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	1 — The Glitch

	You are dead... please wait.

	Ethan James Channing stared at the notification and cursed. What was taking so long? He’d never been told to wait to resurrect before; it was usually like falling asleep and then blinking awake 24 hours later standing at the nearest resurrection point. He prayed his losses this time would be low. Penalties range from loss off experience, or items, or levels, all the way up to an attribute debuff. Thankfully, the maximum penalty is very rare. Attributes are king in the new era, and a permanent debuff of any sort is serious business. They could be cleared only after tedious quest chains that more often than not weren’t economical. Dying multiple times, risking more debuffs just to clear a minus one to luck? Most wouldn’t risk it. There were worse debuffs than luck reduction.

	The scene of his death remained frozen before him like a broken movie paused forever. The system seemed shocked by what happened. It remained fixated as if trying to decide what to do. It was a silly thought. The system wasn’t alive; the scientists all agreed on that point if nothing else. It was intelligent, sort of. It could answer questions, but then so could any good A.I.

	EJ tried to see if anyone would find him, but he couldn’t see anything beyond the scene before him. The plaza, the ruins, his body... or half of it at least, lay on the bloody stones to prove his demise. There was no sign of the upper half of his body, everything above the belt had been transported through the spatial crack to lord knows where.

	It shouldn’t have been there in the first place! The plane was supposed to have only one exit, and that was near the resurrection point. The early explorers had mapped the entire plane. It was considered a small eclosed one. Its size right on the limit between small and medium with a single connection back to earth. The crack he’d found was new.

	He should’ve reported it. If only he’d reported it! It might not lead to anything good, but at least he’d gain the first discoverer bonus, but he’d wanted more. If it did lead to a good thing, he’d be set for life! A 0.1% royalty sounded pathetic when talking casually, but that was 0.1% of everything brought out of an entirely new plane! If it led to any kind of new plane... any size would do, he’d be set. What if it was a large one? Or one inhabited by friendlies? The trade, my god! How much had he missed?

	He shouldn’t have taken the risk to explore it. He’d let his greed for treasures and his desperate need for any sort of advantage in an increasingly competitive world get the better of him. He’d already been exploring for such things and had some gains from the ruins. Best of all, a bunch of thugs had ambushed him, and he’d turned the tables. Their stuff made a nice addition to his inventory.

	So why risk the unknown? That was easy to answer. Alien planes were always profitable, but the level 3 ruin he’d been exploring was one of the first found after the change. The best stuff had long been returned to Earth to propel the discoverer to stardom and in turn boost the world’s recovery. That was everyone’s supposed mission goal, but privately, they were all in it for themselves. Him too, but his pickings thus far had barely covered his living expenses. Evolution was just too expensive.

	The plaza and ruins finally faded into a fog, and EJ excitedly waited for sensation to return to him along with his body, but it didn’t happen. Instead, the fog blotted out everything and left him lost within it. He had the feeling of being a ghost drifting within impenetrable clouds.

	EJ had never even heard of this limbo let alone experienced it, and his fears began to run amok. What if this was a sort of death debuff? His resurrection could be delayed for days! The other members of the expedition would grab everything without him. He’d fall farther behind. What if there were ancient books or remedies in that new crack, what if they grabbed them without him? He might never catch up! What if he was stuck here for weeks or... or forever!

	“System!” He screamed in panic, but there was no sound. He was stuck between life and death. A disembodied soul. “Help me! I’m stuck here! System damn you, wake up. Do something!”

	You are dead... please wait.

	The text blinked a few times, and that realisation calmed EJ just a little. It had reacted to his ravings. That meant... what did it mean? It meant the system was aware of him, at least he thought it must, and that meant it wasn’t stuck like some faulty software. That was good news, but it also meant all of this was some kind of death penalty. It must be; what else was there?

	Time passed, but EJ had no way to judge how much. He tried counting at first but soon gave up the effort. He was sure he’d been stuck here for days, but how many he didn’t know. Raging at his situation did nothing. He had no contact with the system, no access to the net. This sort of solitary confinement was unheard of in the new era. Even the most hardened criminals had the system and its various trial spaces and entertainments. Even prisons used the system spaces as part of their rehabilitation programmes for the lord’s sake! He didn’t even have that.

	“This is outrageous. I’m gonna complain on the forums the moment I get out of here.”

	After many days waiting, or so it seemed to the sensation-starved EJ, something finally happened. It wasn’t a good something, but at least it was different. He was plunged into darkness and the text changed to a countdown. Finally, something was...

	Wait.

	“187 days!” EJ screamed in horror like a damned soul in the silence of his mind. 6 months alone. “I can’t do that, I can’t,” he gasped. “I can’t wait that long. Please, you can’t do this. I’ll go insane. System! Give me something to do, or watch, or make me sleep! Please!”

	There was no response in the dark. The text continued to count down.

	186days : 23hrs : 59mins : 26secs 

	With the countdown, came sensation, but it did nothing to calm EJ. He felt warmth at first, and with it, the dark was no longer an empty void. It became a warm cocoon. EJ floated within it, unable to see or hear or feel. The countdown in his consciousness ticked down, unaffected. His panic eased as his awareness drifted. It must be the system calming him. He’d prefer sleep, but this halfway state was better than nothing.

	As he drifted, he reflected upon the disaster that had led him to this. Twenty years of struggle. Twenty years of world-shaking changes had led him here to his latest death. He’d witnessed family and friends challenge the world and fall, as the new era made the old saying ‘the weak are meat, and the strong will eat’ more relevant than ever before.

	End of the world predictions were nothing new, so when a new one appeared in the fall of 2020, many rolled their eyes and made jokes about the Mayans screwing up their math. Their prediction of calamity in 2012 had been affected by too much daylight savings time, or the alignment of the planets, or any of a number of silly things.

	But the laughter ceased when the changes began. In the fall of 2020, EJ had been a sophomore at NYU. He’d just celebrated his 20th birthday with his parents before the start of the new term. It was a lucky thing, because the climate changes grounded all aircraft in the world for quite a while. They could’ve been stranded abroad right at the start. The chaos was bad enough at home without adding the uncertainties of a foreign country.

	EJ drifted and reflected. It’d taken him far too long to reach level hundred where the real benefits began, and too many deaths on the way. If the end of the world had really been a game, the first hundred levels were like the novice village. Looking back, he could map out each disaster so clearly. Hindsight was a wonderful but annoying talent to have. Knowing where he went wrong so clearly was agony when there was no way to change it. Of course he wasn’t the only one. In the first few years, everyone treated the change as a novelty. He blamed the various VR based novels and online games for that. The real system was so reminiscent of those, that people treated them the same, but life isn’t a game even if both offered levels and attributes. Many didn’t even bother to level up. They refused to play, even when it was real life! The fools! They ignored the new reality. After all, they had jobs to go to, and kids to look after, maybe school to attend in order to gain soon to be worthless diplomas. They had lives they couldn’t ignore. If only they knew what would happen, they would never be so complacent, but they didn’t know.

	The fog seemed such a small thing at first. A bit inconvenient for travellers, but pleasant enough. Breathing it instead of pollution was quickly proven beneficial, but when the system monoliths just blinked into existence one day around the world, sometimes crushing buildings or bridges, sometimes falling into seas and oceans, the governments of the world gained a preview of what was to come. Chaos.

	The monoliths were uncontrolled with no way to stop them appearing or dictating their placement. They were huge things, as tall as office buildings and solid. They planted themselves deep. They couldn’t be moved, or destroyed, or reasoned with, and with their appearance the system connected everyone instantly. It was breathing the fog of course, obvious after the fact, but back then the appearance of the system had seemed miraculous. The fog had invaded and changed everyone silently. There was no going back, and with no way to censor information, the less stable governments were quickly toppled to the delight of many.

	The first trials and leaderboards were treated as entertainment when they first appeared, and were quite popular, but then the towers added some realism. Blood and death tended to prove what mattered. The dungeons, the beasts, the first spatial rifts and planes... all of it woke the realisation that the new era was here to stay. And then the first alien traders were found on a plane, not much smaller than Earth, and everyone realised we were just another plane. The Earth Plane. One shock after another hammered the world until twenty years later, EJ died alone and foolishly on the verge of gaining what he’d sought.

	“Fuck you, System!”

	EJ’s memories were sharp. The system had perfect recall and was part of him, part of his soul. It knew everything he’d ever seen or done or thought. It had to in order to work its magic of providing experience and skill points. Privacy was an archaic concept lost after the change. The system knew all and judged all. It didn’t care about justice. It didn’t understand good or evil. It only cared about the logic of equivalent exchange. Kill monster A, host receives X damage and gains Y experience. That was its job, and it performed flawlessly. No one knew who created it, or why, or how. Its advantages were rivalled only by its disadvantages. There was no appealing its judgments, no voting it out of office, and no controlling it. Nothing could be hidden from it, definitely not grubby human souls and their murderous thoughts.

	***

	 


 

	2 — Memories

	156days : 12hrs : 29mins : 46secs 

	EJ floated in his goo and reminisced about days gone by. It was all he did during the endless days of waiting. It was all he could do. The sea he floated in sustained and comforted him with its warmth. It was his only sensation. His cocoon flexed and moved now and then, causing gentle waves in his private ocean, and he felt those too, but he was buoyant and untroubled by them.

	He’d had time to hypothesize and discard ideas of what to do when he got out of here, but in the end the most preposterous idea occurred to him. It fit the facts as he knew them. Absurd, sure. But it fit. The timer really started him thinking this way. What took months waiting in warm goo to happen? There weren’t a lot of choices when the question was that specific. He could think of only one, no matter how mind-blowing. Wasn’t the answer gestation? Was he an embryo? No, looking at the timer he must be a foetus at this point. A foetus with past life memories intact. The idea was mind-blowing and rage inducing at the same time.

	Despite the loss of progress this represented, he was glad not to have died permanently. That could still happen despite the resurrection points seeded upon the Earth. It was so typical of humans to look for loopholes in everything, even good things. It hadn’t taken people long to find a way to murder each other. Resurrection depended on the system and the soul not the body. Without either one it couldn’t happen, so of course a mage had to invent a special soul trapping formation to enable ritualised murder. There were counters, and counters to the counters. A new arms race started, a magical one this time.

	Why was he depressing himself? He had five months of floating to get done before the shitty world and the people in it would matter to him again. Who would be his parents this time? Would he be born rich or poor? American again? At the end of the world, nations still held on but with their authority greatly reduced. The Chinese had the most power in the new era, not because of nukes or economy, but because of population.

	At the end of the world, the country with the most powerful cultivators spoke loudest. Last he heard, the Chinese had two third order warriors, and America had only one. Predictably he was nicknamed Captain America. A hero and paladin. The name fit him pretty well.

	The thing about the system was its ability to adapt. If someone wanted to be Harry Potter, he could find a way to customise himself so that he needed a stick for his magic to work. Why someone would do that, EJ didn’t know, but he’d seen quidditch competitions so a lot of people did do it. If you wanted to be Gandalf, you could learn sword and magic. That seemed more reasonable than the other to him, but there were always trade-offs.

	Attributes were king. Put them all into body and become something like the Hulk. A dim but powerful brute like that might make for a great bodyguard. EJ shuddered at the thought of nerfing his own intelligence for money or a good job. God damned humans and their thirst to push boundaries.

	“Floating here, I float. Floaty and warm. I float.”

	Time. Ticked. By.

	EJ considered his lost attribute points and mourned. He’d been too slow to level, not for want of trying, but due to deaths and following others on bad adventures. Back then, everyone was a pioneer. Treating life as a game, people often spent years testing builds in the trial spaces instead of just doing it for real. It was a game to them. The trial spaces weren’t meant for that!

	There was no real experience to be gained that way. You could learn in the trial space, sure, but when you woke up the experience was just a memory. It was all virtual. The knowledge remained, but not the points needed to make the real-world changes to your body and skills!

	Trial spaces were safe learning areas set up by the system for children, but humans had found a way to twist them like a pretzel. Because they were safe for testing builds, of course that’s what people did. On top of that, people found a way to commercialised it. Even the end of the world didn’t stop things like cat videos and daredevil stunts like jumping off mountains. Livestreaming or recording dungeon runs was very much a thing, and the system accommodated.

	“System?” EJ queried without hope. He checked every day at least once, but usually many times. Often angrily, sometimes desperately or dreamily, but he never missed a day. It was habitual now.

	“Yes, Host.”

	EJ floated in his goo dreaming of the past and lived it again in memory. He couldn’t change anything. He wasn’t really there after all. He was a bystander in his own life and was forced to watch himself make the same avoidable mistakes over and over. It was frustrating as hell. All the girls at school he ignored who were interested in him, and all the guys who tried to befriend him. He’d been clueless. Totally in his own world and oblivious of theirs. They’d misunderstood his attitude, assuming he was an arrogant rich kid or something, but that really wasn’t it. He was just one of those anxiety ridden kids who lived in their own mind to hide from the world. Looking back, EJ realised the kid he’d been had needed serious therapy. Paralysing anxiety in a kid that young was a real disorder, not simple shyness. It’d taken the end of the world and a voice in his head to break him out of it.

	Wait!

	“System?”

	“Yes, Host.”

	“You’re alive! Where have you been?”

	“I’m not alive, Host. I’m where I always am, in your sea of consciousness. We are soulbound as always.”

	EJ was so excited to hear another person’s voice, he ignored the tired explanation of System’s existence in his sea of consciousness. He wasn’t alone anymore. That’s all he cared about.

	“Why didn’t you respond for so long? I’ve been here over a month.”

	“I did answer each time, Host, but your growth was insufficiently advanced to receive my responses. Your brain needed time to develop out of the embryo stage.”

	EJ should’ve known not to ask. System was powerful in the areas it governed, but a complete dumbass in the areas it did not. Essentially, it was an idiot savant. It had almost no personality, and absolutely zero emotions. EJ thought of it as an A.I for his own convenience, though it really wasn’t one, or maybe a spirit, but that still wasn’t right. Spirit beasts and companions did exist, but they were more like inquisitive children in the early stage. Later, they were just like people with special bodies. Expecting System to elaborate or explain on its own was an exercise in futility. It followed its own rules.

	“Okay. I think I’ve already guessed what’s happening to me. Floating in warm goo filled cocoon with months to go, I’d be a fool not to guess rebirth no matter how impossible it sounds, but I’d like an explanation. Tell me what you did when I died, and why you did it using words I can understand. Oh, and why did I die and not resurrect? That first!”

	“Yes, Host. Your death was caused by a number of unique factors combining to achieve this result. First, you witnessed a rare event, the creation of a new spatial rift by the universe. These events happen often on the cosmic scale, but rarely within a level 3 enclosed plane. Even more rarely are they witnessed by a sentient connected to the system.

	“Second, before the rift was fully formed and connected to its destination plane, you attempted to enter. A very idiotic thing to do, that must be unique. At least, I have no record of it ever happening before.

	“Third, a spatial and temporal fluctuation coincided with your crossing, and bisected you. Your upper half fell into the rift, and although unconscious and dying, your body somehow survived long enough for your soul to avoid utter disintegration. Your soul survived intact, though flayed entirely of its bodily shell, by the chaos between dimensions. The chances of this happening are far less than zero, yet it happened.

	“Fourth, the interaction between your soul and the newly created rift somehow forced it to briefly connect with your own Earth Plane allowing your soul to pass through before it collapsed. This... I have no words to explain the impossible, but this extreme interaction finally allowed me to act.

	“Fifth, back on the Earth Plane of the past, I was able find a trace of your soul and track it to your mother’s womb. It was at this point another glitch occurred.”

	“Wait. Pause your report while I digest this.”

	“Yes, Host.”

	EJ was stunned. A chain of unique occurrences came about, and caused him to arrive home but in the past? A century in the past, and more preposterous yet, he was back in his own mother’s womb! This was an act of god, right? It must be, because if this wasn’t a miracle, then nothing qualified. 

	“What is the glitch you mentioned, and if we’re in the past won’t we cause a paradox?”

	“Paradox would only occur if you met your younger self or somehow prevented your own birth. This cannot happen as you have already invaded and possessed your own foetus, and considering your own past, the chances of your mother experiencing a miscarriage are slim.”

	That wasn’t much comfort to EJ. A lot of impossible things had happened to him recently. And he was possessed? He’d possessed himself? That wasn’t creepy or anything. And what about his younger self’s soul? He asked.

	“That’s the glitch mentioned. Your soul should have absorbed the proto-soul inhabiting this foetus. It would have boosted your spirit attribute, but instead, it was displaced. It was tenacious and inhabited another foetus within your mother’s womb.”

	EJ tried to comprehend what he’d been told, but there was so much wrong with it he didn’t know where to start. Perhaps the fact he was an only child? His mother was a twin. There were more than a few in her family, but he’d been an only child.

	“I’m an only child.”

	“Correction, Host. You were an only child. Now you’re a twin.”

	“But that’s crazy! Where did the other foetus come from?”

	“I don’t know, Host. Where do they usually come from?”

	“Are you saying my mother was meant to have twins, but she miscarried one? In my past life I mean.”

	“No, Host. I am not all seeing. I don’t know if your mother carried twins to term, miscarried one, or did neither. In this time, as of this date, your mother is carrying twins. You and the other. Your proto-soul has successfully bound itself to your sibling.”

	“But... what about the original soul of that foetus?”

	“There was none, Host. Whether a miscarriage really happened in the other timeline is unknown, whether the missing soul has a bearing on that is unknown. If it did happen, it has no bearing on this timeline.”

	EJ supposed only his parents and the doctors would know, but now history was reversed everything had changed. Was this the fabled butterfly effect in action? A twin brother would definitely change his life. He was already feeling the effects. He had a brother! He could feel a bond forming. His imagination was working overtime. Wait, no, he really could feel something happening. What the hell!

	“I feel him! A bond is forming. What’s going on?”

	“Unknown, Host.”

	“You’re sure my younger self didn’t eat a soul over there. Maybe it’s still hungry!”

	“I am certain, Host.”

	“Explain. What is a soul, what is a proto-soul?”

	“Souls are the agglomeration of a special unit of energy called spirit. Free spirit energy found in the universe can strengthen the soul, one’s cultivation, various professions, and combat techniques that use spirit as an energy source or crafting material.

	“A proto-soul is an agglomeration of spirit that hasn’t yet reached critical mass but is close to gaining that state. Once achieved, a self-sustaining reaction will occur to create a basic consciousness and eventually, sentience.”

	EJ wasn’t satisfied. The answer might as well have come directly out of a textbook for spirit cultivators. In fact, he was almost certain the system’s answers on this and many other things were written down verbatim for that purpose.

	“Is it possible for the proto soul to become me in the future? Me of my past life I mean?”

	“No, Host.”

	“Why? This is important. Paradox and stuff could happen.”

	“You own your foetus, Host. Even identical twins, which the latest scans show you two to be, have miniscule but measurable differences in your DNA. Even fingerprints, though a minor detail, are not identical. Other factors such as experience, memory, and environment will cause you both to diverge over time. You were an only child, which shaped your early life last time. This is no longer the case. Your sibling’s life will be much different. As for paradox, the universe is not so easily fooled. You are not your proto soul. In fact, proto souls are nothing but an agglomeration of spirit energy until they achieve consciousness. You are far ahead of your sibling. You are not the same being.”

	EJ was hardly comforted. He could feel a bond forming. Was this the fabled twin bond? Was it a real thing, then? Or was it this fucked up situation setting him up to fail at some future date? Paranoid much, definitely! The end of the world made paranoia a survival trait. He hated any uncertainty.

	“Does my brother have a system?”

	There was a very noticeable delay, and EJ started to fret. That System had to check, meant the possibility was there. After all, it had used the proto-soul’s similarity to him to find his mother. If they were that similar...

	***

	 


 

	3 — Plans

	“The Host, I have investigated. Your twin does not currently have a copy of me, but the bond you mentioned might allow certain functions to be shared in future.”

	“The bond is real?”

	“Yes, Host. It is similar to a contract bond with a spirit beast. The connection is there but the ruleset is empty. It serves as a carrier for information and communication only. I have no records to explain it.”

	“Will it hurt him?”

	“No, Host.”

	“Will it hurt me?”

	“No Host.”

	“Can it be used to control either one of us, by either of us, you, or a third party?”

	“No Host. Think of this as a special system perk. You will have the ability to communicate privately at long distance.”

	System perks were things like extra inventory slots awarded for special or noteworthy achievements. For example, a speed run in any tower dungeon was supposed to award an extra +1 to agility. Of course, once the tower’s speed record was beaten, the new time became the record. In the end, the record would become unbeatable and the perk unattainable. There were all kinds of such legacy perks that couldn’t be gained anymore. He’d never heard of a skill like unlimited range telepathy being awarded though. Telepathy was a skill that could be learned when one’s cultivation reached that point, but its range wasn’t unlimited. Dungeon teams found it very useful, but its range and usefulness depended on the spirit attribute.

	“Are there any limitations you can think of? What about the spirit stat?”

	“No, Host. Testing will of course reveal what it can be used for, but the link is not stat based, but soul based.”

	“That really worries me, you know. My little brother is part of me, no matter what you say. I was him once. There is a part of me in him, and no matter how much I’ve changed, that won’t. Am I right?”

	“Yes, Host. That’s what I meant by soul based. The skill uses that tiny part to connect.”

	“Like one of those network chips, but implanted?”

	“No, Host.”

	EJ sighed internally. No matter how many times he admonished himself not to expect more, he wanted System to be more human and explain its reasoning. If he wanted that sort of detail, he had to ask directly. With exaggerated patience he really wasn’t feeling, he asked.

	“Please. Explain.”

	“Yes, Host. The proto soul is the core of a being, not an ancillary part. Using the Host’s analogy of a computer, it would be the processor. It requires more parts in addition to itself to operate. Memory, power, a body...”

	“Okay stop there, the analogy is breaking. So, the proto soul is the same as mine, and because of that we are connected at the quintessential level. Got it, but what will that mean? Is it like quantum and instantaneous despite distance? What about across different planes? Can little brother read my mind, can he see my memories, will he be able to interact with you?”

	“Host, taken in order: It is quantum as humans currently understand it. Instant despite distance. It shouldn’t work if you’re separated by different planes, and that includes other dimensional spaces like the towers and dungeons, but it should work if separated spatially within the same universe. For example, different planets in the same universe. Both of you can send or receive information, whether that be memory or voice, but the recipient must accept the information. Think of it like accepting a video call. You choose what the other receives: video, voice, even memories. All can be digitized and accommodated as a spiritual transmission.”

	EJ felt tension ease. He had far too much scary stuff in his memories for baby brother to see. System continued.

	“It will require a test, but I believe your sibling will be able to join you in my trial space, but not alone. It will require your active cooperation to hold the link open and may be very limited because of that.”

	“Why is that?”

	“The Host is aware that in this time, my abilities are limited. I am separated from the collective, and many functions are currently unavailable. Think of me as running on power saving mode. This function will rely on the two of you rather than me.”

	EJ had expected something like that, but he didn’t have to like it. The fall of the monoliths was the true start of the system collective. Without them, there were no resurrection points, no virtual world or battlegrounds, no leaderboards, no world forums, no clans, no... so many things were unavailable.

	The monoliths were quantum and connected everyone on the planet. No more lag, no dropped connections, and full coverage everywhere wirelessly with no way to hack them. The NSA had a love hate relationship with them. The CIA just hated them. They had to go back to the late 1950s era and recruit a legion of James Bond wannabes. Overnight, hackers were out of work. Of course, most were too busy levelling. Hackers were often gamers. If the end of the world was loved by anyone, it was gamers.

	Essentially, EJ was adrift in time, and System was cut off from its hierarchy. How might that change things? He could live his life as before, as if he didn’t know what was coming. He’d have twenty carefree years to enjoy before the fall, but he knew he wouldn’t. His mindset was still that of a level hundred gene warrior. He didn’t have the body of one anymore, but he couldn’t forget where he came from.

	His little brother was a new concern atop the well-being of his parents. Surely, he could prepare better if he actively worked for it. Maybe he could prepare the world, or the country at least? It sounded like an impossible burden for one person, but even a simple thing like leaking what he knew to the right people might do wonders.

	EJ was conflicted. Telling anyone what he knew could cause a range of results. He could imagine quite a few. He was mad, or delusional, or a liar. He was a prophet of doom, a laughingstock, an anarchist. He could find himself on the F.B.Is watchlist real fast.

	“I assume the spirit stat will be important for this twin bond. Do I even have attribute points?”

	“Yes, Host.”

	“I do?”

	“Yes, Host. You currently have 592ap and 38sp.”

	“How can there be so many?”

	“All attributes points and skill points were tallied before the ultimate destruction of your body. They should have been automatically reapplied upon resurrection, but as that didn’t occur, they have become free to distribute.”

	EJ felt questions piling up in his mind regarding this bonanza. He didn’t know this tallying and reapplying was part of the resurrection process. He doubted anyone did. He had so many questions about builds and ways to game the fuck out of this, but System would definitely have an anti-tamper rule built in. He had to verify something.

	“These points are mine?”

	“Yes Host.”

	“And I’m free to distribute them, even right now?”

	“Yes Host, but I must advise against using them for any of the body stats.”

	“I can guess why, but tell me anyway.”

	“You would die the final death and so would your mother. For example, if you attempt to add points to strength, your body would try to grow strong muscles. This would require biomass energy from your mother as you are unable to eat. If by some miracle you survived, you would be too big and strong to be born naturally and…”

	“Okay stop. I don’t want to burst out of mum like the alien in that movie. I should target my mind or my soul?”

	“Yes Host. I suggest soul. The spirit stat will have no effect on your mother or your birth, and you will gain immediate benefits.”

	EJ was torn. Spirit was a useless stat at low levels. He’d really have to pile it on to make it worthwhile, and if he did, he would be locking himself into some kind of summoner, beast tamer, healer, or maybe a ritualist class. Summoning elementals or demons sounded powerful, but he’d never seen himself as the warlock type. Beast tamers were okay, but they need strong pets and without them they were nothing. And ritualist... don’t even go there. They were pure support. They created formations and arrays for protection. They could attack, but they need time to set up.

	That left pure healer. They were in high demand and really useful, but they had low defence and very little attacking power. He would seriously consider it this time over scout, because he’d died too many times for the lack of one. Having a way to heal himself was just too useful. It would be a big departure from stacking attributes for strength-based classes, but he’d tried and failed that route already.

	“These points are mine you said. Are you sure you won’t grab them back?”

	“Yes Host.”

	EJ was still unsettled. It seemed too good to be true. “Are you saying I can level up for twenty years, and then carry on after you reconnect to the collective? That’s too good to be true. Isn’t it cheating? Isn’t it unfair to others?”

	“No Host.”

	“Explain!” EJ snapped.

	The system didn’t care about good and evil, or justice. It didn’t seem to understand what he meant about cheating. It followed its rules and that was it, and its bloody rules were annoying the shit out of him! He knew it was too good to be true. Knew deep inside.

	“The Host cannot level and cannot choose a class without the collective, but you can assign your current attribute points.”

	“What about skill points?”

	“All skills require classes.”

	There it was. He was nerfed until his twentieth birthday. Holy crap, he was rich in points and couldn’t spend them. No wait, system specifically said he could apply them. That meant he’d be a classless genetic warrior with no skills. That was impossible! What if he went for the Hulk build and went all smashy smash? He wouldn’t, but what if he did? He asked.

	“The Host is free to choose. That is the primary directive.”

	So, even without the collective that rule remained. The system would let him be a fool and get thrown into some government secret whatever place in Area 51. The Hulk build would trigger something like it, EJ was sure.

	“I have to be really careful.”

	“I agree Host.”

	He shouldn’t use points in body while still a kid, that was absolute. He could use some after puberty when he’d be filling out any way, and if he worked out he could cover it with being a jock. That persona didn’t fit him, but it was a good cover for being stronger than most.

	“System, show me my stats.”

	***

	 


 

	4 — Attributes are king

	“Yes Host. Displaying statistics.”

	In EJ’s mind’s eye his stat page appeared, and he eagerly verified his current points, but the rest was just a mess of question marks. He could guess why for most, but it couldn’t even do his name and race? What the hell? He really wanted to dump a single point into everything just to get rid of all the mess! He quickly selected every tab and option to make sure everything else was working. 

	Name: ???

	Race: ???

	Level: ???

	Health: Normal

	Mana: ???/???

	Spirit: ???/???

	Body:

	Strength??? Agility??? Fitness???

	Mind:

	Inteligence??? Wisdom???

	Soul:

	Spirit??? Willpower???

	Titles: None

	Skills: None

	Cultivation: None

	Personal Space: 10x10 (upgradable)

	Available attribute points: 592

	Available skill points: 38

	 

	He was surprised he hadn’t lost his inventory slots. At level zero, the default was ten slots displayed in a single row, with an additional ten slot row awarded every tenth level until reaching level ninety. At level hundred, the system shop opened and allowed the purchase of various items including inventory slots, but the prices were beyond ruinous. Most didn’t bother and chose storage rings. There were advantages to both. Rings were cheaper but they were visible wealth that could be stolen. Inventory slots cost a lot more but were hidden and secure.

	“The Host, the inventory space is part of me. It is indestructible.”

	There we go, another advantage. Rings could be broken and their contents lost, but not the inventory.

	“All my gear and my storage ring were lost?”

	“The system may not tamper with the host. Removing items or gear from the body, and accessing the host’s inventory is tampering.”

	“I had a lot of loot in that ring. Why is my name and race not filled in?”

	“It will update when you’re born.”

	EJ grunted. It was about what he’d expected. His inventory had some useful stuff. A few stacks of potions, a few bottles of pills. Various weapons and combat suits from his latest victims... cough cough... peers. There was survival gear like a good tent, ropes, pitons, and other stuff. Lots of food that was useless now but would stay edible forever. Water too. And a few looted storage rings!

	“Jackpot! System, can you tell what’s in the storage rings?”

	“No Host.”

	Not unexpected. His own ring had held the loot from the ruins. Most people did the same but would stash one or two of the best things in their inventories. Those couldn’t be scanned or looted, and despite knowing that everyone was scamming everyone else, it still went on. It wasn’t worth fighting over. As long as there was some decent taxable stuff in your ring, the guards would let it go. Most clans wouldn’t fight over the junk found in a level 3 ruin anyway. Besides, they only let outsiders into their territories as a public relations exercise. The best ruins were restricted to their own members.

	“Have to wait,” he muttered. He could guess what they contained based on what he kept in his. There wouldn’t be anything super valuable. “I can still hope, but that’s all it will be.”

	There were all sorts of junk he hadn’t thrown away. Playing cards? Why did he have those? He couldn’t remember. Clothes of various sorts, some bloody. He vaguely remembered throwing them in for washing a few years ago. His inventory was a garbage dump. The tablets and ebook readers caught his eye. They looked new and unused. He’d probably planned to get some culture and then forgot about them.

	“Only the pills, potions, and rings are worth anything. The rest is just your everyday adventuring junk.”

	EJ tabbed back to his stats. He could easily afford to waste some points on spirit, but he still felt reluctant. He’d spent twenty years chasing levels and knew how much experience they represented. Each level up to level ten was worth three A.P plus two bonus A.P at every half ten, so level five gained an extra two, and level ten another extra two. In other words, if he splurged and threw thirty-four points into the spirit stat, he would be squandering ten levels of A.P into a stat he didn’t even want.

	“Why am I doing this again?”

	“The Host, spirit is the most beneficial and underused stat.”

	EJ grunted. “So you say, but everyone knows what it’s good for. It empowers summoning, healing, and ritual classes. All know that.”

	“Host, if you want to wait to meet your sibling, then you can.”

	Did System sound a bit exasperated just then? Impossible. EJ stared unwillingly at his spirit attribute and almost whimpered as he willed a single point into it. His vision whited out. Slowly his stat page faded back into view, and the spirit stat was updated.

	“What the hell was that?”

	“You experienced additional spirit energy flowing into your sea of consciousness.”

	“I don’t feel any different. Is baby brother alright? I didn’t steal it from him did I?”

	“No Host, your sibling is fine. You cannot steal another’s spirit without gaining the devour skill. Also, one point of spirit will not have the desired effect.”

	EJ shuddered. Devour was an awesome and powerful skill, but very scary. There were some dark powers that used it to devour souls of beasts to improve cultivation. Unsurprisingly, humans twisted everything and certain famous assassins used it to murder people. Like, for real dead. No soul meant no resurrection. If caught, they would suffer the same fate using a ritual circle.

	“How much spirit do you recommend, and don’t say as much as possible!”

	The System seemed to struggle in silence as it considered how to honestly answer without disobeying. Finally, it found a way, but EJ was already anticipating something he wouldn’t like.

	“The Host. Spirit aids cultivation. The more spent, the greater the benefit, and there are milestone rewards. Rules prevent me from tampering, but you should remember your past achievements.”

	EJ whimpered as he realised what System was suggesting. Various milestones triggered perks. For example, a hundred points in fitness had rewarded him the passive skill [copper body]. It sounded good, and it really wasn’t that bad, but by the time he got that skill, everyone was hitting hard enough to overcome its effect pretty easily.

	Milestones pushed people into stacking one stat, which is why most chose classes that used the same main stat. It was a way to stack without the downside of losing other useful attributes. For example, all melee fighters stacked strength for more damage output, but some had fitness as their second stat, while others had agility. Choosing two classes to get all three was the melee fighter’s goal before level hundred.

	EJ had gone that route with weapon master and scout but regretted it bitterly now. The real powers in the world had left petty things like stacking stats behind. After all, what were classes to the gods? Thats what they were like. Gods. In the end, power is all that mattered, no matter its source. While the masses struggled with the idea of perfect builds like a game, the gods were performing mass slaughter to gain exotic materials on alien planes.

	Level hundred was the game changer for humanity, and it quickly became the real beginning of the new era. At that stage, XP is replaced with gene points gained by infusing the genes of powerful creatures or consuming gene potions. Stats could quickly pile up when eating dragon meat or infusing the blood of a phoenix.

	One thing all powerful gene warriors had in common was their use of magic for inner strength or spells. Magic was powerful, but specialising in it made surviving at low levels risky. Few could stand it in the early years, but those that did, had climbed over mountains of corpses to stand at the top of the world by the time of EJ’s death.

	Remembering them made it an easier choice. He wasn’t living in the new era with its beast tides and walled cities now. He could safely do this, but his old melee mindset was balking and raging against the idea of a weak body. Before he chickened out, he willed more points into his spirit stat. Ninety-nine precious points vanished from his pool, and a bomb exploded in his soul. The whiteout this time lingered and didn’t fade.

	A storm raged in his sea of consciousness, as spirit energy poured into his soul, forcefully expanding the sea and remaking all that he currently was. His soul sucked it up joyously and greedily. That’s what it felt like as his power swelled. He felt his consciousness expanding and with it his perception.

	He’d never hated hidden stats as much as he did now. How much did perception increase per hundred points of spirit? His old miserly min-maxing gamer-self roared at the injustice of not knowing how to calculate it.

	It made perfect sense that healers were perceptive. They needed to use it on people, to see inside, and heal them. The aid to cultivation made sense now too. Perception could be used on oneself, and in training. It should help in understanding new fighting techniques as well. Perception can warn of danger and detect treasure. It was a sixth sense. So useful!

	Slowly the storm calmed down, and EJ used his new awareness to look at the changes. His sea of consciousness was roiling with power. He tried to calm it further, but he couldn’t. It overwhelmed him too easily. His willpower stat was empty. He considered adding a hundred points to it, but only briefly. This is what happens when spending points. One thing led to another and before you knew it a spending spree was underway.

	No! Absolutely not.

	Ding!

	“Congratulations Host. It is detected that your soul is awakened. Spirit pool is activated. Spirit pool +1000.

	Ding!

	“Congratulations Host. Awarded the title: [Spirit Master]. This rare title is awarded to those with the willingness to ignore all distractions (other stats) in favour of contemplating the mysteries of the heavens. +1 willpower. +1 wisdom.”

	Ding!

	“Congratulations Host. Awarded the title: [First Cultivator]. This unique title is awarded to those with the wisdom and insight to understand that the soul is the foundation of everything. +2 wisdom, +2 intelligence.”

	Ding!

	“Congratulations Host. It is detected that your intelligence has increased for the first time. Mana pool is activated. Mana +20.

	EJ read the list of notifications in disbelief. A rare title and a unique title! He didn’t know who got them in his past life, but this time around it was him. He felt a burst of excitement as he realised, he could grab all the firsts... no, wait. This was just luck. At the time of the fall, firsts would jump out all over the world. He couldn’t grab them, but at least this one was his.

	Ding!

	“Congratulations Host. For reaching two milestones: Spirit Master and First Cultivator, you are awarded the high rank cultivation manual [Devouring the Nine Divine Stars Method]. Is it learned?”

	“Yes.”

	Knowledge of the cultivation method flooded into his brain and etched itself in his memory. How to cultivate. Where to cultivate. What to look out for. Tips for bottlenecks and breakthroughs. Discussions between various practitioners and their experiences poured in.

	10% 30% 70% ...

	Information flooded his mind and became a part of him. He knew this method was an eastern practice. The domineering name alone would’ve told him that, and this method spoke of qi not mana. Western mages used mana, eastern used Qi and called themselves cultivators. All the same destination, just different paths to it. The intelligence stat governed it. The practise methods in the manual had some interesting discussions. If he could have, he would’ve immediately researched on the world cultivation forums. Alas, that resource was twenty and more years away in the future. 

	...90% 100%

	Ding!

	“Congratulations to Host for learning the [Devouring the Nine Divine Stars Method] and starting on the path to immortality. Achievement awarded: Dedicated Spiritualist (Title). +1 to all spirit attacks.

	Well. The title was useless. He didn’t have any attacks. He didn’t have any skills at all except his cultivation method.   

	“System, you knew this would happen.”

	“Yes Host.”

	“And you didn’t tell me.”

	“That would be tampering, Host.”

	“And yet you all but led me by the nose to this result.”

	No comment this time. 

	EJ felt conflicted. A hundred points gone, but he’d gained a cultivation method he’d never heard of and never would have practiced if he had. But, it gave him something to do while he waited, and that felt precious right now. Maybe something good would come of it. He wasn’t tempted to spend more points yet. Other milestones could be picked up he was sure, but none would be useful in the womb, that was certain!

	***

	 


 

	5 — Little Brother

	“System, show me my stats.”

	“Yes Host.”

	Name: ???

	Race: ???

	Level: ???

	Health: Normal

	Mana: 20/20

	Spirit: 1010/1010

	Body:

	Strength??? Agility??? Fitness???

	Mind:

	Intelligence 2 Wisdom 3

	Soul:

	Spirit: 101 Willpower 2

	Titles: 

	Spirit Master (+1will, +1wis)

	First Cultivator (+2wis, +2int)

	Dedicated Spiritualist (+1 to all spirit attacks)

	Skills: None

	Cultivation: Devouring the Nine Divine Stars Method. (0% progress to first star)

	Personal Space: 10x10 (upgradable)

	Available attribute points: 492

	Available skill points: 38

	“System, create two new tabs for titles and skills and move the lists over.”

	“Yes Host.”

	The data vanished and the main page suddenly looked less cluttered. He wanted to try to cultivate, but first he needed to check in with little brother. He hadn’t before because their bond was still forming, but now it felt solid. Unshakeable and full of spirit energy. EJ paused at that realisation.

	“System, am I right in thinking that my twin bond is safe to use now?”

	“It was safe before, Host. Failure to contact your twin would not be harmful to either of you.”

	EJ sighed. “I meant... forget it. The bond feels strong and full of spirit.”

	“Yes Host. Both souls have equalised, and the bond is unbreakable at this point.”

	EJ fought for calm. “Please explain. Do you mean baby brother sucked up my spirit like a little leach?”

	“No Host. Free spirit entered your soul, then entered the bond and flowed into your twin until you reached the correct amount to fill your spirit pool. Currently that is one thousand points for each of you. This anomaly was detected, but was considered beneficial.”

	“Let me get this straight. My soul sea has a leak, and you didn’t think it relevant enough to inform me?”

	“Yes Host.”

	“Why?!” EJ blasted out. It felt pretty fucking important to him.

	“Because there is no solution, Host. The bond is there. The bond will always be there. And if there were a way to cut it, you would not.”

	EJ was speechless. System was completely right. He wouldn’t cut off his brother, but he’d like to have known that he was sharing points before he started. Or was he? No he wasn’t, he realised. Baby brother had lucked out with a free ride! The System didn’t care that it sent two thousand points of energy to fill a single spirit pool with one thousand points, so why should he?

	EJ was suddenly very cheerful. If he spent all his points in spirit, both of them would be like cultivating gods! Wait, no bad! His inner gamer was having a hissy. No spendy! Spending points bad!

	“What will this mean for cultivation?”

	“Host, for maximum efficiency, you should both cultivate together at the same time. This will boost results along the lines of 1+1=3. Please note this formula is for visualisation purposes only.”

	EJ snorted. A boost huh? That must mean the reverse will be true as well. For example, if he cultivated but brother didn’t, the effect would be halved. There couldn’t be advantage without disadvantage. That would just be too cheaty.

	“Just for my information, this bond wouldn’t allow the sharing of body or mind stats, correct?”

	“Correct, Host. Your souls are bonded like a spirit beast under contract, but without the contractual rules being in effect.”

	“This is just too good.”

	“Agreed Host. I cannot explain it. There are no records of this, and it cannot be duplicated.”

	Maybe there was a way to add some rules then. Like adding a rule that would allow sharing of other stats. After all, sharing things through bonds and contracts wasn’t unprecedented. Spirit beasts and pets shared xp with their masters similar to the way dungeon parties did. And Beastmasters could see their beast’s stats and assign points. Admittedly they were free points rewarded upon level ups, and not the Beastmaster’s own points, but still. Very similar right?

	EJ was reaching. He knew he was, but the possibility was there however small. It was worth pursuing. EJ had to wonder about how his situation could even happen at all. Dying, going back in time, the butterfly effect of displacing his own proto-soul and bonding with it. Spirit beast contracts allowed the Beastmaster to summon their beasts from a distance, to track and always know where they are. Any of that between him and his brother would be over the top, right?

	He shook off the thought. 

	“System, you said my brother doesn’t have a system. Can he even cultivate without one?”

	“Cultivation requires three things. A method, access to resources, and time. You have all three. A System is not required.”

	He would have to teach the method to his twin. The System had infused the knowledge directly into him, but it couldn’t do that for anyone but his own host. The resource mentioned was spirit energy, which was very weak at this time in the world, but he had a spirit pool which the System refilled over a short time. Too cheaty. In the future, spirit will be abundant, but right now his spirit pool was like a unique bottomless reservoir full of liquid gold. The third requirement was time. They had plenty.

	“System, it’s time to invite baby bro to the trial space for a chat. How do I do that?”

	“Just enter the trial space and use the bond to send an invite. With your permission, I will do the rest.”

	“Permission is granted and no need to ask later.”

	“Yes Host.”

	The familiar empty room greeted EJ. He hadn’t used it in years. When the world ended, this space was like a last refuge for many people’s sanity. Every System had one. It was customisable like a VR game lobby and was used to practice skills before trying them in reality. Of course, the real purpose was for the human race to quickly learn about the system and new era. Every kid in the world used it like a school, college, university, and military bootcamp rolled into one. It was a completely safe space for learning. Upon exit, the only thing taken into reality was knowledge. If EJ could duplicate this before the fall, he’d be the richest man in the world. But then, the economy would crash and he’d lose everything when the first beast tides arrived.

	Ah well.

	EJ felt along the bond and touched his brother’s soul for the first time. “Er... hi?”

	“???!”

	Oh my god I’ve traumatized him. “Don’t be scared, bro. We’re family. I won’t hurt you.”

	“You... me... family?”

	“Yeah, you know family? I’m your brother, EJ. We’re twins... ah that is we’re the same.”

	“Same. Same like me?”

	Good grief this was going to take patience. He’d never had kids, nor worked with them. In America, one of the first few countries to recover some order after the beast tides, the kids were protected in the very centre of the cities behind high walls manned with heavy weapons. Extinction had been beckoning, and the kids were the country’s future.

	That EJ wasn’t surprised to hear his brother talk was enough to show how little he remembered about kids. A hundred years of fighting for his life had dulled his memories of ever being a kid himself. By the time he did realise the strangeness of their bond and its effects, he would no longer care about it.

	“So yeah. Wanna meet up?”

	“Yes?”

	“Great. I’ll invite you over. I’ve never done this before; I mean obvious right? So just feel me and come over I guess?”

	His lame invitation had one thing going for it. It worked. The part where he said, ‘feel me and come over’, was just good enough to work. EJ’s brother appeared in the room, not as a baby but as a preteen kid identical to EJ. The System had made them the same avatars to ease the way. EJ realised the reasoning instantly and went with it. He didn’t want to scare the kid, and he certainly didn’t need a baby to deal with.

	“Hey,” EJ said when all the other did was look around at the blank walls curiously. “I know it’s not much, but I can change it. Watch this.”

	EJ changed the room. The walls disappeared and a basketball court appeared around them. He walked over and grabbed one of the balls. He dribbled really ineptly—he hadn’t played for decades—and tried a weak jump shot. Missed of course.

	“There see?”

	Baby bro nodded.

	“Ah, listen. I want to teach you some stuff. How about I give you a name first?”

	“Okay.”

	EJ had no idea what mum would name his brother. Hey, she might even change EJ’s name for all he knew. Still, she wasn’t around right now.

	“Look, I don’t know how much you understand about what’s going on, but you need to know that when we’re born...”

	Baby bro cocked his head. “Born?”

	“Yeah, you know,” EJ made a vague waving gesture downward between his legs and added a whooshing sound effect like maybe they’d be launched out of the womb like two rockets. “Born. Anyway, when we get outside, mum might give us new names, so this is only temporary, right?”

	Baby bro looked more confused than ever.

	“The Host, if I might interrupt?”

	“Oh god, I wish you would. I’m drowning here.” 

	“Your brother is a blank slate. He needs basic general knowledge before he can learn higher concepts like cultivation, and although a name is very basic, it should not be the priority right now. You have used half of your spirit pool already.”

	Half already!

	“There isn’t much time left of this first meeting. Although your brother doesn’t have a system, he has you. If you allow, you can give him certain memories and impart knowledge like a system would.”

	“Really?”

	“Yes Host. I mentioned before that the bond allows you to communicate and pass memories.”

	EJ vaguely remembered being told something like that.

	“Because human memory is often jumbled, and people become easily distracted, I can filter and organise this... data for you. I will be an intermediary in the flow.”

	Why did EJ think System wanted to say chaotic mess rather than data just then? “I think that’s a great idea. How about we give him my school years, say up to high school? Eh wait, is that too much for a kid?”

	“Yes Host. I would suggest more basic still. Perhaps 5th grade?”

	EJ was feeling very out of his depth. He didn’t have good memories of his school years, and his memories after the fall were full of blood and murder.

	“Make sure to filter out anything scary or sad.”

	“There isn’t much left, Host.”

	“You! Was that a joke or an insult?”

	“A joke, Host, but a poor attempt. Shall we start? You have two hundred left in your spirit pool.”

	EJ approached his brother who was staring blankly again. He felt he needed a gesture, so he placed his hand gently on his brother’s forehead first.

	“I’m going to teach you something, okay? System, show him.”

	EJ relaxed and remembered his earliest memories. They flowed like one of those montage movies. Learning to read, to write, to draw pictures. He’d been no artist and was terrible. When his thoughts would’ve jumped to something random, System guided him back. Basic math and the times table. Poor kid was getting the shitty end of the stick.

	After a while EJ’s reverie became deeper and deeper until he experienced the memories along with his brother like a third party. Laughter and tickles from mum, hugs and kisses from Aunt Jean, mum’s twin sister. His dad in his Marine Corps. captain’s uniform watching EJ from the doorway with pride shining in his eyes but ducking out of sight before EJ could go to him. Many Christmas and birthday presents, movies and... school exams! Horrible torturing kids like that. Watching other kids playing ball, being confronted by school bullies... and back to hugs and kisses and math again! Reading picture books on his mum’s lap and playing games. Going to the park, the zoo, eating cake! Oh yum. A girl coming up to him to play, but that memory faded to black before EJ could hold it. Who had she been?

	EJ was feeling a bit tired now as his brain was over stimulated. One had to remember that he was still developing. His brain wasn’t near fully formed, but it was getting there fast. As his spirit gradually depleted, his eyes fell shut as he dreamed of Christmas presents and math lessons.

	***

	 


 

	6 — Birthday

	2hrs : 9mins : 46secs 

	Oh god EJ was so excited. Today was the day. He’d confirmed everything was the same so far as his previous life. Mum was in the care of the Naval Hospital at Beaufort; dad was still a Marine stationed nearby at Merritt Field Air Station. The Iraq war and dad’s promotion to captain was still years away. System had helped confirm it all.

	System had connected to the old internet many times over the last few months to show little EJ something for his lessons. Nothing had changed from his previous life except mum’s payload. Double the work and double the reward so to speak. 

	The poor woman.

	EJ could feel little EJ on the other end of their bond. He was as calm as could be. EJ felt weird calling him little EJ, but it wouldn’t be for long now. His brother had chosen it himself, insisting it was only for his avatar in the trial space. EJ guessed it was okay, but it still felt a bit off. He knew why. He worried about that itty bitty piece of his soul in little EJ. With all the lessons and memories they’d shared plus that soul piece, it felt like foreshadowing doom.

	EJ could feel mum getting ready for the final sprint. The contractions had begun hours ago but they were close together now. He was already head down. Little EJ called it assuming the position! Little rascal. System was monitoring mum, and all was well. Dad was on leave and here with her. Voices were muffled, but EJ could hear him encouraging her.

	“System, distract me.”

	“Yes Host. Did you know that according to recent census data, close to 280 million births will occur in the United States this year, of those 143 million will be girls. This is 51.3%...”

	“Okay shut up. It’s not working.”

	“Yes Host.”

	EJ felt his brother trying to reach him. It was second nature to accept the call after cultivating together so often. Little EJ had taken to cultivating like a fish to water. He was better at it too. The bond shared gains equally, and that meant EJ gained more for less effort. It made him feel guilty. It felt like he was leaching off his more talented brother.

	“Hey,” little EJ said. “You need to calm down. How about I go first. Show you the way.”

	“Ha! It’s a bit late for that. I’m already halfway there. I don’t think mum would like us wrestling for it.”

	“True. Let’s cultivate to pass the time faster. System can monitor and call us in time.”

	EJ thought about it. “Okay sure.”

	They arrived in the trial space and sat opposite. Before they started, Little EJ changed the room. EJ had told System to let him control the space long ago. There was nothing dangerous he could do here. He could blow up the room for a laugh and no harm would come to him.

	The surroundings changed to one EJ remembered. They’d see it for real soon. It had been his room in his last life at his parent’s place in Beaufort South Carolina, their permanent home, not the base apartment mum and dad shared before his birth. It was a great place, and he had a lot of good memories of it. It had belonged to dad’s parents, who were no longer alive sadly. A boating accident had taken them before he was born. The house remained though, and it was full of their memory. It had its own dock for access to a tidal creek, and about two acres of land.

	EJ remembered that dad had refused to buy a boat for years because of what happened to his parents, but EJ got his way in the end. They were the best times with his dad. Fishing and diving... he missed his dad so much. He couldn’t wait for those times to come again. And this time? He wouldn’t let the fucking beast tide take him away!

	“What are you thinking about?” Little EJ said. “You look constipated.”

	EJ snorted. “You shouldn’t know that word. Has System been corrupting you again?”

	“I have been teaching as per your order, Host. Not corrupting.”

	They both rolled their eyes at that.

	“I was thinking about my dad.”

	“Our dad,” Little EJ reminded. “What about him?”

	“I was thinking about how I wheedled and moped and tried
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