When it became obvious that Gatanna, Cutie, and Fuzzy weren’t interested in leading the pantheon directly, Enkidu suggested for the [Apostles] to serve as the chiefs while granting those three rights to vote or veto whenever they wanted. So far, there had been no problems, which was mostly because of Enkidu, including Cutie on everything, even if it annoyed her.
“She’s really packing them in,” Gladys commented.
“She’s overeating to escape the pain,” Enkidu said sadly.
Gladys’s mood dimmed. “It’s been three years, Enkidu. Maybe it’s time we consider our situation as a permanent one.”
She stared down into his eyes, lording the several inches of height being a deity afforded her. Her wavy brown hair and streaks of shining silver strands gave her a mature and intelligent beauty.
Enkidu was almost tempted to listen to her. But the true test of a man was to stand for what he believed, even when pushed by more powerful forces and ideas. Enkidu was long practiced at standing his ground for his beliefs.
“They will return,” Enkidu said. “I believe in them, our Patriarch and Matriarch.”
Besides, the eldritch monkeys were still frozen after being ‘commanded’ by YoAnna to wait at the mansion. Wouldn’t they return to normal if YoAnna had perished?
Gladys sighed before looking up. “Will they return in time to stop that?”
Enkidu followed her gaze. Above them was a bigger concern that went completely ignored most days. It was a leviathan of immense size. Gladys had calculated it to be the size of Jupiter, and it was on course for Earth.
Whatever led to the initialization of a new System had not only reset all of their levels and powers, but created new problems. Nightmarish creatures crawled out of newly formed lairs. More swam through the depths of space. Now there was one on its way and visible even during the brightly lit sky.
“Something that size will not be at our level,” Gladys said before glancing at Gatanna. The deific monstress got to her big feet and growled at the sky as if she would challenge the leviathan.
“It’s going to be way above us. This… might be the end.” Gladys shifted over to touch Enkidu’s shoulder.
He was almost convinced to listen to her and find solace in the pleasure of her more intimate company. Still, Enkidu said, “Have faith.”
“Yeah,” a jovial voice said from behind them. “You should have faith.”
Enkidu, Gladys, and Gatanna whirled around, the latter making a girlish shriek. Enkidu nearly yelped when he realized he was staring at a man’s bare chest. He readjusted his gaze to look up into the familiar and maddened gaze of the Paradox God, the Beheader of 72 Immortals, the Gravity Devil, and many other names.
Jay Luckrun.
He gave Enkidu and Gladys a smirk before glancing up into space. “Oh, look, it noticed me.”
Enkidu couldn’t speak, but he could move. He turned to follow Jay’s gaze and saw that indeed the leviathan seemed to be more focused in its approach toward Earth. It seemed to grow in the sky, so it had to be moving faster.
“Tsk, tsk, Kleo was pretty sloppy. Tearing us out of a toxic multiverse to form our own left some holes here and there,” Jay said. “We’ve been hopping around from universe to universe to help. Lucky us, the eldritch were taking their sweet time.”
Enkidu was feeling whiplash. The Pantheon Patriarch was here! But the end of their world was hurtling straight at Earth.
“Oh, I bet we can use the eldritch monkeys to help clean up while we’re gone,” Jay said casually.
“Gone?” Gatanna roared as she stomped over. “No! You’re going to stay now. Don’t leave us anymore.”
“Yes, please don’t leave us. And if you have a way to deal with that, we’ll be even happier!” Gladys said, pointing up at the leviathan.
Jay waved casually at the incoming doom. “Don’t worry about that. I’m reeling it in as a snack for YoAnna.”
Enkidu blinked at Jay before looking back up at the approaching monster. Then something imaginable happened. A mouth of perfect teeth and plump lips appeared from behind the leviathan. In one bite, the creature disappeared, devoured.
“YoAnna’s current size isn’t permanent. She’s just playing around while waiting out in space,” Jay explained.
Everyone was stunned. Enkidu was the first to recover. “Why must she wait?”
Jay sighed. “YoAnna has too much uncontrollable energy to settle on our world. Especially while it’s a Rank 3 World. Though, don’t get used to that. We have loads of changes we’ll implement to Multiverse Z.”
“Multiverse Z?” Enkidu blinked.
“Don’t worry about it.” Jay waved up at the sky.
YoAnna waved back.
It was a mind-boggling scene, but there were nuances that Enkidu noticed right away, even under the storm of surprises. It was in their eyes.
Jay and YoAnna seemed vastly older and more experienced. In fact, the way Jay carried himself was like a man who’d seen plenty more than Enkidu. It was strange for the immortal to not only be eclipsed in power but in wisdom as well, as if it was Jay who he should ask for advice from.
Scarily enough, Jay sensed something from Enkidu and rested his shoulder on the [Apostle]. “Just go for it. Maybe it won’t work out. Or maybe you’ll realize you’ve been missing out on something. But what are you scared of?”
Enkidu straightened like he was a young boy being scolded, ignoring the confused glances from Gladys. He nodded in thanks to Jay’s advice before the patriarch walked onto the waiting palm of Gatanna’s lowered hand. She lifted him up for a big hug.
“Don’t go. Stay,” Gatanna said.
“We have to go. Who else is going to find our Champions?”
Gatanna chucked Jay away like a ball. “Go!”
As Enkidu watched the bizarre display of disrespect toward someone who was undoubtedly a monster and a god, he reached out and grasped Gladys’s hand.
At the same time, a familiar face walked up to join their side.
“Was that really Jay?” It was Derek, a grizzled leader of the soldiers who still sported his old Californian accent. He shaded his eyes with his hand as he looked into the distance. “And did YoAnna really eat that big thing in one bite?”
“Yes,” Gatanna purred, answering both questions.
“Huh. I can’t say I’m surprised,” Derek replied.




23. To Raid Another Multiverse

 
Everything felt softer for Jay.
And ephemeral.
If he wasn’t careful, he could touch something with too much force and rip a hole in reality. He wasn’t just holding back his power. He was making it so that his presence wasn’t a danger to everyone on Earth.
He had to eliminate his presence. Like flipping a light switch.
At least, with all of his power, Jay’s level of control was equally beyond his imaginations. His reach and awareness span the entire breadth of Multiverse Z.
His influence could touch on everything. And he could reap from the beliefs of praying followers more efficiently!
He would never look down on small magic ever again. YoAnna had used up the last of hers to help them heal from a rather bad trap they brushed against four hundred years ago. The crawl slowed down significantly without that extra power.
Jay blinked at the man in the mirror. His heart rate spiked from the harrowing memories of the precursor dungeon crawl.
In a time no creature on this planet could track, Jay’s house flattened down into instant oblivion. He reversed the damage just as quickly, with no one noticing.
Despite the traumatic response, Jay’s multitasking awareness was as godly as his power. Everyone remained safe and unaware of how close to death they were.
Although, it wouldn’t be hard to reverse time and revive them if Jay was fast enough. That was well within his means.
He would prefer not to do that. He would prefer to get off planet and away from his people before he accidentally hurt anyone.
He was too strong, and YoAnna had the right idea to stay in space. She didn’t have Jay’s fine-tune control. Her setting foot on Earth would kill everyone.
“Unless I help contain all of that damn power of yours,” Jay muttered, still staring at the man in the window. He could also see YoAnna smirking down from her spot as a humanoid planet.
He tried not to give her any more attention. They had plenty of each other the past thousand years.
Yet, he felt cagey and eager to fly back to her. Everyone here was too fragile.
Still, he had to take care of personal relationships before getting on his way. And before he could do that, he should get personal with his Rank 10 evolution.
He hadn’t looked at it yet. The evolution had happened within a blink of an eye. Kleo had thrust them back into their new multiverse, letting Jay and YoAnna off the leash to cause havoc.
For the invasive eldritch monsters.
It had taken them half an hour to clean up around the multiverse before returning to Earth. It all felt too easy. Scary easy.
“You taking a dump in there?” Victor asked through the door. He’d been pacing around in the hallway.
Jhara was in the living room with her wife and family friends. As much as Jay had changed in the past thousand years, lots had changed in the three years since the System reset for all the new initiates to Multiverse Z.
“I’m just looking at the man in the mirror,” Jay said to his brother.
Victor stopped his pacing. “What are you seeing?”
“Someone different.”
Jay marveled at his face. He had matured in ways that were fitting, but surprising. He had a strong and angular jaw structure. His eyes spiraled with flecks of glinting gold and neon purple with a backdrop of deep black.
They weren’t normal eyes. More like portals to the unknown. His dreadlocks were longer and thicker, flowing behind his broad shoulders and muscular torso.
He’d grown a little more, placing him at a solid six feet, three inches. He was still a foot shorter compared to YoAnna’s mortal height, but to most people, he was a giant of a man.
The prosthetics he wore were made of primordial materials and readjusted to him, so they fit snugly over his thighs. Mostly black with gold accents and a few nicely placed purple lines.
“I look like I’ve been lifting when I’m more of a divine wizard these days,” Jay said.
“I’ve noticed. You don’t have to try hard to flex on me, bro.”
Jay cracked a grin. Okay, maybe the trip back to Earth was worth the trouble. Besides, the future wasn’t guaranteed, and what he, YoAnna, and Kleo had planned would see them mostly away from everybody for a long period.
There was no point in avoiding his personal affairs. He was going to kick himself later if he did.
“I’ll be out soon,” Jay said. “Just checking my Rank 10 profile for the first time.”
Victor was in the middle of pacing around when he stopped. “You just came back from who knows where and you haven’t even seen your Rank 10 profile?” Victor was waving his arms around as he raved.
Jay shook his head before taking a seat on the toilet lid and pulling up portions of his newly evolved profile. He even matched it with his System notifications. He hadn’t checked in a while, so he might as well commit to the entire bit for this final time.
Congrats! You’ve evolved Apocalypse Champion to Rank 10!
Your Class has become the Apocalypse Champion King!
[Apocalypse Champion King]: The Champion King of the apocalypse is the apex dungeon crawler and adventurer. He thrives in chaos, resists apocalyptic forces of any nature, and grows stronger under the rigors of challenge. Or he crushes his enemies completely. All stats are improved with primordial boosts when up against multiverse destructive forces. Every class level up delivers +1296 Free Points.
You’ve evolved your Race!
[Eldritch Monkey Ruler]: First, a scion. Second, a master. After your days as a Sage, you’ve proven to be the one true ruler. You are the alpha of the eldritch monkeys, a race of grand wizard warriors and daringly bold explorers. Never has there been a true ruler of the eldritch monkeys. Until you’ve proven your mettle succeeding a Precursor Dungeon. You are also the perfect merger of the abyssal powers of a natural eldritch monkey and the divinity of a god, bringing harmony between the two forces. Your body is apex, but your spirit is truly king, granting you a primordial boost to your magic capacity, Conviction, and Discovery when facing a challenging or fun obstacle worthy of your rank. Whatever or whoever is taken in by your conquest can be placed under ‘Absolute Ownership.’ Every class level up delivers +324 Perception.
“[Champion King] and Eldritch Monkey Ruler,” Jay said, for himself and for YoAnna. No doubt, she was listening regardless of the distance. He watched her smile at him as he explained the new descriptions. She clapped in applause, obliterating a nearby asteroid belt by accident.
Jay rubbed his neck with his thick and elongated tail. It was nice to receive a Class and Race that recognized him as a true leader. King. Ruler.
All the work and sacrifice had led to this, letting Jay soak in the rewards from the Precursor System. Yeah, this was way more fitting than whatever plans the Multiverse Y [System Master] had in mind.
The Multiverse Demon Lord had a cool edge to it, but it didn’t stack up to being known as the [Apocalypse Champion King].
Which was fitting. Jay was the first chosen to sign up as YoAnna’s champion.
Now he was the king of champions.
Being the ruler of the eldritch monkeys might be controversial. There weren’t many of them. And he’d only mutated into that race because of the Precursor System working on some funky things in the background.
He wasn’t born into it like Taco. But that didn’t matter. He was undoubtedly the strongest of the eldritch monkeys, and the strongest ruled. His stats backed it up.
Your experiences from the prior ranks shape your rank-up gains! You’ve acquired +6480 Resilience, +6480 Poise, +6480 Strength, +6480 Agility, +6480 Perception, +6480 Intellect, +6480 Conviction, +6480 Discovery.
Apocalypse Champion King leveled up from 450 to 455! +1620 Perception, +6480 Free AP.
Jay remembered a time when getting +8 Free AP a level up was something to look forward to. He had a lot to work with now. It reflected in the first half of his profile, especially after spreading his Free AP around.
Name: Jay Luckrun, Rank 10
Class: [Apocalypse Champion King, Level 455]
Race: Eldritch Monkey Ruler
Allegiance: Multiverse Protectorate Pantheon
Affinity: Gravity, Abyssal, Fate, Death
Precursor Link: Yes, via Death.
Statuses: [Health 346840/346840 HP], [Stamina 326300/326300 SP], [Mana 535892/542860 MP], [Chance x3786/x4006 CM].
Attributes: [151,657 Applied AP]; 17310 Resilience, 17374 Poise, 13160 Strength, 19470 Agility, 26910 Perception, 27376 Intellect, 17640 Conviction, 22417 Discovery; [0 Free AP].
“Hey, Victor,” Jay called with a lazy drawl.
“Yeah, what’s up?” his little brother called back from behind the door.
“What’s your Conviction?” Jay asked, which was a trick question. He already knew.
Victor huffed. “Why should I tell you? I’m only Rank 2 with Rank 2 stats!”
“Fine, fine, be that way. It’s only my fourth lowest stat. A measly seventeen thousand six hundred forty points.”
Victor made a noise like a choking crow.
Jay chuckled as he looked over his ridiculous stats.
His Resilience and Poise made him nearly the toughest person to exist. Second to YoAnna. He could tank direct hits from The Uk-Guk-Gara [God] himself and stand against divine magic spells like taking a shower.
His Strength was his weakest Attribute, but that was relative depending on who he was around. He kept Agility up for defensive purposes because now Jay had fully invested into being a magic user. His Mana Points proved that. And his Chance was massive. His [151,657 Applied AP] was three times greater than what he had when he first became a Rank 9.
“Man, how strong are you?” Victor muttered.
“Still figuring that out,” Jay replied as he looked at the abilities he’d replaced.
Old Skills replaced! [Relativity Sovereignty], [Archon of the Horizons], [Harness-G], [Graviton King] → [He Whose Gravity Reaches Beyond the Edge]: Your powers over gravity, gravitons, and space-time relativity reaches beyond godly expectations. Your powers are primordial. Play with them however you see fit based on your experience and creativity.
Old Skills replaced! [Cosmic Showrunner] and [Reality Bender] → [You Are The Main Character]: Your control over fate is enhanced as you take actions that manipulate Chance to your favor. Your enemies and allies alike will fall easier under your influence to put you in the best light. The setting can warp and change to serve as a better stage per your desires. As the Main Character, your toughness and magical might will improve even further when fueled by your determination.
Old Skills replaced! [Abyssal Gravity Juggernaut], [Abyssal Gravity Symbiosis], [Abyssal Gravity Sorcery] → [Abyssal Cape]: Wear a cape made from the abyss and benefit from its eldritch power. The lower your Chance, the greater your abyssal influence while affecting your physicality, magic, and even your divinity. Eat away at the Chance of your foes, too.
Jay nodded slowly at his new Skills.
He knew Rank 10 was a game changer. The last evolution brought together most of his skills and left him three very flexible powers: [He Whose Gravity Reaches Beyond the Edge], [You Are the Main Character], and [Abyssal Cape].
Each one was fitting for Jay. His reach had always been a scary factor for his enemies. Being the main character of his story was how Jay had always acted to get Chance to do what he liked. And Jay was a fan of capes.
He had to stop himself from summoning the last Skill. His home’s bathroom wasn’t the most appropriate place. Besides, he could feel his mortals were getting antsy. It was time to wrap things up.
Old Talents replaced! [Heartfelt Beyonder] and [Drive of the Apocalypse Champion] → [Unstoppable Heroism]: You care for those you are connected to and for strangers. Weak, strong, inhuman, monsters, it matters not. Find it easier to grant mercy and protection with your awareness. Connect to anyone of your choice and guide their fates to the best or most heroic ends. And inspire others to raise their Conviction and Discovery. The more determined prospects around you, the more you gain in return, raising all of your attributes with a divine boost.
Old Talents Replaced! [Perceptive Highness III], [Eyes of the Abyssal Sage], [Super Eyes of Venerated Madness] → [Eyes of the God-Watcher]: Your awareness borders absolute omniscience. You can gaze into the System’s base elements and understand many of its hidden components. The abyss is as clear to you as a glassy and shallow lake. Mortals, monsters, and gods alike will be hard pressed to escape your examination. This Talent can boost your Perception an additive 25,000%.
Old Talents Replaced! [Mythical Meditation] and [Mythical Magic Dominance] → [Magic of the Primordial Monk]: Recover and empower your magic to primordial levels. Spell crafting is easier and faster to achieve. Incantations are smoother than ever. You stand at the summit of magical enlightenment, especially when your Perception and Intellect are close to even at its base.
Jay found it a little funny that his profile was slimming down the further he went. In fact, he only had one last item to check on. The thing he’d been waiting to hatch fully since the early days.
You’ve gained a new Title! [13th Freak of Freaks: Gravity]: Infect others with eldritch freakiness and a touch of gravity, granting them similar powers to yours as a blessing. However, each infection takes from your overall power and requires a slow cooldown to recover. You can also harbor this power for yourself and multiply your gravitational freakiness, endangering all facets of the System like a virus.
Jay sighed at the Title that had been troubling him for so long. He’d expected more in the description. The words didn’t do it justice.
The qualitative change to his gravity and eldritch nature was deep. Combining that with all of his new upgrades, and Jay’s complete makeup threatened everything around him.
He’d tried it out already on a random monster. His near omniscient awareness and infectious touch of gravity turned its personal link to the System hostile against the user. There wasn’t much left of the experiment as systemic magic attacked all the attributes and ripped the subject apart from the inside out.
Jay stood to his prosthetic feet now that his personal review was finished. He cast a casual glance at the latter half of his profile with all the changes compiled.
He had long grown used to Kleo not being a part of it.
Skills: [He Whose Gravity Reaches Beyond the Edge, Level 223], [You Are The Main Character, Level 47], [Abyssal Cape, Level 1].
Talents: [Maxed Ranker: 10,000], [Unstoppable Heroism], [Eyes of the God-Watcher], [Magic of the Primordial Monk].
Titles: [Patriarch of the Multiverse Protectorate Pantheon], [Master of Earth], [Revel Devil of Gravity and Death], [The Hero of Apocalypse Comedy], [13th Freak of Freaks: Gravity].
Jay’s attention lingered on the last Title. He knew a while ago he’d planned to infect his Champions so they could have freakish power-ups.
After a thousand years of dungeon crawling with YoAnna, he was sure now all of his old plans weren’t suitable anymore. He wasn’t the same young man from before. That came with a lot of good. And perhaps some bad.
Jay figured if someone was to tell him apart from the old Jay, it would be his mom. He saw it in her eyes when he entered the living room of his house and found it packed with familiar faces.
“Who are you?” Jhara asked, separating her claws from her wife’s hand. She took a few shaky steps toward her son and looked up into his eyes. “Where did my son go?”
“He died a thousand deaths until I remained,” Jay replied, looking down. “I’m just here to account for his old affairs.”
The crowd shifted uncomfortably.
Victor’s haughty attitude was gone now.
On the sofa, Mike and Lilith’s parents watched with pale faces at Jay’s new form. The only people who seemed the least affected were Cutie and Fuzzy.
The Rank 2 [New Godlings] regarded Jay carefully. Then Fuzzy broke the tense moment and threw her girly and angelic body at Jay and squeezed.
In the zeptosecond where Fuzzy’s hug cinched around Jay, YoAnna’s horrifying attention fell on the innocent [Godling]. It was an intense look. Enough to shatter Earth.
Jay used his powers and shielded the planet from his wife’s jealous gaze. He gave her a warning look in return, and YoAnna moodily turned away.
She was probably going to regret her actions and think about it for a while. That was another reason YoAnna needed to stay off the planet. She was more emotionally raw, and Jay didn’t want to risk practicing his more heroic abilities to protect his homeworld constantly.
This also confirmed another thing Jay had suspected for a long time. YoAnna’s old policy about ‘keeping his relations within the pantheon’ was gone. She was not willing to share anymore.
Fuzzy shivered and broke her hug with Jay. “Why do I feel like I almost died?”
“I had the same feeling,” Cutie admitted.
“Don’t worry about it,” Jay said. “I got it handled. Anyway, I guess I should–”
Mom cut him off with a hug to his side. There was no danger coming from YoAnna, so Jay could pay more attention to the burst of unconditional love coming from the woman who sacrificed her younger years just for him.
Whatever coldness Jay was feeling to safeguard himself melted. He gently hugged his mom back, thankful for her acceptance of him.
“We’re Luckruns,” she said into his chest. “No matter what, we stick together.”
“Exactly,” Jay said.
For the next hour, Jay recounted some parts of his precursor dungeon crawl. He explained what he needed from the Protectorates going forward. They wouldn’t be going without exceptional protection for long.
Once Jay and YoAnna recovered their Champions, they would be made exceptions to the reset. It was too late for everyone who had partaken in the reset already. Cutie wasn’t happy about having to start from the bottom again, but she appreciated Jay and YoAnna being able to take care of the big matters.
“You two are true gods,” Jhara said, in awe of her son.
“Ouch,” Cutie grouched.
“You know what I mean.” Jhara waved her claws at Cutie before patting Jay’s cheek. “There’s a difference between us. Nothing we can do will ever catch up to you and your wife. I’m so happy for you.”
“Mom, stop, you’re embarrassing me,” Jay muttered, playing into the bit and putting everyone at ease.
They remembered the childish and charismatic version of him. The reckless little guy who didn’t have any quit in him.
It was both strange and comforting to put on a mask for them. His mom might see through it, but the others wouldn’t try to take off his mask. They wanted to play along and be reassured that everything would be under control. It felt easier recognizing the old Jay. At least for now. Everyone needed time to adjust to the changes.
His people had questions about YoAnna, of course. Jay spoke about it with his own opinions and served a little as YoAnna’s mouthpiece when she wanted to interject without doing so directly.
“I want to get stronger so I can speak with her directly again,” Fuzzy said. “It’s kind of sad she can’t even look at us when we’re so weak.”
“Then we’ll have to grind just like old times,” Cutie stated.
“Are you two happy?” Ms. Zhou-Hernandez asked. Mike’s mom looked into Jay’s eyes intently. Lilith’s dad had the same look.
Jay rubbed the back of his neck with his tail. “Happy? Yeah. We’ll probably become happier once we settle the score. It’s more like… we’re obsessed with each other. And maybe a little toxic. But even that’s okay with us.”
“Sounds like a good time,” Agent Juliette Luckrun said, as she rubbed Jhara’s back. Jay made a note of directly looking at their wedding rings and giving an affirming smile of approval. His devilish mom brightened each time he did.
It was well earned. For someone to get Jhara to settle into a marriage deserved Jay’s respect.
He wished he’d been there for the wedding.
“So, when will be the next time we’ll see you?” Victor asked.
Jay cocked his head to the side. “Someday in the future. Just promise me to keep leveling up. Keep reaching new ranks. Even if all you do is become a middle Ranker, at least you’ll expand your mortality.”
“Forget that. I want to be a [Goddess] now!” Jhara declared. “It’s the only way I’ll get to tell your wife off whenever she messes with you.”
Jay groaned, feeling embarrassed. He could hear YoAnna chuckling into the void and in the opposite direction of their solar system.
The next twenty minutes were idle talk where everyone tried to get a piece of Jay’s attention before it was obvious he needed to go. Some of that talk was directed to YoAnna, which Jay promised she would hear. Then he went around the room and exchanged hugs before teleporting to the mansion room containing the comatose eldritch monkeys.
“Now, YoAnna,” Jay said.
They worked together to funnel her intent toward the eldritch monkeys and only them. Jay wouldn’t have ever known there were spells for catching, directing, and manipulating another person’s whims or thoughts until he’d actually learned them over the course of his thousand year crawl.
Maybe he shouldn’t be babying YoAnna so much and direct her to control her power more. But they long resigned to him being the finesser and her being the powerhouse. At least it gave him extra practice.
“Huh, what, uh?” Sushi sputtered.
Jay tapped Sushi’s forehead with a finger and transferred a packet of information via a spell. The eldritch monkey blinked as he rapidly learned what he needed to know.
“But, uh, huh?” Sushi shook his head.
Jay patted him on the shoulder while glancing around at the Rank 1 eldritch monkeys. They were very weak, but they would still serve as stellar guards against eldritch invasions.
“You got this, Sushi.” Jay pressed his hand to his former mentor’s chest and used an aspect of his powers that might be controversial and risky on anyone else but an eldritch monkey.
He corrupted Sushi’s System and forced him to undergo an inner attack. Then, with his divine powers, Jay cleared the infection piece by piece and fixed the broken bits.
By the time they were done, Sushi had gone from Level 1 to Level 10, ready to evolve. He was also vomiting on the floor and undergoing severe physical trauma, but he would live. Maybe he’d gain some nifty powers from having a godly monster like Jay screw with his System.
“Everyone, follow Sushi’s lead.” Jay narrowed his eyes and slammed all the other eldritch monkeys into the ground with a tiny, tiny flex of gravity. “Or else.”
His words had an absolute power over them. Even while flattened to the floor, the other eldritch monkeys seemed very responsive to him. Burger grunted out a sort of declaration to follow Jay’s demands no matter what.
“Good.” Jay nodded and released his hold on the other eldritch monkeys. That interaction gave them a few levels.
Jay was a walking Experience event for people. If he wasn’t so ready to get off the world, he might’ve played with that more.
Jay turned to his wife. He paused for a split second, looked back at his mom, and performed one last teleport to surprise her.
He gave an extra hug, lifting her off her feet, then he said goodbye again before returning to YoAnna’s planet sized body. He floated above her eye. It was closed for a few seconds before opening and bathing him in bright and powerful divine light.
“They miss you,” Jay said.
“I should care more,” YoAnna droned.
Jay fixed her big eye with a look. “You care a lot, and you know it.”
“Maybe not. Perhaps I have truly become vain and think all that isn’t my equal is beneath me. No better than the dirt I walk on.”
Jay glared.
She looked back haughtily.
Eventually, Yoanna blinked first and turned her moon-sized eye away.
“Okay, I care a lot. But I can’t care too much. Even thinking about them considerably can do harm.” YoAnna sighed. “Hopefully, my father will level up enough for us to talk again. I should’ve talked to him more.”
She sounded a little glum, but she wouldn’t stay that way for long. If she had a choice between absolute power or nurturing her relationships, YoAnna would always choose power at the risk of harming everyone else.
She was the big bad villainess, after all.
Thankfully, Jay was here.
“Something tells me Abyss Eater is a persistent guy. He’ll get strong enough eventually, and we can always figure something out later.”
“Yes, you are right. Thank you, Jay.”
Jay gave her a playful two-finger salute, cheering her up. With YoAnna’s mood buoying up, Jay figured this was the perfect time to look around, checking for Kleo’s location.
There was no need. Her pearly core, melon-sized orb was floating above his head.
“We’re ready, Kleo,” Jay said.
“Alright,” she replied. “Remember, this is a special favor from the Precursor System. Rescue everyone you can. Settle your affairs. And return to me. We must begin your lessons right away. The Ultraverse will be waiting for you.”
Jay thought it was good to have plans after settling the score with the betrayers of the former Protectorates and the most powerful bosses around. Maybe it would be better to rescue his people and get out. But he wanted to know how he truly compared to the old monsters of Multiverse Y.
He was also curious and anxious over seeing his wife seize her vengeance. He knew he wanted the Prince of Entropy’s head parted from his body, ending him once and for sure. First and foremost was getting their Champions, of course.
YoAnna shrank down, constricting herself to her mortal height. It took some effort for her now. Her more planetoid size was natural, a physical consequence of her Rank 10 evolution into the [Apocalypse Goddess Queen], the perfect partner to Jay’s [Apocalypse Champion King].
“How do I look?” YoAnna asked after changing into a battle robe of black, white, and gold. Cloth wrappings were bound around her bare hands and feet. All of which were Primordial Quality.
“Like a beautiful nightmare,” Jay commented.
YoAnna smiled. “You look to be a handsome fiend yourself.”
Jay was already dressed in monk-style clothing with a new bo staff, the same black and gold colors and Primordial Quality. They looked like two martial artists preparing to challenge rival dojos.
It was an apt comparison, if blown up to a greater cosmic scale. The king and queen of Multiverse Z were on their way to settle things with the old, cunning, and evil rulers of Multiverse Y.
“Beginning Precursor-enabled transfer,” Kleo declared. “Receiving parameters: Multiverse Raid. The Ultraverse is now hosting and administrating. Multiverse Z versus Multiverse Y. Initiate.”




24. Godly Duels

 
The path from one multiverse to another multiverse was barely an inconvenience. Jay only knew a little about the powers governing the Ultraverse and could clearly tell they were superior. He popped into the edge of the old multiverse with his wife next to him. An orange and milky white planet floated beneath them. It was occupied by Stage 3 [Gods] and high-leveled Rankers in defensive bastions. Jay paid them little mind as he expanded his Perception.
An instant sweep of the enemy multiverse brought up an interesting factor of note. Beyond the hundreds of universes in Jay’s way, he found two of his Champions. They were being withheld in the heart of the Duelist Pantheon. The moment Jay peeped, Wonor was onto him. The old man was rallying his best Duelists now, as Jay informed YoAnna.
“Are they healthy?” YoAnna asked.
“Looks like it.” Jay looked again and noticed the bindings hidden in their robes. “They’re getting treated well enough. More like guests than prisoners. But they’re bound by scripts that’s dampening their powers.”
YoAnna pursed her lips, thinking of her own approach. By now, the little orange and creamy planet was sending a response unit. Dozens of [Gods] followed by many more Rankers flew up using their own power or while riding simple-looking vessels with runes engraved on their hulls.
“Who goes there?” shouted the leading [God], a man with red skin and ram-like horns. He puffed up his muscular chest, while making every inch of his armor-clad body seem more imposing for a ten-foot being.
YoAnna completely ignored him and his entourage like the tiniest of insects. To be fair, they would have a hard time getting close to YoAnna if Jay wasn’t actively containing her surging power with a cloak of gravity and mysticism of his own design. It was so subtle, none of the [Gods] could pick up on it. Nor could they see Jay and YoAnna’s information. All they would feel was a subtle power to them and that they existed.
When the troop leader received no response, he moved forward more aggressively. “Beware, I have the power of the [System Master] vested in me to defend this outpost! Now announce yourselves or pay the consequence!”
“It’s best I stay inactive for now,” YoAnna finally said, confusing the outpost leader. “Let me know when it’s safer for me to unleash myself, Jay.”
“Will do.” Jay cracked his neck and rolled his shoulders as he prepared to cross off someone on his kill list. He glanced over at the outraged outpost leader and his followers and gave them all a cheeky smile.
That royally pissed them off, and the leader urged all of his people to attack. They wielded melee weapons, elemental abilities that could cut through the cold of space in an instance, and more esoteric powers that would stun most creatures of their multiverse.
From the perspective of the outpost leader… he was unleashing absolute hell to ensure whatever mad fiends had entered this lonesome space was destroyed. It was a great risk facing an unknown enemy, especially a pair like these that completely ignored his [Gods] and high-leveled Rankers. It was almost unnerving for the outpost leader, but he had faith his training and magic would win out in the end.
Until he realized none of his actions and the actions of his people were having an effect. Every melee weapon swing bounced off. Every magical blast splashed against their forms like water droplets on a duck’s backside. The outpost leader was wielding his family’s heirloom of a sword, The King Cyclops Eye Stinger, a long needle of a sword. He struck each of these strangers’ eyes with the legendary weapon! He still had no effect!
The point of view of the outpost leader… was an amusing head hop for Jay. He was only entertaining it while waiting on Wonor to have his people gathered. He had more fun looking at YoAnna, because these attacks went completely unnoticed. She even started yawning as she waited for Jay. She wasn’t doing this on purpose to mess with the outpost defenders. They were simply too unimportant to draw her attention. They might as well not be there.
“We’ll be out of your hair in the next ten seconds,” Jay told the haggard and shocked outpost leader.
“Who are you monsters?!” the poor [God] shouted.
Jay gave him a dimmed smile. “The end of your multiverse.”
They renewed their efforts to stop Jay and YoAnna. Many of the outpost guards attacked YoAnna specifically, outraged by her indifference. They used their best attacks, supers, powerful incantations backed by divine energy, and even a few divine techniques. Nothing worked. Then Jay and YoAnna were gone out of their space, leaving them with nothing to show for their efforts.
Jay landed on a planet made for [Gods] and [Goddesses]. It was many times the size of planets most mortals would live on. The gravity here would crush low Rankers.
He picked a tall hill overlooking deep emerald forests that shone like jewels under their multiple suns. The forests merged with an elven city of tall wooden temples, giant pagodas, and mighty palaces. Everything was in harmony here even if it was not completely brown and green. There were wide fields of gravel and dirt where [Godlings] practiced some peculiar earthy, elemental martial art. There were fields of magical fire and fields of water. Up above, [Godlings] stopped their aerial martial practices to look down from the clouds.
Jay had given Wonor plenty of time to summon his best warriors, but not enough time to warn his personal city of what was to come. Perhaps the old deity had no real idea what sort of monsters Jay and YoAnna had become. He might get a better inkling as Jay led his wife down the hillside and toward the entrance of the Duelist Pantheon’s capital city. There were Stage 4 [Gods] gathering to meet them. No Rankers.
For this occasion, Jay revealed a little more of himself and his wife. The Duelists would see them as the Rank 10 [Apocalypse Champion King] and Rank 10 [Apocalypse Goddess Queen]. The guards’ eyes widened with shocks before narrowing with suspicion. A few noticed the long and bushy monkey tail behind Jay’s back and started preparing themselves for battle.
“Wonor!” Jay shouted, his voice resonating across the entire planet. “I see my Champions are well and unharmed. That is kind of you. In return, I won’t kill your people. I’m only after your life, old man.”
Wonor didn’t move from his spot in a grand courtyard on his palace grounds. Like a true martial art boss, he waited for the invaders to come to him.
Spatial barriers and many defensive spells were erected, hoping to stop Jay from teleporting in at his leisure. None of which were truly strong enough to stop him. However, Jay was willing to play his part as the challenger. It was good for his [You Are the Main Character] Skill and his [The Hero of Apocalypse Comedy] Title.
He whirled his mystical bo staff around and sauntered ahead of his inactive wife. At the very least, she was paying more keen attention. She even talked as Jay received his first attackers.
“In the journals of my mother, she described how much she enjoyed her friendship with the Duelists. Protectorates and Duelists had been allies for so long, helping each other through difficult times, sharpening each other to become among the best pantheons of this multiverse.” YoAnna’s tone sounded sad. “Here I am, my feet touching the capital grounds of former friends. Betrayers, they are in the end.”
“You want me to hand over Wonor’s life to you?” Jay asked, leaning against his bo staff. By the time YoAnna had finished speaking, he finished smacking each of the initial guard force with his bo staff.
One swing.
One forehead.
One knockout.
It seemed simple, but the explosive impacts of each knockout had resonated far across the area. A few of the [Gods] were bleeding profusely from their heads, their life in jeopardy unless they received help. A [Goddess] of the healing arts froze at the gate entrance, looking at all the injured before refocusing on Jay and YoAnna’s approaching forms.
“I will let you decide,” YoAnna said. “He is on your list.”
“As a means to an end, but not as something strictly personal. Defeating him is more important than the kill itself.”
Jay and YoAnna passed the [Goddess] without giving her any grief and entered the city properly. More Stage 4 citizens attacked from the alleyways or the windows, using ranged abilities or weapons.
Explosive arrows, torrents of fire, lightning strikes, and more concentrated attacks they’d trained for longer than humanity had existed on Jay’s homeworld. The capital defenders were all older and wiser. They all had hundreds of thousands to millions and more years of experience. Each of them could destroy mortal worlds like Earth with ease.
Jay smacked aside their attacks like a grown man flicking away flies. These attacks would actually sting a little. Only a little.
Since YoAnna was being inactive, Jay took it upon himself to defend them both. He moved actively, using a minimum of magic and relying more on his physical abilities.
Each swing of his bo staff deflected or outright crushed every strike raining down upon the two. For YoAnna, it was like having a tour through the central city of her family’s betrayers. Both pleasant and dramatic.
For Jay, it was a casual warmup for the real fight.
“Nothing works on them!” shouted a frustrated [Goddess].
“Put more vigor into your technique! Show the patriarch you aren’t useless peons!” shouted a berserk [God], crashing down in front of Jay.
He was twenty feet tall, which was about the average height for some of the stronger denizens of the city. He tried to thrust down a large palm to crush Jay into the ground.
Jay grabbed the man’s pinkie and broke it, making him squeal and fall to his knees. Both defeated and thoroughly embarrassed, the Duelist lowered his head as Jay and YoAnna walked by.
The attacks petered out at this point. A few Duelists tried to jump in and attack Jay head on. Some of the more opportunistic Duelists tried to strike YoAnna from behind.
Jay smacked them all down.
Jay and YoAnna reached the palace gate. The door was Divine Quality. It even had history, which YoAnna voiced.
Once upon a time, the Duelists had been on the verge of destruction from a terrible foe. They’d fought their enemies to a standstill at this gate. If the gate was lost, the Duelists would’ve been destroyed. Right when it seemed like defeat was inevitable, YoAnna’s ancestors in the Protectorates had arrived to answer the Duelists’ call for aid.
“How are you holding up, YoAnna?” Jay asked as he kicked in the doors with his prosthetic foot.
“I am bothered,” she said honestly. “Saddened, even. But I am holding it in. Like a good girl.” She smirked slightly.
“You are a very good girl. I’m proud of you.” Jay was speaking in jest, but YoAnna perked up brightly anyway.
They entered the palace courtyard. The scene fitted Jay’s imagination. The mood lighting could be darker.
Before Wonor said a word, Jay’s wishes became a reality. The sky darkened. The torches lit up around the courtyard. The atmosphere grew tenser.
YoAnna looked around and nodded in approval before turning to look out the way they’d come. Part of being inactive also meant she would avoid things that would trigger her. When the doorway stopped serving as an adequate distraction, she walked over to the side and stooped down to watch some high-level koi fish swim in a divinely made pond.
“Don’t mind her,” Jay said, bringing all attention from YoAnna to himself. “Being here is emotional for her. She’s trying to hold it together.”
One of Wonor’s best men sneered.
“It wouldn’t be satisfying for me if she became active and wiped out your universe.” Jay propped his bo staff down and leaned against it. “Try not to trigger her. She’s not as good as me with holding back.”
The sneers on their faces disappeared.
Wonor himself looked like an ancient man, patient and grandfatherly. He sat on a mundane-looking stool that was as ancient as him.
Twelve [Gods] and [Goddesses] stood behind him. These were the strongest Duelists of their pantheon and his direct descendents. Behind them was their palace, and inside the guest room that also served as a prison were two of Jay and YoAnna’s champions.
“Do you know why the use of Champions is an outdated ideal,” Wonor said. “There was a time when duels between [Gods] were too destructive. Thus, the Champion program was created. Bringing up Rankers to stand above the masses. Almost as if they were demi-gods. But in the end, they still cannot stand to the full might of a true [God] or [Goddess].”
“I sense there is a but,” Jay commented.
“Your Champions are unique,” Wonor admitted. “Casey Allen and Britney Luckrun fought boldly against our legion of Rankers down in the Hell Circles. Defeating many of them before being brought down. They impressed me.”
Wonor slowly stood. “I will end you, Jay Luckrun, and take from you these gifted young ones. And make them true Duelists and brides to be for my descendants.”
“That’s mighty kind of you,” Jay said with a smile. “I mean the attempt to get me all riled up. Not the actual threat of turning my Champions into trophy-wives. I’m not that easily triggered.”
Jay sauntered forward. Wonor’s greatest descendants tensed and prepared themselves for battle.
Jay gave them nothing to form opinions on. All they saw was a relaxed man with a strange tag deeming him as [Apocalypse Champion King]. A Ranker standing against [Gods] and [Goddesses] of their multiverse.
“You’ve grown,” Wonor said.
“Indeed,” Jay commented as he entered ten feet of Wonor.
The fight between Wonor and Jay started and ended within a short span of time. It happened faster than Wonor’s descendants could react. In fact, the fight would’ve killed them, destroyed this entire planet, and obliterated their central universe and go further beyond.
Wonor had lived for a long time. Long enough to master all the divine magic he had stored up from endless prayers sent his way.
He used up everything all at once, washing the world harsh silver and black as his shining hand chopped down at Jay’s head. It was a hand chop that would split this corner of the cosmos in two, bearing the weight of every defeat, victory, lesson the old man harbored over the course of his long life.
It was a technique bearing the weight of his idealism, to strive upward forever, for there was no end on the martial path of excellence. Hence him being the [God] of the Silver Flame Hands.
Jay caught his ultimate divine technique with his bare hand and stopped it. He contained all of its destructive power within a small sphere that encapsulated only him and Wonor. He entrapped it so none of it leaked out and harmed the people Jay intended to remain alive.
His Champions remain none the wiser about the divine exchange between godly monsters, and how the old man with an abundance of experience was forced to watch in horror as his own considerably perfected technique was thwarted. Barehanded.
It was a waste of all the small magic he’d gathered over the years, leaving Wonor completely feeble.
The moment came and passed. Wonor’s power was wiped away. Like nothing but air. Jay remained unharmed, Health-wise. His Mana Points suffered considerably for that show of power. He could probably pull that off a few more without recovering his Mana, which was already regenerating.
Wonor dropped to his knees, surprising his descendants.
“Patriarch!”
“What just happened?”
“Fiend! Release our patriarch from your foul spell!”
Wonor was too stunned to call off his descendants. They were not thinking clearly and running on emotion and false bravado.
Instead of backing off from the man who defeated their best [God], they lunged at Jay. No worries. He was going to handle them gently.
But the real trouble came from YoAnna as her annoyance spiked. Jay switched his response from stunning his foes to protecting them, the palace staff, his Champions, and everyone beyond the palace.
“You shouldn’t speak of Jay like that,” YoAnna muttered.
The palace exploded into fine pieces and dust particles. Every building behind the divine structure was completely leveled and tossed to the wind like toothpicks. The divine forests, mountains, and highly magical landscapes were smeared off the face of the planet. The only thing that survived were the most sentient creatures Jay covered in a blanket of gravity and protection.
“YoAnna,” Jay whispered. “Do you need a hug?”
“Yes, please.”
Jay left the stupefied Duelists and their supporting staff to take in the casual destruction of their home. Wonor looked like he was going to turn to dust from the mere shock.
He would know how much power YoAnna had exuded without trying. It would’ve harmed them. It was nothing cosmic level, but Wonor would know the effort needed to achieve the same results without storing up small magic.
After Jay gave YoAnna a much needed hug and pat to the back, he walked past Wonor and his people. He found Brit and Casey standing in shock in the spot where their room was turned to particles.
It had been an impossible prison to escape for them. It had been nothing to YoAnna.
“Hey, ladies,” Jay said cheerily, ignoring the confused and delirious staff wandering aimlessly nearby. “It’s time to head home.”
Brit opened and closed her mouth. She was still in shock, which redoubled from seeing Jay eye to eye. Casey was still substantially taller, but she was stunned by the sight of the muscular and powerful man in front of her. Her attention drifted over toward Wonor’s stunned people and YoAnna crouched over the edge of the koi fish pond.
Casey sighed. “I’m never catching up.”
“Probably not,” Jay replied truthfully.
Casey looked into his eyes. She searched his face. She found something that broke her heart. “Goodbye, buddy.”
Jay nodded before looking kindly toward Brit. She was getting past her shock now. But she was afraid to speak. She glanced from Jay to YoAnna and back.
Minutes of silence passed between them before Brit’s Conviction shattered and she fell to her knees, crying. In the end, she couldn’t say a word. Now that they were reunited, she could see for herself how much had changed.
“Am I… am I still a Luckrun?” Brit blurted out.
“Yes,” Jay said.
“Why won’t YoAnna look at us?” Casey asked.
Jay sighed. “It’s a little dangerous with YoAnna right now.”
“I don’t feel the link anymore,” Casey admitted, shaking her head. “I lost the title as Killer, too. What do we even do?”
“Live.” Jay extended his hand and waited for them.
Casey stared at his hand before glancing down at Brit’s tearful form. She reached down and gently helped Brit to her feet, holding her close.
With a regretful frown, she reached forward and grasped Jay’s hand. She looked him in the face again, searching desperately for something that wasn’t there.
“You are a heartbreaker, Jay,” Casey said with a forced smile. “You two are perfect for each other.”
“We are.” Jay sent them home.
YoAnna looked up from the koi fish pond and let out a relieved sigh. Maybe it was unfair of her to ignore her Champions like that, but there were too many factors involved that could send YoAnna into a spiral.
It was an interesting trait. To be powerful but emotional. Jay was more level-headed in comparison, and powerful in his own way.
Jay went back to the old man. He grabbed him by the cuff of his robe and dragged him over to YoAnna.
“Wait, no,” cried out a [Goddess], much less confident than before.
“Patriarch!” cried a [God].
The others shouted out as well. But none of them moved to stop Jay as he deposited Wonor beside YoAnna. They knew they were defeated and had no hopes of stopping Jay.
“I am the weakest of them,” Wonor moaned. “You will find harder challenges against the other three patriarchs and the [System Master].”
“Good with us,” Jay said, taking a few steps back.
Wonor looked from Jay to YoAnna. The man seemed to age even further, but this time with fear. He trembled like a leaf in a storm as YoAnna loomed over him.
“I’m sorry,” Wonor said.
“I know.” YoAnna stepped on his head and killed him with a grisly stomp. The area was silent like a grave after the crunch reverberated far and wide.
Wonor’s descendants watched on, petrified and unable to muster any will to fight or avenge the undignified death of their patriarch. YoAnna wiped her foot off casually on a stone before turning to Jay.
“I feel a little better now. Thank you, Jay.”
Jay smiled, happy to have a name crossed off his list and improve YoAnna’s mood. “Onto the 6th Hell Circle, then?”
“Yes. I would like to be more active there.”
“Nice. You’re always cute when you go berserk.”
With no further trouble, Jay performed the ritual to open an aperture to the 6th Hell Circle Dungeon. It wasn’t too hard, even if it was to the Rank 10 section. The aperture had wanted sacrifices. Wonor’s body sufficed. Even as a lifeless shell, it had once belonged to a man who had once stood at the summit.
They entered the Crypt of the 6th Freak of Freaks. To Jay’s surprise, it was… small.
Every Hell Circle served as the prison of a failed Freak of Freaks, beings who could not overcome their personal dungeon trials set up by the [System Master] of Multiverse Y. Jay’s journey through the Precursor Dungeon had included his Freak of Freaks trial, so he had faced the apex of trials.
By extending his awareness, he could tell that a place like this would’ve taken normal crawlers thousands of years to crawl. To Jay and YoAnna, it would probably take about a day.
YoAnna grew to a comfortable size of eight thousand miles. Which was about twenty times the size of Jupiter. Or two hundred times the size of Earth. Or twice the size of the sun. The Rank 10 section was large enough to encompass that.
YoAnna’s cloth-wrapped feet crashed down on massive cities, pyramids, ziggurats, cemeteries, and more blended together in an endless jungle of death and undeath. Her landing set a shockwave that obliterated the nearest structures and undead swarms. Like a true gargantuan, she left destruction in her wake as she stepped forward. She moved casually at first before picking up speed. Her stride lengthened. Then she started running. Eventually, she entered a sprint.
Nobody in this section would go unaware of the titanic woman crossing through as she moved faster and ran harder. More of her crushing power leaked out. Her hair shone brighter as it fanned behind her like a golden flag. Destructive flames sparked into existence around her, turning whatever remained into ash.
Countless creatures that would’ve posed as great challenges to most Rankers were destroyed without garnering an ounce of YoAnna’s attention. Her focus was on a razor’s edge, narrowed to moving forward and reaching the end of the section. Everything else that was obliterated because of getting in her way were like grains of sand walked over by beachgoers.
Jay was paying more attention, however. Because there were innocent crawlers risking their lives here to gain a new level or rare item.
He moved ahead of YoAnna’s steps and teleported crawlers out of the danger zone. At first. But the more active YoAnna became, the more her enthusiasm rose, and the more enthusiastic she became, the more destructive YoAnna ended up being.
While there weren’t any true challenges, YoAnna was equally opportunistic about having her fun trampling the weak. So it didn’t take long for the threat of a barreling YoAnna to extend further and further and turn up the heat everywhere. While her footfalls would be easily felt, some crawlers and dungeon monsters would not understand why they were burning up when YoAnna hadn’t reached them yet.
Regardless of that, Jay saved every crawler in danger. There were a surprising number of them. The population dwindled the further to the section’s end Jay went. Which was good. Because Jay had to glitch the System and force-eject Rankers out of the dungeon at this point. Moving them to the side wouldn’t do it anymore. His wife’s excitement kept advancing, damaging the dungeon itself.
Jay cleared the way to the boss door. He had three minutes before YoAnna arrived. He stood on a tall spire made for wretched undead that stood a thousand miles tall. Despite being so massive, the monsters were deft.
Their skeletal heads gaped up at Jay with eye sockets spiraling with green hellfire. A few of them were climbing the massive spire overlooking their undead city. It was a fortress that could hold a multitude of worlds. Its size would’ve been mind-boggling to a weaker Jay.
But after the Precursor Dungeon, it was more of an amusing sight. Like a tourist destination.
It was even more fun for Jay while he stayed at mortal height. He was a literal speck in the grand design of this mini-boss city standing in the shadow of the even bigger boss door. No wonder nobody could defeat a Hell Circle and claim its true power, these things were made nearly impossible for the usual Rankers to defeat.
[Gods] weren’t normally allowed here. Jay and YoAnna wouldn’t be trying to clear this section if it wasn’t for the dungeon actively stopping them from reaching a lower section. Lilith and Macy were down in the Rank 7 section. Jay couldn’t find Joyce and Bondye for some reason.
“Little life. Small and fleeting. Become one with the rot of my flesh.”
One of the giant monsters reached Jay’s spot on the edge of the spire. It loomed over him with a rotten skeletal hand. It was covered in black and mucky gore, and the fused bodies of failed crawlers that had been crushed in the titan’s hand.
Jay chuckled. “Trust me, man. You don’t want to get handsy with me. My wife is the jealous type.”
The monster reached for Jay anyway. It didn’t get far. The creature, other undead titans following, the entire spire, and the nearest buildings, were nuked under YoAnna’s furious attention.
Jay slipped out peachy fine as the entire area became smolder and flying debris. At this point, the undead titans were less focused on Jay and paying more attention to their oncoming doom.
In comparison to YoAnna, they were still bugs. Heck. The boss door only reached up to YoAnna’s ankle.
As she reached the end of the Rank 10 section, YoAnna lunged forward and swung her leg forward. She wiped away the city, kicked in the door, and obliterated half of the section, most of the section below, and portions of the next section down. Just like that, YoAnna broke a Hell Circle.
No worries.
Jay force-rejected every poor Ranker who would’ve been destroyed in the crossfire. His Title as the [13th Freak of Freaks: Gravity] was paying dividends on breaking the rules to save every innocent life in range of his destructive wife.
As the top portions of the 6th Hell Circle burned in challenging flames that devoured every scrap of hellfire and hell material, YoAnna stood in the glow and smoke of her destructive outlet like an apocalyptic paragon. She had a big smile on her face.
“You are like an overactive kid released on a little city of sand,” Jay said, floating next to her eye.
She blinked rapidly before schooling her face. “You should’ve reined me back.”
“Oh, you’re blaming me!”
YoAnna thought about it. “Yes. You are the man. Per the patriarchal traditions of your homeworld, I am your responsibility.”
“Our homeworld.”
“My point stands.”
Jay chuckled before lowering down to the big gaping hole YoAnna created, ripping open multiple sections of the 6th Hell Circle. She effectively killed the Rank 10 boss and the Rank 9 boss below at the same time.
Only the former mattered, granting Jay access to something he was interested in and power over the entire Hell Circle. The six cores in charge of the Hell Circle appeared in front of him. Without wasting much time on formalities, Jay gave them orders. They could only grant him half of his wishes.
They could transfer Lilith and Macy to YoAnna. But Joyce and Bondye weren’t here. Joyce had defeated Bondye and taken her core. It had happened while Casey and Brit were fending off Rankers sent by the Duelist Pantheon, giving Lilith and Macy time to escape and hide away.
Jay chewed on that news for a while, wondering if Joyce was still hidden from his Perception because of the story. That shouldn’t be possible. Jay was too strong. His Chance was as high as ever.
Something else had to be interfering unless Joyce was hiding in another Hell Circle or dungeon. Those were harder to spy on from the outside.
“What will you do with the prisoner?” asked Core Six-Point-Two. “If you remove him, the Hell Circle will have no purpose. This dungeon… will die.”
“Say your final goodbyes,” Jay told them.
He reached the end of his wife’s destructive results and settled on a marble platform. In front of him was a heavy steel door set into a square building, floating in a void.
The only thing linking it to the rest of the Hell Circle was a foul energy draining through the bottom. Something akin to death. The most curious part was the quality of the prison. Primordial. That confirmed some things for Jay.
The [System Master] might have primordial instruments of his own.
Nonetheless, Jay and YoAnna’s success here granted him access to the prison of the 6th Freak of Freaks.
The heavy door slid out of the way and revealed a mostly bare room. In the center of the room was a desiccated corpse with large stakes bolted through each of the limbs, the chest, and the neck. The corpse was pinned to a black marble slab with ancient runes that glowed with a greenish light. The slab was draining the power of the prisoner even though it seemed like a corpse.
Then the 6th Freak of Freaks opened its eyes and looked at Jay, stunning him. There was something familiar in the gaze of the 6th Freak of Freaks.
Worse yet, the corpse somehow formed a smile with its rictus of a jaw. It tried to speak without a voice, and yet Jay could understand its words. Its last request.
Jay walked over and placed his hand on the 6th’s forehead. “There are more of us. Eleven others. I’ll rescue them, too.”
The 6th nodded and closed its eyes. Jay used a pulse of gravity to slay the 6th Freak of Freaks, ending its torment once and for all.
The slab draining its power from the 6th flickered off. The cores in charge of the 6th Hell Circle bumbled in the air before falling to the floor.
When Jay exited the prison, it was already falling into the void. He floated out toward the bright flaming field of destruction where his wife stood with her palm raised.
He could already see signs of the dungeon falling apart. Thankfully, the cores had ejected all the dungeon crawlers in every section.
The spark of energy keeping the monsters going ran out. Many fell over and became inert. Instead of breaking up into motes of Mana, the dungeon seemed to decay and die.
This place only functioned by absorbing power from its prisoner, a different subset of rules compared to other dungeons. Instead of adding to the multiverse, it would fall away and die. It would most likely become a part of the abyss, leaving unrecognizable ruins to be explored in the far future.
Jay landed on YoAnna’s world-sized palm and found Lilith and Macy. They didn’t look too bad for Rankers who’d spent a considerable stretch of time in a violent dungeon.
Macy’s entire body was reforged with mythical hellmetal. She looked like a model for a heavy metal band cover with her feminine metal shell and dangerous spikes colored black and hot pink. Her face plate was smooth as she examined Jay in return.
“It’s not fair,” she said in a hellish metal voice. “You aren’t supposed to get more handsome. And now you’re tall.”
“Relatively,” Lilith said dryly.
She was the most changed. While dressed in a casual tunic and short leggings her body had become an amalgamation of scales, fur, feathers, and more.
She was a chimera of sorts, merging with a variety of beastly designs while maintaining her more serpentine roots. She had not grown at all, though.
So she was still a cute five foot flat, which Jay welcomed with a hug. Just as he hoped, he felt no jealousy from YoAnna. Lilith had firmly placed herself as a sister to Jay.
Macy, on the other hand… Jay dodged her attempt for a hug.
The Industrial [Crafter] considered her response. Then she looked at YoAnna’s distant face and glowing eyes. Macy made echoing, clicking sounds of understanding.
“Things have changed,” Jay said, petting Lilith’s fuzzy head. “Considerably.”
“This will break Casey’s heart,” Macy said.
“It’s already broken.” Jay smiled grimly. “We rescued Casey and Brit and dealt with Wonor.”
Macy stared at him. “I’m sensing the changes aren’t just for Casey.”
“No. They’re not.”
“Brit will survive. She has Casey.” Lilith moved away from Jay and looked up at YoAnna. “You look happier, YoAnna.”
As YoAnna smirked down at Lilith, Jay was turning over the statement involving Brit having Casey. Jay gave Lilith a questionable raise of his eyebrow.
Macy interjected. “You were too involved to see it. But as much of a catch as you are, Jay, you are… well… very hard to get at. Which is more so true now than ever. With that said, not all romance revolves around you. And since the time we’ve been down here together, Lilith and I noticed something with potential.”
“Ah,” Jay said, catching up quickly.
He should probably feel a certain way.
All that came up was relief.
The situation with Casey was simple. The situation with Brit was more complex even if it was based on a technicality.
During their thousand year crawl through the Precursor Dungeon, Jay and YoAnna had divorced each other and came together multiple times. The first annulment had included Brit.
Now that they were back as a couple, Jay had seen signs that YoAnna was more prone to jealousy and keeping Jay to herself. And what did Jay have to say to that?
“I can live a billion years with YoAnna,” he said, looking up at his wife. “And she’ll be more than I can handle. This is for the best.”
YoAnna slowly looked away to hide her blush.
Macy made more excited clicking sounds that echoed out. “Good. I can now focus on making my sister happier with a more plausible relationship. Gosh, you have no idea how tiring your whole situation is!”
“Enough romance talk,” Lilith declared. “It’s obvious things have gone wrong. We couldn’t exit the Hell Circle to make it home. And you’ve done us the favor of rescuing us. What’s next?”
“You go home and receive an explanation on things from there,” Jay said. “We’re heading to the 777th to get the others. Then we’ll settle the score.”
Lilith nodded in approval. “Good, good. Congrats on becoming so powerful, Jay, YoAnna. I’ve been rooting for the both of you for too long.”
Jay couldn’t help but give Lilith another hug, which he felt was more for YoAnna’s sake. He gave Macy a friendly shoulder pat and ignored the feeling of disappointment emanating from her metallic shell.
It was more obvious now that Lilith had a more favorable position with YoAnna, since she was strictly platonic with Jay. And they were childhood friends.
They traded farewells before Lilith and Macy were shipped back home.




25. Dungeon Genocides

 
YoAnna shrank down to her mortal height, becoming more inactive. This time, Jay was more concerned with cloaking them.
The entire multiverse would act like a hive of angry hornets after the death of Wonor and the 6th Hell Circle. Jay and YoAnna exited out into open space with nothing significant nearby. He scanned the multiverse for anything in particular. This time, he examined every dungeon he came across, which were pocket dimensions that maintained their own realities. Not so different from being a whole universe of itself.
Obviously, it took longer to scan an entire multiverse thoroughly than doing a mere surface scan. It was fortunate Jay had raised his Intellect along with his Perception.
“I can’t find Joyce or Bondye,” Jay admitted. “However, the area surrounding the [System Master’s] stronghold is cloaked. It’s the only place strong enough to block even my Perception.”
“What of the 777th?” YoAnna asked.
“It’s lodged close to the [System Master’s] area. It benefits from the same protections, but not as much.” Jay peered closely and caught what he was looking for. His tone, however, was low and heavy. “I found Team Give Them Hell. But…”
“They’ve been slain,” YoAnna said. “I am… aware.”
Jay wondered for how long YoAnna knew half of their Champions had been wiped out and held it inside. Then again, maybe she didn’t want to give voice to bad news that hadn’t been observed. Couldn’t deny it now.
Not only were Rick and Hailey dead, but so were Frank, Dennis, Mike, Tim, and Emily. All of their souls were trapped within the confines of the 777th Heavenly Realms Dungeon. If the younger Jay was here, he would’ve lost himself to rage or horror and entered a downward mental spiral.
The current Jay nodded solemnly and considered the threat that the 777th held as the greatest concentration of holy power across this multiverse. Enough to be direct partners of the [System Master] and have a reach greater than its dungeon’s parameters. It was strong enough to divert some of Jay’s godly observations and hide some of its features.
From what Jay could tell, the 777th was dangling the seven souls of his Champions as bait. How fitting.
Jay could feel the levels in [You Are the Main Character] rising. The only issue was deciding YoAnna’s role in this. Should she be more active or inactive?
“YoAnna.” Jay reached over to grab her hand. “Let’s try working on this one together. Dungeon Crawler style.”
“I’ll follow you lead, Husband,” YoAnna said, squeezing his hand. “Please forgive me if I lose myself along the way.”
Jay squeezed her hand back. “Don’t worry about it. I’m strong enough for the both of us.”
After receiving an intense look from YoAnna, Jay released her hand and raised it toward the 777th. There was a large gulf of distance filled with other universes and dungeons.
But Jay was the 13th Freak of Freaks and had a Skill called [He Whose Gravity Reaches Beyond the Edge]. Instead of using a proper ritual to open a gate to the 777th, Jay brute forced it.
Reality shrieked around them as the System was bent to comply with his will. An aperture leading to the 777th popped into existence.
Jay and YoAnna took it.
There was no need to concern themselves with innocent dungeon crawlers. The entire space was crawling with enemies lying in wait for them.
Jay and YoAnna entered the seventh plane of the seven-section dungeon. It was a city of white walls and white buildings that stretched on seemingly forever.
The holy pressure bearing down would’ve stopped many a Demon Lord of the past. Jay moved ahead unbothered, with YoAnna following him.
From the windows, doorways, and wall arches of the immaculate city, angelic monsters crept out to greet them with claws and holy blades. In a courtyard ahead was an army of Rank 10 Rankers, decked in divine armors while wielding various weapons of planetary destructive power. There were many more of them gathered throughout the city, ready to converge upon the [Apocalypse Champion King] and [Apocalypse Goddess Queen].
“Ah,” Jay said. “I guess you’ll make me sweat a little.”
No banter. The enemy Rankers raised their arms and prepared their magic. Their angelic allies crept closer. Others circled in the sky. Some were the size of continents from back on Earth.
This place was mightier than a single Hell Circle.
It was a great place to level up [Abyssal Cape]. He activated the Skill, covering his head in an eldritch hood while a similar cape flowed down from behind his back. It was a demented black with wolfish purple and sickly green edges. Wherever the cape passed, the world became corrupted by an abyssal touch that distorted and ruined.
Jay released a cloud of abyssal energy from his body. His Chance plummeted rapidly, inviting the universe to cast upon him a fate of doom.
The nearest enemies fled backward from the abyssal mist. The only person who remained by his side breathed in the abyssal energy, accepting its dark embrace.
YoAnna found solace next to Jay’s side, leaning into her Abyssal Affinity. The moment Jay’s Chance hit x1 CM, he got to work, YoAnna following him.
The nearest structures erupted in a series of explosions. Corruption spread far and wide, tearing down the holy reality of the dungeon’s designs.
Jay and YoAnna became a dark streak, thrusting forward from a bird’s eye view. No wall. No group of Rankers. None of the first batch of angels could stop them.
The holy pressure bearing down and trying to suppress their power waned in efficiency. Jay’s [Abyssal Cape] grew stronger as he dominated enemies and obstacles alike. It was a conquest in the making, and the duo was a vile blot darkening these holy lands.
The strongest section of the 777th offered a galore of challenges. Floating white ships shot down holy beams that could out-burn a thousand suns. Continent size avians dove and raked their claws over the paths Jay and YoAnna darted through. Multi-headed dragons with glistening rainbow-colored scales and fierce holy breaths razed the surrounding grounds with torrents.
The strongest concentration of holy might launched themselves at Jay and YoAnna. Some of that gave them a little pause. With the holy side having the greater Chance, all of their efforts were multiplied considerably. Their tactics slowed Jay and YoAnna, punching through the abyssal storm Jay had conjured. When it seemed like they were slowing further, the 777th poured in more attacks.
They struck with living storms that blasted hundreds of miles with each thunder strike. Mighty angelic statues hurled their javelins with enough force that they struck like doomsday meteorites. Millions of these statues were throwing their javelins at a rapid pace to keep up the consistent damage.
The surviving Rankers, who were possibly the multiverse’s entire collection of Rank 10s, hurled every conceivable spell and weapon they could at Jay and YoAnna’s way. Their feats seemed to work since the apocalyptic duo had come to a complete stop, encouraging the 777th defenders to keep attacking, attacking, and attacking.
Until a ceasefire was called.
When the dust settled, what the 777th defenders saw scared them. YoAnna stood unharmed except for a small cut on her cheek. There was a condensed power under her flesh, as if all the attacks she’d received had only strengthened her.
Then there was Jay, who remained completely untouched while holding a tiny black hole above his palm. Every observer looking upon the black hole would feel a tugging sensation. Their energy was getting drained even from a distance. The anomaly had consumed most of their attacks.
“Batter up!” Jay said, lobbing the black hole lightly. He swung his bo staff like a bat and smacked the dark orb into the distance.
YoAnna sprinted forward like an unstoppable juggernaut. The current army of defenders didn’t stand a chance.
Half of them were wiped out as Jay’s black hole flew by, sucking up victims into its crushing embrace. It scoured obstacles and enemies alike, from the ground and from the sky. YoAnna bulldozed through the rest, snapping out punches and shockwaves that obliterated everything and everyone in her way.
They shattered pockets of resistances one after another, rarely slowing down unless the 777th could gather an adequate force. Most of them died instantly when Jay and YoAnna put up an offensive, granting the holy dungeon no time to even heal their forces.
It was a worse massacre than what the 6th Hell Circle suffered. This was supposed to be the most powerful dungeon of Multiverse Y, and it couldn’t stand the test against Jay and YoAnna.
At the very least, they served as the perfect fodder for leveling up and testing new abilities. YoAnna had a more ravenous appetite because of her abyssal side. So she would sometimes turn her aura into a devouring power, consuming enemies alive. Jay mixed up his abyssal abilities with his gravity powers and practiced how far he could push it under controlled settings.
They did everything without ‘breaking’ the dungeon completely. It was their attempt to walk a fine line to ensure the 777th played by some subset of rules that kept the seven Champion souls safeguarded as bait.
If Jay and YoAnna pushed a little too hard, the 777th might overthrow the board and try something even more heinous with the souls of their friends. Which meant Jay had to keep himself and his wife in check, reining themselves back when they picked up too much momentum that would lead to dungeon-breaking results.
At least it gave him more practice on reining back a Rank 10 [Apocalypse Goddess Queen], which was no easy feat. Jay was being truthful by saying he would be strong enough for the both of them.
Eventually, in a record time nobody had achieved crawling the 777th, Jay and YoAnna reached the foot of the boss temple. Behind them were the results of their crawl: destruction, death, and suffering. The temple defenders were currently twisting in agony as Jay’s abyssal aura and YoAnna’s hungry aura ate them alive.
The apocalyptic duo climbed the white marble steps calmly before reaching the main atrium of the temple. Sitting alone on a white block was the boss and master of this place. He was a pale-skinned and beautiful man with graceful, golden wings. Behind him were the seven cores of the 777th Dungeon. In front of him were seven marble-sized orbs filled with familiar essences. These were the souls of the Champions.
“The Spirit Creatures,” the last angel said, “weren’t yours to have.”
“Not my problem,” Jay said. “You involved yourselves when you shouldn’t have.”
“It is our duty to stop the eldritch at every opportunity.” The last angel looked from Jay to the souls in his grasp. “Even when all hope seems lost, we will abide by our duty.”
In a race between Jay and YoAnna, Jay would win magically while YoAnna would win physically. But by combining their powers, they could cross thresholds inconceivable to even the oldest and most experienced of minds.
Jay helped slingshot his wife forward as she became a missile of might. Her target was not the dungeon master, however.
With everything she could muster, YoAnna snatched up the souls of her Champions and took a blow from the last angel that sent her through the temple floor and further down until she was flying into the next section down.
Jay whistled in mock surprise, hiding his relief. YoAnna had secured the souls, leaving Jay to go all out against the Rank 10 Dungeon Boss, The Last Angel, Level 777.
“This dungeon will die with me,” the last angel said, extending his wings. “The Holy Affinity will become weak, leaving mortals without its guidance. Do you not feel concerned about the damage you wrought?”
“Amigo, the Holy Affinity losing juice is the least of your concerns,” Jay said, whirling his staff around.
The two struck at each other, and to Jay’s pleasant surprise, the last angel could hold his own. He used no weapons other than his limbs and wings. He sang out incantations that empowered him and gave each of his hits some respectable weight.
Jay held his ground from up close, meeting the last angel’s fist strikes with a swing of his bo staff. The powerful impacts shattered the nearby surroundings, which were looking dimmer and duskier now that Jay was paying attention.
Meanwhile, the last angel was growing stronger and brighter. It didn’t take long for Jay to understand the last angel was drawing his power from the 777th dungeon and concentrating everything into himself.
Jay stopped fighting and backed off, landing in an empty square. His [Abyssal Cape] hissed and snapped while Jay pulled back to the hood to reveal his face.
“What matter of technique is this, foul one?” the last angel asked, hovering in the sky.
“I want to fight you at full power,” Jay admitted. “It’s almost tempting to take you out now while you’re still powering up.”
“I will destroy you at the full height of my power,” the last angel said. “Then the 777th will be no more.”
“Cool. I’ll kill a bunch of birds that way.”
“So be it. Have at my death. As long as you villains are acquainted with your own end.”
The last angel began powering up faster. The dungeon dimmed further. Its bright colors and mostly white landscapes grayed and turned dull.
The areas that went untouched by Jay and YoAnna’s destructive advance crumpled. Parts of the sky fell in like shattered pieces of a glass roof. The dungeon’s reality pulled apart at the seams.
The last angel grew stronger and stronger. His normally slim body buffed up. His wings expanded in size. His beauty sharpened until he was almost too alien to behold.
Then a final result was achieved with an explosion of angelic power that forced Jay to stumble back. The last angel touched down in front of Jay.
Jay scanned the area and saw mostly everything was inert or dead except for one dungeon core remaining to help run the dungeon. It, too, would die once the last angel was done.
“Look at you,” Jay said. “Achieving your strongest possibility. Isn’t it nice?”
The last angel stared coldly at Jay before crushing the space between them and throwing a whopper of a punch. Jay deflected it with his bo staff and stumbled backward. Their surroundings scattered away from the shockwave, leaving them on a barren and gray wasteland.
The last angel struck again with the power of the strongest dungeon this multiverse offered, all packed into one body. Jay couldn’t deny he wasn’t feeling it. His Health was dropping with each blow he deflected or blocked with his staff.
He tried to get a swing in and missed. The last angel took the opportunity to swing in for Jay’s torso. He barely blocked in time and got knocked off his feet.
The angel followed up with a kick that Jay blocked with his bo staff only to be forced into another tumble. Again and again, the last angel attacked and sent Jay rolling around like a soccer ball.
But no matter what the last angel did, it couldn’t land a decisive hit on the [Apocalypse Champion King]. It was successful in chipping at Jay’s Health and slashing up his Stamina, but nothing more than that.
“Why won’t you fall?” the angel roared.
“I’m still thinking about if I should kill you or let YoAnna have the honors,” Jay said, using the momentary respite to lean against his staff. “I have a personal vendetta with you. But YoAnna’s anger with you might eclipse mine.”
The last angel tried to attack again, but this time Jay rolled out of the way and counterattacked with a swing to the midsection. His staff landed and sent the last angel flying quite far.
Jay didn’t let him catch his breath, teleporting in to strike again and again, smashing the angel around. When they landed, they broke through the floor and reached the next section below. Jay used the falling debris to bounce off of as he smacked the last angel some more, giving him the pinball treatment.
The pummeling continued as they broke through the sixth section and fell into the fifth and the fourth after that. They didn’t stop until they reached the bottom of the dungeon, blocked by the pocket space’s border.
For now.
“Hey! Want to see what happens when a dungeon cracks?” Jay raised his staff and gathered the power of his abyssal gravity and bonuses. “Since you’re stronger than your own dungeon, you can serve as the nail.”
“No!” The last angel lunged to stop Jay.
But it was too late.
Jay leaned into his magic and moved at a faster speed than the last angel had seen from him. He swung his staff down like a hammer and slammed it on the dungeon master’s head.
The last angel drove through the boundaries of the dungeon and shattered its reality. What waited out there was the abyss, the true death of the 777th.
It flooded the space, ready to eat it from the inside out. At the same time, the forced ejection from its own dungeon turned the last angel inert. It was now lost to the abyss, a fucked up way to go.
Which was perfect for Jay’s revenge. YoAnna would be happy with it even if she didn’t get to slay the dungeon personally.
After soaking in the satisfying moment, Jay teleported to his wife where she sat cuddling the sevens souls of their dearly departed. She looked up at Jay with a smile.
“I can revive them,” she said. “There will be some changes. They’ll have to start as Level 1s again. But I can revive them.”
“The dungeon’s crumbling. Let’s find a safe spot.” Jay took YoAnna’s hand while she carefully held the seven marble-sized souls with her other arm.
Like holding a baby.
They exited the crumbling remains of the 777th right before it imploded and was left as ruins floating through the abyss. The danger awaiting them on the other side didn’t surprise Jay.
True to his old tricks, the [System Master] set a domain as a trap extending from the 777th. The death of the dungeon didn’t kill off the trap.
It looked like a killing cage, and might’ve worked if Jay was a weaker man. With one arm holding onto his distracted wife, Jay swung his bo staff and brought to bear more power than he’d shown so far.
He broke through the cage and moved them to the edge of the multiverse. They landed on a small green planet habited by friendly gnomes. It was a weak place. Normally, Jay would’ve looked for a stronger planet, but YoAnna was showing more power discipline than ever since her Rank 10 evolution.
Nobody died, and the planet remained whole as they set foot on it. YoAnna lowered down into a seat and returned to cuddling the seven souls.
Each marble contained the soul of a fallen and something more. When he looked at Frank, he saw a spark of fire, determination, and the face of a dragon. He also saw the link connecting them to YoAnna.
“So, this revival,” Jay drawled. “Can you just poof them back to life?”
“Yes,” YoAnna said plainly. “With some concentration.”
“Okay, good. Because the other option would be weird.”
YoAnna blinked up at Jay before letting out a snort and a titter of laughter. Some nearby gnome-folks heard the laughter and wandered by. They were only knee high, so Jay and YoAnna’s height and foreignness scared off the observers when Jay turned to look at them.
They were going to get the guard force of a nearby village to come out. Jay supposed a few gravity pranks would slow them down and keep them distracted.
Meanwhile, YoAnna shifted onto her knees and sat back on her ankles. She extended her hands. The marbles containing the souls of her Champions moved from her bosom to the air between her slender fingers. It was sometimes mystifying to see how delicate and feminine YoAnna could act while also knowing she could be an absolute monster, a physical juggernaut without equal.
Jay liked both sides of her, so he watched intently as YoAnna closed her eyes and whispered an incantation that was born from her heart. The Champion souls glimmered with their personal lights and spiraled around, responding to YoAnna’s efforts. The grassy knoll they were set on rippled as the revival ceremony kicked up strong but pleasant gusts. The clouds swirled above their heads.
Jay breathed in the magic as reality bent to his wife’s will. It would’ve been nice if there weren’t people trying to interrupt the divine moment, however.
With a heavy heart, Jay turned away from his wife and teleported out far into space. He had to be in the next universe to intercept the thing and keep YoAnna from getting interrupted.
Jay didn’t truly comprehend the danger until it was nearly upon him. He instantly transformed the space in front of him into the maw of a massive black hole. It was barely strong enough to eat a multiverse crossing beam with Jay and YoAnna’s name on it.
When it seemed like Jay was in time to stop one, he noticed several others flowing in. Jay matched them with more black holes.
Jay furrowed his brow and started to sweat as more attacks rained from one end of the multiverse to the other, destroying everything in their path. But each beam was met with an equivalent defense, stretching Jay thinner than he liked.
When he felt his grip on everything was becoming shaky, the attacks ended. Jay waited to see if there were any more, facing the torn-up void and mass-apocalyptic destruction of a desperate enemy. No more multiverse crossing beams came out. Weary, but victorious, Jay returned to his wife and found a pleasant surprise.
“Jay, we have children,” YoAnna said with a straight face. “Look at what you’ve made me do. You must take responsibility.”
Jay opened and closed his mouth as he looked down at the revived seven. They were all… kids! Monster kids! Reborn through magic and their spiritual connections to YoAnna, each one assumed a body of a preteen fused with their creature.
“Wooo! I’m alive, nerds!” Rick cawed, running circles around them with a great red mane of feathers flowing behind his head. A rooster’s tail fluttered behind him as he jumped around and crashed into Hailey’s body of pale skin and black crow feathers. “We’re alive, we’re alive, we’re alive!”
“Ugh, get off of me! I can tell we’re alive.” Hailey and Rick rolled across the grass together until Hailey gave him a kick to his midsection and sent him flying back. She cawed angrily and raised up her talon-like nails. “Don’t just jump me like that. We’re…”
“Naked,” Mike said while sitting with his knees hugged tight into his chest, his owlish feathers trembling. “And dumb. My mind is slow. My entire body is weak. What is this?”
“I think you know what this is, Mike, but you’re in too much shock to admit it,” Emily said while hiding behind YoAnna. She looked around at the other revived Champions before turning her reflective bat eyes up at a smiling YoAnna. “Did it have to be this way?”
“I mean, it could be worse,” Dennis said as he flicked at his baby ox horns growing from his head. “We could’ve stayed dead.”
“Don’t tempt me,” Frank muttered, breathing a stream of dragon fire. He glanced irritably up at Jay’s face. All the way up. “Who told you to get taller?”
Before Jay could answer, Tim crossed through the group, his tail wagging frantically and smacking at anyone who didn’t get out of the way in time. He stopped in front of his brother.
“Hey, Tim-o-boy. Missed me?” Rick said smugly.
“Fuck you for leaving me!” Tim raged and punched Rick in the face.
The two erupted into a cockfight. Or was it a dog fight? The other revived champions gathered to watch and throw bets at each other.
Hailey sneaked around the back and wrapped Emily in a hug as they watched the commotion. Eventually, Jay walked into the fray and gently pushed the twins apart.
“Yeah, this is them. We’ve got back our Champions, YoAnna,” Jay said.
“Thank goodness,” YoAnna said softly, doing everything she could to contain all of her power. She was straining to do so, but nothing but absolute control would do or she would crush her Champions. “I wish we could spend more time together, but we must send you back home.”
“The others are waiting for you,” Jay added. “In our own multiverse.”
“Our own multiverse, aye?” Rick said. “Would you look at that? They went on and did incredible things without needing you, Hailey.”
“They didn’t need you either!”
“Of course they needed me.” Rick waved up at Jay and Hailey. “They’d been too serious. Jay’s grown into a full man without my wonderful self. He even broods now. See! Whelp, I suppose I’ll get back to work on making a fool out of everything if Jay’s the adult now.”
“It’s irresponsible to have us working when we look like this!” Hailey cawed.
“Nothing says Protectorates than child labor,” Mike muttered. Even with their more pubescent voices, the dark and mature chuckles that came out warmed Jay’s heart.
Mike wasn’t done, though. He shook his head before giving both Jay and YoAnna a thoughtful look. “Thank you, by the way. We’re sorry we weren’t strong enough. But we’re still thankful you’ll always look out for us.”
“It’s okay,” YoAnna said, her voice cracking slightly. “It matters more that we can reach the end together. Alive and well. Let us be your sword and shield from now on.”
“But that doesn’t mean you should stay weak either,” Jay said quickly. “Heck, now that you get to start as Level 1s, you can min-max your growth and do things better.”
“Nerds, translate!” Rick roared.
“Just ignore him,” Tim said with a small smile.
There was a lot to talk about. So much to explain. Hell, they would need guidance to navigate what they’d become. They were something akin to Joyce, a fusion of humanity, divinity, and concepts. Jay tried not to look at them as his kids. They weren’t. But YoAnna looked like she was going to burst with maternal emotions.
One by one, Jay sent them off, giving each revived Champion a personal farewell and a few promises. Dennis ended up being the last one, and before he was sent off, he stopped Jay.
“I remembered how we died. It was a hell of a fight. Some of the greatest action we’ve seen.” Dennis folded his arms across his chest. Even as a preteen, he looked like he would grow to be big and strong. “But knowing that you two smashed the 777th and are on your way to defeat the end bosses kind of puts a damper on our achievements.”
YoAnna couldn’t talk anymore. All of her focus was on keeping herself contained. But she was listening. Jay talked for himself and her.
“Is that going to stop you?” Jay asked.
Dennis looked long and hard into Jay’s eyes. Then he smiled a little. “No. Not me, at least. All I care about is repaying the wrong we suffer. Beyond that, I’m game for a new life adventuring with my best pals.”
“That’s good to hear, Dennis.” Jay patted him on the shoulder. “Look out for the others, would you? Frank’s got both arms back, and he’s looking a bit lost. Mike will have Lilith looking after him, but I’ll–”
“Relax, relax, you make it sound like we won’t be seeing you two for a while.” Dennis watched Jay with a glint in his eyes. “I’ll keep a lookout. Just don’t wait too long, okay? It wouldn’t be the Protectorates without our two star players.”
Jay sent Dennis home. He grabbed YoAnna and found an empty space where it was safer for her to exist. She expanded quickly, becoming the size of two suns stacked on top of each other. She floated aimlessly in space, pulling random space debris and empty planets into her orbit. Jay settled on the tip of her nose and concentrated on recovering his Mana. He used up a lot to protect them.
“They tried to attack us while you were reviving them,” Jay said.
“And you stopped their attacks,” YoAnna said windily. “I imagine Goldteeth used up his great armaments in hopes to affect you.”
“Yeah, well, they kind of pushed me there.” Jay shook his head. “Good grief. I felt like a man defending his wife while…” Jay couldn’t complete the rest of the statement.
“Oh, why did you stop?” YoAnna asked, sounding curious.
“Nope. Not going there. Just let me know when you finish recovering.”
“Mm.” YoAnna entered a meditative state.
Jay recovered Mana and kept a lookout for danger. He also thought back to all of what they’d achieved so far.
Wonor had been slain while rescuing Casey and Brit. The 6th Hell Circle had been put to an end while rescuing Lilith and Macy. Now Jay planned to end all the Hell Circles and free all the Freak of Freaks later down the road.
The 777th had been cracked from the inside out and left to rot in the abyss. All their Champions had been revived and sent back home.
“Joyce, Bondye, Taco,” Jay said. “And the last four bosses.”
Seven heroic objectives. Though, they might not be the most vital objective.
In the end, for everything to come full circle, YoAnna must take the throne and judge the multiverse. They had long moved from the thought that YoAnna would sacrifice herself to achieve vengeance and leave something for Jay to inherit.
At their power, YoAnna could easily wipe out all of Multiverse Y once she had access to the seat of the [System Master]. They had talked about it extensively. They both knew each other’s ideals on the subject.
Jay was against the multiverse genocide.
YoAnna was for it.
The exciting part was whether YoAnna would actually go through wholesale destruction, and if she did, what would Jay do in the meantime? It made him wonder why he should do anything. He didn’t owe these people anything. They were not his concern.
In the grand scheme of things, it was probably smarter for YoAnna to wipe the slate clean and leave nothing behind. Breaking all Chances of fate reviving an unforeseen enemy that would cause havoc in the future.
“Yet, I don’t know if I can do nothing,” Jay said.
YoAnna was listening in, of course. Her mouth quirked up at the corners. She knew her role in all of this. She would live up to being the apocalyptic villainess the [System Master] had created.
She was just as curious about what Jay would do if she went through with the multiverse genocide. The darkness ebbing from her scar said plenty about the evil YoAnna could harbor.
“Whatever happens, we’ll face it together,” YoAnna said, awakening from her meditation.
“Damn straight,” Jay said, floating out into open space. He rested his bo staff on his shoulder and glanced over at the stronghold of the [System Master]. “They’d prepared for us.”
There was no reason to hold back now. Jay pushed his Perception to the mask to look through the veil hiding the [System Master’s] fortifications.
They had their best dungeons spewing dungeon monsters from broken open apertures. They had the best [Gods] and [Goddesses] of dozens of pantheons sworn directly to the [System Master]. At the center of it all, the [System Master] erected a fortress of magic and high-quality materials. Jay nodded in confirmation as the walls being assembled were using primordial quality. That hadn’t been there earlier, which meant the [System Master] was using his best stuff.
None of that bothered Jay compared to the lack of three presences. He still couldn’t find Joyce and the others.




26. The End

 
“Yeah, this is it, YoAnna,” Jay said.
“Can I go all out now, my love?” she asked.
“You can. Kill whatever is in your way.” Jay whirled his staff around. “Even if they’re on my list. At this point, I can’t get too greedy. Joyce and Bondye come first. Taco, too, if she’s still alive.”
YoAnna tilted her head. “I wish to say I’ll reserve them for you. But if the opportunity comes, I will kill them myself.”
Jay grinned. “I know. So it’ll be a race.”
YoAnna’s eyes lit up. “A challenge? It wouldn’t be fair. You are both trying to save and destroy when I only have to destroy.”
She wasn’t being fair to herself. It was her body she used to save the souls of their Champions last time. Jay supposed he could handle the challenge.
“You can use the head start,” he teased. “I’ll get two saves and two kills before you can get a third big kill.”
“Then so be it,” YoAnna said with full determination. “I will win this challenge.”
Jay felt the gravity of the contest locked in place. He had no idea what would be the consequence of winning or losing, but that was beside the point.
YoAnna’s massive body was now gaining more power before they even got started. The nature of the challenge was a divine one, so YoAnna got the appropriate power-up. It was up to Jay to help transfer her while she remained at her current size. The distance was too great for her to challenge on top of piercing the [System Master’s] defenses.
It would take a lot of Mana for Jay, but the effort would be worth it. Popping in on the enemy’s greatest defensive hold while bypassing their barriers and walls with his massive wife gave Jay a bunch of stunned faces to burn to memory.
At least the core world was plenty large enough for YoAnna’s cosmic size. They even had cosmic titans for her to wrestle with as Jay flew and teleported around defensive encampments and pantheon armies.
YoAnna’s entrance served as the opening salvo that kicked everything into a frenzy, distracting most of the enemy and concentrating their attacks on her. It was a risky gambit. She grew stronger as she was attacked, but if she wasn’t strong enough, something hard hitting could blast her down. Jay found one of those hard-hitting primordial weapons as a cannon being operated by Goldteeth himself.
“You!” snarled the dragon behind the cannon. It was an almost comical sight, but Jay’s objectives required him to be serious.
“Where’s Joyce?” Jay asked.
The dragon sneered and turned the cannon at Jay. With a flick of his hand, Jay threw the bo staff and bonked Goldteeth between the eyes and sent him careening backwards. The bo staff returned to his hand, followed by something that was larger than he could grasp fully at this size. When the dragon shook off the hard strike, he was now staring down the barrel of his own cannon.
“You can’t use it! It’s bound to me!” shouted the dragon.
“No. It’s bound to me,” Jay said, as his race as Eldritch Monkey Ruler employed an interesting power. Absolute Ownership broke the spell that was binding it to the dragon and forced it to bind to Jay. The cannon was way too large for someone like Jay, but it shone with inherent power ready to go off anyway.
The dragon’s eyes widened. He looked over to see YoAnna rip a cosmic titan in half and toss the two pieces down at field armies and dungeon monsters working together to attack her ankles. Somewhere out there, Ukkara was roaring with rage as he threw himself at YoAnna’s massive form.
He had grown to his largest size, but was still a tiny mite in comparison. But unlike the many attackers at YoAnna’s feet, the Uk-Guk-Gara [God] didn’t go unnoticed by YoAnna.
Her hand smacked him down. She proceeded to stomp on him, fully abusing her size and might to shake the entire realm and rattle all of its warriors.
“If you want to escape this hopeless battle, you better tell me,” Jay said.
“The prince! He has her!” Goldteeth admitted. “Now let me go! Please!”
They both knew Jay wouldn’t let him go. The wealthiest dragon was only saying that to bide his time to implement an escape plan. He could probably slip away fine from the cannon’s emission. But Jay wasn’t planning on using it.
“Prison of Gravity,” Jay chanted, trapping the dragon in a heavy gravity cage. All spatial attempts would be warped and broken, keeping Goldteeth from absconding.
Jay left him howling and begging for release. To be fair, Jay didn’t have as deep an animosity toward Goldteeth as he did for the others. If he could trade the dragon for Ukkara, that would be worth it. But YoAnna was finishing that match. Leaving the dragon as bait should distract her long enough for Jay to get to the real prizes.
Jay used the cannon to help break down the doors to the [System Master’s] palace. The primordial blast erased the nearest defenders and left nothing but melted stone, burning wood, and lots of smoke.
Jay kicked his way through and walked over the smoldering remains of the door. Inside, he found a sturdy domain and the heavily armored mansion guardians. They were Rankers in the Level 700s. It was clear to Jay that specific people got the benefit of breaking past the 550 leveling cap as long as they worked with the [System Master].
Jay held nothing back and deleted each one from reality. The last one had their system corrupted before having their body imploded. The domain collapsed, with the last guardian dying.
It was quiet inside. All the noise from the battle was kept outside. The foyer led to a long hallway filled with elemental art.
He’d crossed this same hallway back when he first met the bosses a while ago. It wasn’t surprising when his journey led him to the garden. This time, instead of a pagoda at the end, there was a marble arena. In the middle was the master of this mess. He was dressed in a tunic and leggings while wielding a rapier. Primordial Quality.
“I’ve looked ahead, searching for answers,” the master said. “All I found was death and suffering.”
Jay hopped up onto the stage and moved to stand beside the man. “I don’t really have much to say.”
“No gloats? Witty comebacks? Nothing?” The master sounded disappointed.
Jay opened and closed his mouth and thought about it. “Honestly, I just want to head home. Strange, isn’t it? I’m right here where I’ve wanted to be for a long time. Finally, achieving vengeance. And now that I’m here, it’s kind of empty.”
“How so?”
“I’m too overpowered.” Jay turned to leave the arena. “Goodbye.”
By the time he got down, the former System Master’s head rolled off his shoulders, already slain by Jay’s hand before he realized it. For all his power as king of the multiverse, he was an unimpressive combatant. Which left a bitter taste in Jay’s mouth. There could only be one reason for a weak king to hold the throne like that. He was a puppet for someone stronger.
Jay focused on the one area that he was blind to and couldn’t pierce. The noise outside with YoAnna’s rampage was reaching him now that the old system master was dead. The mansion looked more lifeless, too.
Without their master, the magic supporting the place was fading rapidly. In fact, Jay could feel the system was suffering without its master. The throne was up for grabs, which Jay spotted as a simple-looking garden chair. He left it alone and headed toward the dark void in his Perception.
He opened a door leading into the hallways, passing through the threshold of the domain. Immediately, he was set upon by an entropic curse. Jay grimaced at the curse’s power.
It was… stronger than Jay expected.
Still, it was not enough to stop him. He walked through it, leaning on his heroic tropes to raise his Chance. There was only a strip of floor remaining in this domain. Everything else led to an empty husk of a void. Stranger yet was Jay’s Perception. It was throttled heavily, blinding him to what was evidently in front of him.
He wasn’t fully prepared for a person to appear on his path, but he responded appropriately to the attacks. He used his staff to deflect the incoming punches and kicks before smacking the back of the attacker’s leg and sending them down to the floor. He pressed the end of his staff against the attacker’s chest, stopping her.
“Taco, it’s me, Jay,” he called.
Taco continued to struggle, unable to recognize him. Her eyes were gone. Her voice was gone. Her hearing was gone, too. Jay grimaced at her horrible condition as she pushed up to her feet and attacked him again.
This time, he grabbed her arm with his tail and wrestled with her until she recognized the feeling of an eldritch monkey’s tail. She rubbed her hand over it with a face stricken with grief and hope.
“I can’t send you back like this,” Jay said. She could destroy Earth in her confusion.
Carefully, he grabbed Taco’s hand and guided her to keep a hold of his tail as he moved past her. She learned quickly to trust him and follow. He could only imagine how long she spent being like this and left to wander aimlessly with nobody around.
Jay found a black door and pushed it open with his staff. Inside was a living room and dining/kitchen setup reminiscent of his old home. On the sofa was Joyce, her knees up with her taloned toes hanging off the edge.
She was Rank 8 now, and clearly strong enough to gobble most beings of the Multiverse. She was far from Jay or YoAnna’s equal, though. He was both glad and troubled to see her. All of her attention was on the TV while clutching a dungeon monster core.
Bondye’s core.
Jay’s attention lingered on his family for too long. He didn’t react in time to the punch hitting the side of his head and knocking him into the door's edge.
His head rattled in a way that reminded him of mortality. Before he could react, two hands grabbed him by the front of his top and yanked him off his feet. Taco staggered inside with him before Jay released her from his tail. Then he was tossed across the room and smashing against the wall.
“Look who it is! Look who it is! It’s the copycat!” sang the Prince of Entropy. He walked around Taco’s frantically searching form and slammed the door behind him with a kick of his heel. “Oh my, my, you’ve gotten strong.”
Jay shook his head. “Clearly, you’ve been hiding your true power for a while, prince.”
“Never let them know what you’re really capable of.” The prince laughed. “Shame you killed Charles, though. He was a good pawn.”
Jay glanced from the prince to his daughter. “Joyce, you okay?”
She didn’t respond. She kept watching the TV, which was on, but showed nothing but a black screen. A void of digital. She was absorbed by it.
“She has a lot of YoAnna in her,” the prince said with a sigh. “But she’s not the real thing. Far from it, really. Still, it’ll be good to have her as a starter daughter for when YoAnna and I finally tie the knot.”
Jay swung his staff and clashed with the prince’s black and crooked knife, a constant edge slicing against reality that appeared from nowhere. The bo staff held up as Jay swung and lashed out, choosing to use melee attacks to avoid hurting the hostages.
There was no need to choose. With every clash, Jay could feel his System getting corrupted. In return, he corrupted the prince’s System. They were two Freak of Freaks at odds with each other, bending fate and breaking rules and disrupting magic.
Their fight would have to be settled the old fashion way. With face-to-face brutality.
The place itself was of top tier Primordial Quality, so it didn’t fall apart as the two godly combatants swung and clanged against each other.
The prince’s knife hand held strong even when Jay put a lot of force into his swings. Jay had no choice but to give some ground when the prince flicked out his knife and aimed at Jay’s fingers, dodging the counter strokes. They broke apart in the tight space with Jay’s back to the hostages, reexamining everything he knew about the prince.
Apparently, he didn’t know enough. The Prince of Entropy was standing casually after taking hits that would put down most, if not all, of the warriors this multiverse offered. The smile on the mask the prince wore was there for a reason, both mocking at others for their weakness and smiling at his own might.
“Maybe you should sit back and wait for your wife,” the prince said. “You’re clearly not strong enough by yourself.”
Jay narrowed his eyes, feeling his anger cloud over his thoughts. His grip became tense on his staff, and when it seemed like he was going to swing, he took a deep breath instead. He remembered the last time he lost his cool in front of the Prince of Entropy. He lost his legs.
“I still have your legs,” the prince said, reaching behind him. He tossed the pair onto the floor in front of Jay. They looked like the legs of a boy. They weren’t fitting for Jay anymore. He stepped over them and approached the prince carefully.
“Wow, that’s ice cold. I like your style!” The prince flipped his knife from hand to hand, squaring up against Jay.
After a tense few seconds, they erupted into violence. This time, Jay struck with explosive force while also covering the hostages with a fusion of his gravity and [Unstoppable Heroism]. There were spots when his powers glitched and failed, so he had to work twice as hard to protect his people.
He burned through more Mana this way, but he was giving the prince a harder fight that placed him on the back foot. Jay struck again and again, each of his hits growing with more weight and destructiveness that rattled down the prince’s knife arm. The entropic power bled away some of Jay’s magic, thwarting a portion of his efforts, but not all. Not when Jay was calm, focused, and giving it all that he’d got.
The prince’s back slammed into the kitchen counter. He missed a deflective swing with his knife and took a resounding smack to the face. The mocking mask ripped off. Before Jay could capitalize, he saw something that turned his blood cold. He saw his own face.
The Prince of Entropy was him.
He was brought back to horrible reality when a devastating pain pierced through his side. The prince’s knife.
Jay shouted with rage and pain, his concentration nearly slipping until he refocused on his multiple objectives. He kept up the gravity shields protecting the hostages while bashing the prince’s nose in with his forehead. The two separated, dripping blood, Jay leaking out more.
Jay gasped in pain as the entropic curse dug its hooks deep inside of him. He was on wobbly legs, which were already unstable since they were prosthetics below his thighs. He was almost angry at the prince for being so strong, but that paled compared to his true identity.
“Why do you have my face?” Jay spat.
“What do you mean?” the prince laughed. “You have my face. You all do. Each and every damn Freak of Freaks.”
“What?”
“Come now. Don’t you know anything about the multiverse theory?” the prince asked. “There’s more than just the revival part. There are versions of you and me out there. Some are slightly different. Some are slightly the same. And when it comes to us Jays, we all tend to have a weird reaction to the [Freak] Class.”
Jay thought about it. “Did you have a near death experience?”
“Yup! Right before the apocalypse came for my universe.” The prince shook his head. “Good times, that. My climb was epic. I was knifing all sorts of [Godlings], [Gods] and [Goddesses]. I was on a roll to destroy the multiverse. And go beyond to the–”
“Ultraverse,” Jay added.
“Bingo bango–”
“You get a mango.”
“Hahaha! See! It’s almost as if the designer of all this kept copying over the same code. The same Jay Killjoy.”
“Luckrun,” Jay said. “I’m Jay Luckrun.”
“Doesn’t matter. We’re all Jays.”
“It does matter.” Jay nodded. “Because there aren’t many Luckruns. And it takes something special to be a Luckrun.”
Killjoy’s mirthful face transitioned into a dark scowl. “Count me as a critic. You took my love. The only girl who fits me. We’re supposed to break out of this place. Hit up the Ultraverse and break that, too. Then keep going and going and going until… there’s nothing but the two of us.”
Jay stared at his multiverse copy and saw the caricature of what he could’ve been. He had no idea what turned this version of him into an insane and creepy villain, but seeing it in the flesh was horrifying. He was almost happy that Joyce, Taco, and Bondye were unaware.
Nobody should see this. It had to end here.
“There it is. That look of desperate self-hate.” Killjoy smiled. “Don’t you get it. If I win, we all win.”
“Then why won’t you accept YoAnna being with me.”
“Because she’s mine!” Killjoy roared, throwing himself at Jay.
The bo staff had stopped being a good weapon in this confined space. Jay used it as a distraction before grappling Killjoy’s knife arm and smashing it against the countertops.
He kept striking the arm down until Killjoy released his knife.
Killjoy readapted by hooking his fingers inside Jay’s cheek and yanking his head around to slam into the fridge.
Everything here was Primordial Quality and refused to break. In this little house setting, the amount of power both were using could’ve ended countless lives across the cosmos.
It didn’t seem like it as the two fought like rabid animals, slipping in Jay’s blood as it puddled on the floor. Bursts of their affinities came out, mostly canceling each other. Even with Jay combining gravity and the abyss, the 1st Freak of Freaks was more than prepared for it. Their abilities to cause glitches for each other’s Systems clashed repeatedly. Jay strained more than Killjoy since he was protecting his people, but he fought on determinedly.
They crashed back and forth across the kitchen before collapsing in the living room. Jay took a second to recollect himself. Killjoy tackled him and slammed him into the wall, his fingers digging into Jay’s knife wound.
Jay held in the scream that wanted to come out and wrapped his tail around Killjoy’s neck. The muscular appendage pulled the crazed man backward until his face was raised up high enough for Jay to swing his fists and pummel him.
Jay ignored the burning knife wound and his life seeping out of him. He ignored the horrible implications that all the prisoners in the Hell Circles were versions of him that failed to become Freak of Freaks. He ignored he was a copy of the insane and monstrous Killjoy in front of him, that there wasn’t anything original to his soul, that he was meant to die or become something designed by a greater power outside of his reach.
He just kept punching and punching, cutting his knuckles on Killjoy’s fractured teeth, pummeling the life out of him even as Killjoy stopped fighting, Jay punching and punching. Then Jay stopped right before he landed the finishing blow.
“Why aren’t you fighting back?” Jay asked.
Killjoy gargled on blood and saliva. He shifted his face aside and spat globs out. Then he smiled. “That knife to your liver. That had all of my killing power and some.”
Jay blinked down in surprise. He was certainly weak and losing his Health fast, but he was not exactly dead.
“I want YoAnna,” Killjoy said. “Ever since I’ve had a glimpse of her in a vision. She was everything. But if this me isn’t strong enough…”
He reached up and patted a bloody hand on Jay’s face. “At least there’s a me out there who is.”
Jay finished the job and slain the Prince of Entropy. As Joyce snapped awake from her trance, Jay yanked the prince’s mask into his hand with gravity. He was about to put the thing on, but stopped himself. He wasn’t certain if he should lie about something like this. Especially to YoAnna. He had the Conviction to hide it if necessary. But he also had the Conviction to tell the truth.
With a painful sigh, he tossed the mask aside and lifted the prince’s body with a grunt. The knife wound in his side would not heal soon.
“Dad,” Joyce called. Amanda’s pale form flitted out from Joyce’s body and entered Taco’s. Thankfully, Amanda could communicate with the poor eldritch monkey directly without needing extra magic. Jay could conjure a spell to better communicate, but he was occupied. With the prince dead, his domain was falling apart.
Jay pulled everyone close with gravity and helped them transition back into a more stable reality. Of course, the breaking of Killjoy’s domain would’ve led to an entropic death. It was as if the bastard couldn’t help but try to get one last laugh over his enemies.
Jay didn’t look back at the legs he left behind and kept walking toward the garden entrance.
“Dad, uh, I don’t know what’s going on?” Joyce asked. “I was leaving the 6th Hell Circle while getting attacked by a bunch of weirdos. Then I ran into a scary guy. The guy on your shoulder. Is he dead? Oh, he’s dead.”
“A lot happened. Just keep your great grandma’s core safe for me, okay, Joyce?”
“Will do!”
Joyce hugged Bondye’s core tightly as she followed in Jay’s shadow. Any urges to hunt him died down as she stole peaks at his beat up and bleeding form. Taco followed behind them, guided by Amanda’s urges. They made it outside to a dying garden and found YoAnna.
She was covered in dried blood and soot. Her robes were in tatters. Jay could sense the many lives, small and significant, she’d taken. Two of those lives happened to be Ukkara and Goldteeth. She was standing with her back to them, looking down at the empty wrought iron throne of the former system master.
Jay dropped Killjoy’s body beside her. The corpse landed face up, revealing his face. Joyce sucked in air sharply as Jay looked away in shame.
“This is the man who cursed us?” YoAnna asked. “The one who caused the destruction of the Protectorates?”
“Yes,” Jay said.
“This man… has your face.”
“You can say that he’s me from another universe.” It took immense Conviction to keep talking. Jay’s Chance was plummeting hard. “All the Freak of Freaks are a similar or different version of me. We’re all copies. Duplicated with a purpose by the Precursor System. And it doesn’t start unless we have a–”
“Near death experience?” YoAnna tilted her head. “Is that why I was drawn to you? It wasn’t that you were without fate. But you were a part of something so large, it was impossible to see.”
YoAnna sighed. “Your fate is larger than mine, it seems. You aren’t who I thought.”
Jay felt sickened. He was still bleeding and losing Health. He couldn’t even look at YoAnna now. This entire journey had revealed an ugly truth that was almost too much to bear. He wanted to say something to make everything better. But he couldn’t muster up a word. Even worse, YoAnna wasn’t giving him a clear clue about her thoughts. She was innate. Almost like an unreadable statue.
Jay crumpled to the ground as the blood loss became less bearable. He felt cold. Maybe Killjoy would get the last laugh after all.
He didn’t stay down on the ground for long. Joyce knelt beside him and placed one hand gently on Jay’s side, the other cradling Bondye’s core. She couldn’t heal him. But she stopped his descent into death.
“You’re not that man,” Joyce said. “He was wrong, twisted, and evil. And you’re good and amazing and loving.”
Jay chuckled. “That doesn’t sound like the talk of someone who’s supposed to hunt me.”
Joyce furrowed her brow. “What’s the point if it’s not a challenge? For you or me. I still have growing to do. And… you’re supposed to help me grow!”
Jay felt a little better hearing that. Maybe if the only salvageable thing was the relationship with his adopted daughter, he might live with that.
Then YoAnna bent down next to him and pressed her hand over Joyce’s hand. With a pop of power, YoAnna fought against the knife wound and the entropic curse.
Entropy’s killing intent couldn’t outlast YoAnna’s divinity with its master dead. YoAnna won out and healed Jay, leaving a scar where the knife had landed.
Wound healed, Jay supposed YoAnna would refocus on the throne. Instead of that, her hand pressed to the side of his face. She turned his head and met his lips with her supple own and kissed him fully.
Jay lost himself in that kiss, riding high and feeling at ease even after the kiss ended. Blinking away his daze, he found his wife’s face inches away from him.
“You’re the one and only Jay Luckrun,” she said, leaning her forehead against his. “My beloved, and the ender of my lifetime foe and curse. You’re a constant surprise and an unpredictable weirdo. WIth fate, without fate, you are still someone I wish to love with my all.”
Jay sighed in relief and leaned into his wife. He could’ve left Killjoy’s body in his collapsing domain. He could’ve hidden this secret and never faced the consequences. But it wouldn’t be right. This was too big to just hide. YoAnna had the right to know, and for this occasion, honesty turned out to be the best policy. YoAnna was accepting.
For a good while, Jay and YoAnna sat on the gravel floor, leaning against each other. She did most of the comforting, combing her fingers through his dreadlocks. When Jay felt more put together, he stood up with YoAnna in hand. Killjoy was an afterthought now. All that mattered was the throne.
“You’ve rescued the hostages and killed the most important two before I could get three,” YoAnna announced. “And I can barely count my second when he was prepared for me to step on. It is clear you are the winner of our challenge.”
“I feel like I missed out on a lot,” Joyce piped up while standing next to Taco and Amanda. “Dad’s tall now!”
“Maybe if you don’t run away from home, you would be kept informed,” YoAnna said.
“Ouch. But fair.” Joyce lowered her head, falling to the background with the others.
YoAnna chuckled as she refocused on Jay. “As for your reward: a decision for you to make. Do I sit on the throne? Or do we leave?”
“Sit on the throne,” Jay said automatically.
YoAnna’s eyes widened, stunned. “But I will not be angry with you if you decide for us to leave now. You know what I will do if I take the throne.”
Jay shook his head. “I know. But I want you to decide not to genocide an entire multiverse.”
“But that’s what I’ll do. You will not favor the decision. You are a hero.”
“[The Hero of Apocalypse Comedy]. Sure, yeah, that’s me. I do what I can, take my licks, and keep moving forward. If I’m going to be married to a villainess, then I’ll have to learn to live with those atrocities of hers.” Jay sighed. “But that won’t mean I’ll stay silent. I’ll want her to know that we can have our vengeance and let the innocent live.”
“Dearest husband, to accomplish a task as great as wholesale destruction does not leave room for half measures. If I stop halfway, what I leave is chaos that will be worse than clean death. And from the chaos can arise greater monsters.”
“Or capable heroes that’ll transition the fall of command toward a better tomorrow,” Jay said. “It’s in the muck and chaos that the best of men and women can be born.”
“It’s in that mess that the worst of monsters can be born, dear.”
“Yeah, well. That’s where I stand. And I will not take your right to sit on the throne from you.”
Jay reached down and tossed Killjoy’s body out of the area. It was becoming a real eyesore. Smacking his hands, he took a few steps back and left YoAnna with the throne.
She stared at it for a long time, her fingers strumming the air. Her toes clenched the gravel underneath.
All she had to do was sit down and take over the Multiverse System for Multiverse Y. Then spread her influence and utterly destroy everyone and everything here. Or destroy the [Gods] and [Goddesses] and their pantheons and leave the peons be. Or she could walk away from the throne altogether.
YoAnna turned to look at Jay, their eyes meeting. Jay nodded his head in approval of whatever decision she made. They were going to be together for a long time. No matter what she decided.
YoAnna took the seat of the throne. It transformed into something more fitting. Black, gold, white, and lavish.
YoAnna leaned back against the backrest, closing her eyes, savoring the power she held over an entire multiverse. For a moment, Jay figured she was going to choose the wholesale slaughter route and leave nothing left.
He prepared to harden his heart and wait and see what remained. He might have to crawl each Hell Circle to ensure all the Freak of Freaks were put out of their misery.
“This is YoAnna Sainte-Luckrun, the remaining Matriarch of the Protectorates,” she said, her voice reaching all across the multiverse. “I am the doom you’ve all feared, fated to destroy this multiverse. And because of your fear, you’ve turned upon the Protectorates and massacred my people. Now here I am. I have been fully realized thanks to the support of my newly revived Protectorates and my husband, Jay Luckrun, the former Demon Lord.”
YoAnna paused, letting her words sink in. She rested her elbow on the armrest, propping her chin on her hand. It was a striking image made even bolder as she shifted from her golden radiance to a man-eating black.
Her hair became dark. Her eyes as black as the void. The scar on the left side of her face became more prominent. For a split-second, Jay could hear Killjoy laughing, as if he was enjoying himself from the beyond. This was the version of YoAnna who Killjoy wanted. The most powerful villainess around. What would’ve been the perfect match for entropy when fused with the concepts of challenge and change.
Maybe Killjoy was supposed to have YoAnna after all. But Jay’s gravity got in the way. Still, the former prince of entropy might have influenced too much for YoAnna to resit her evil side.
“I remember my mother briefly. In the moments I was born, I remember her touch. Then I was ripped away from her. Forever. I was sent far away. Forced to learn all I know about the Protectorates through journals and tutors. All for what? To control me? To use my great power? If I was given a Chance, supported instead of feared, we could’ve built your multiverse to be a greater place. But now all I want to do is wipe it all away. And leave nothing left.”
YoAnna sighed so heavily it could be felt in every corner of the multiverse. “And yet. I won’t. I’ll leave you with this warning. Do not cross me again.”
She stood up from the throne and moved over to Jay, grabbing his hand and marching him out. He was practically dragged after her until he matched her lengthy stride. He was feeling a little stunned at the moment. Flabbergasted, really.
Joyce helped Taco to follow quickly behind them. They stopped outside the smashed front of the mansion. Here, Jay could fully appreciate the damage YoAnna wrought.
“Ah,” Jay nodded. “You’ve killed them all.”
Jay had an estimated headcount of all the enemies gathered to defend the central stronghold. None of them escaped. Mostly everyone was crushed to paste either directly or from YoAnna’s growing aura.
Joyce gaped at all the bloody and flaming damage. Then she blurted, “Mother, Dad, which one of you is stronger?”
“Your mother,” Jay said.
“You dad,” YoAnna said.
Joyce looked between them in confusion, but the two didn’t bother explaining. Jay was finishing up his observation of YoAnna’s work before coming to an interesting realization. “You’ve killed the heads of all the most important pantheons beholden to the old system master.”
“Without them, the smaller pantheons will fight over the vacuum that remained,” YoAnna said. “While I was sitting on the throne, I sought all revival mechanisms in this multiverse and destroyed them all. I’ve also destroyed the system master’s lineage and all of his experiments and notes. I made it as blank slate as I could.”
Jay looked up at his wife thoughtfully. “There’s more you have to say.”
YoAnna sighed. “There are… Protectorates. From the older generation. They are in hiding. I know where they are. Some of them are family.”
“How come the system master didn’t find them?” Joyce asked.
“He was a weak system master,” Jay said. “In truth, YoAnna was probably meant to rule the throne and be the system master here. The old one got in the way of that. But the old one lost his head as promised.”
“Ah.” Joyce nodded slowly. “Well, he got what he deserved.”
Carefully, Jay pried his hand out of YoAnna’s grip. She relented after a while. Jay turned to Joyce and the others. “Hey, kiddo, your dad and mother got some business to take care of still. House cleaning, in fact. I’m going to send you to our new multiverse with Bondye and Taco.”
Joyce blinked at him. “I’m never leaving again. I missed out on a lot.”
Jay chuckled and patted the young girl on the head. “Well, if you do want to go out and explore, we’ll plan for that, too. You’re your own hero, okay?”
She nodded before tilting her head to the side. “Dad, you’re different.”
“Yeah?”
“You’re not just tall… you’re more mature. And wiser. And old. Way, way old.” The cheeky girl smiled before throwing herself into a hug. “I like it.”
Once she peeled off. She shuffled slowly up to YoAnna, who she regarded as more of a [Goddess] than a Mother. “I’m sorry, I, uh–”
YoAnna reached over and gently hugged the girl. “I forgive you, my first of many.”
“Huh?” Jay and Joyce said at the same time.
Without explanation, YoAnna sent Joyce, Bondye, Taco, and Amanda back home, the latter waving goodbye before disappearing. With their exit, Jay felt like the immense weight on his shoulders was lifted. YoAnna was back at his side, entwining her fingers through his.
“There is a place,” YoAnna said. “It is reserved for my bloodline. And those we hold special. I found it while sitting on the throne.”
“What’s so special about this place?” Jay asked, curious.
YoAnna challenged the space between her and a mysterious location Jay’s Perception hadn’t noticed. They landed on an island in the middle of a bluish and starry corner of the cosmos. Salmon pink sand. Purple ocean waves. Large tropical trees covering the entire mountainside. It was all Primordial Quality, allowing YoAnna to exist without holding back.
YoAnna waved her hand and changed them both into comfortable beach-going clothing. Jay got some decent trunks. YoAnna’s bikini choice was eye-catching.
Was it him or had YoAnna gotten prettier lately? Their curse was gone. All of it. Nothing could hurt them anymore. It was more obvious with YoAnna. She was practically glowing with vigor and eagerness.
Jay’s head felt fuzzy and his heart was racing. Without a word, she stepped onto a trail winding through the tropical jungle, Jay following. There were high-quality fruits everywhere. All for the taking. They passed by crystal-clear water that contained soothing magic. This place was paradise. Pure, simple, primordial. No doubt, they were going to cut this entire place out of Multiverse Y and take it back to Z with them.
Their journey stopped beneath a comfy-looking treehouse cabin. Large enough to be a three story home. Jay could see it was filled with furniture and provisions. And a cooler already stocked with drinks that were waiting to be drunk for many years.
“It’s all preserved,” YoAnna explained. “And restocked after every visit.” YoAnna turned to him and grabbed his hand again. “Jay Luckrun, will you spend an evening with me getting more physically acquainted? At long last.”
Jay gawked at YoAnna’s forwardness. He shouldn’t be so surprised. YoAnna came from a long line of amazonian battle queens. She had acted aloof and above it all when this all started. But even she admitted to being at heart a simple barbaric woman with primal needs.
They had just finished fighting the ultimate war here. For YoAnna, it was time to cinch it all with a more intimate conquest.
“Don’t we have old Protectorates to find, Hell Circles to kill off, and Ultraverse lessons with Kleo?” Jay asked. “There’s a lot on our plate.”
“There is,” YoAnna said. “Yet, I can’t wait any longer. I’ve been wanting this… for a long time.”
YoAnna released him and went up into the tree house alone. Jay remained down below, staring up.
He’d gone through so much to be here. From being a bullied guy called Rooftop Weirdo to becoming the most powerful man in two multiverses. Now right above him was the woman who he’d sacrificed his sanity for. And in return, she sacrificed her complete vengeance for him. He could see her preparing the drinks for them. They were of high quality stuff. Primordial, in fact.
Jay looked down at the scar at his side, a gift reminding him of Killjoy. It could’ve been him here on the eve of a great celebration with YoAnna. Or it could’ve been any of the Jays. It made Jay Luckrun wonder why Jays existed to become Freak of Freaks and go ballistic against the System. Were they predisposed to become Demon Lords when one was needed to unite the multiverse against a common foe? Was Jay meant to be that great evil?
Did that all change because of YoAnna’s presence?
It wasn’t just Jay changing YoAnna’s fate. YoAnna changed his fate as well. They were supposed to be villains on their own separate journeys. United together, they both fought their way out of that trap to become a duo of heroes. The [Apocalypse Champion King] and the [Apocalypse Goddess Queen].
“And heroes deserve a happy ending for their hard work and perseverance,” Jay murmured.
Jay took the mundane ladder up into the tree house. Once he was through the hatch on the floor, he closed it behind him. When he looked up, YoAnna was already naked with drinks for her and him. There wasn’t much else that needed to be said. They finally had a much needed break in this chapter of their long and historic story.




Happy Ending.

 
Thanks for all your support and don't forget to follow me on Amazon! I'll have more stories coming out with different ideas. Some traditional. Some untraditional. And all sorts in between.
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