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Chapter. 1: Resolution of Survival




Hell⁠— I was in hell.

I was panting, my heart was working overdrive in order to keep me running. My legs screamed after every step as they felt like giving up at any given moment.

I was never athletic⁠— always preferring to stay inside and paint. I was an art major, a lazy one at that. Exercise was never really a priority in my life, I never thought it would be a priority, but I was wrong⁠—

The white beast behind me shrieked, trying to rip me to shreds.

I gritted my teeth, expecting the twisted monster to catch up at any moment. Yesterday had been a normal day, with art studies and practices⁠, it ended uneventfully, until⁠— I found myself in this white snowy hell. Plains of white, dead grass and trees, and a wretched creature that immediately attacked me⁠—

Over five minutes had passed and the thing wasn’t letting up.

I looked behind only to see the incarnation of hatred, a beast of white fur and red eyes that resembled a wolf. An animal that was more aggressive than anything I knew of; one seemingly driven by primal hatred. Why was it attacking me? Why did it have a personal grudge against me?!

“What the fuck is your problem?!” I screamed jumping over a fallen tree.

The dead tree exploded right behind me as I stared in horror. My question resounded in the air, never to be answered until a screen flashed in front of the wolf.




[Arctic Wolf. Tier: F]




“What the fuck?!” I cried before focusing on running; what was⁠— and another screen flashed before my vision with a chime.




[ The Arctic Wolf is the starting enemy for your training as a Hero. ]




My eyes skimmed over the words⁠ before screaming out loud— “That doesn’t make sense!”

I ran into a forest of dead trees. What were the floating screens?! Was I in some kind of game?! Nothing made sense, not even how rabid the beast behind me was⁠—

And another screen appeared.




[ Arc. You have been chosen as a Hero by The System due to your talents. You have been summoned to E̴͕̻̔̿̊̑͜r̸͉͍̅̒͑̍ŗ̶̗̭̬̮̦̇̈̓͜ǫ̸͈̽́̽͑̂͋̋̕r̴̙̯̼͓̙̲̙͉̃̓͂̆̾̀̌̀ in order to maintain the E̴͕̻̔̿̊̑͜r̸͉͍̅̒͑̍ŗ̶̗̭̬̮̦̇̈̓͜ǫ̸͈̽́̽͑̂͋̋̕r̴̙̯̼͓̙̲̙͉̃̓͂̆̾̀̌̀ and purge the Ư̸̖̦̥͑̌͋̀͘n̷̳̼̙̐̎͌͐̈́̈͜ḵ̶̢̥̬̘̪̯͐͊ͅṇ̶̢̲̌͆͝o̷͇̓̅͐͌̐̄̽̈́w̵͚̤̮̖̋̀͛̂n̸̨͈̜̦̼̙͙̿̏.

You are currently undergoing training. ]




“That still doesn’t make sense!” I panted.

What System? What Hero? Error, Error, Unknown? Training⁠⁠— ?! What the fuck!

I wove in between the numerous dead trees, trying to run away from the rabid beast chasing behind me. My eyes darted, trying to find the best path for me to take, but it was interrupted by breathing of the monster behind me and the explosion of wood.

My heart skipped a beat as I immediately swerved in a different direction, nearly tripping. Why was it so relentless—? I heard the roars of hatred coming for me— Where had the wolf even come from? It appeared mid-air!

I ran from the beast as it tore through the forest—

“I’m going to die⁠—” There was no other way about it. It was only a matter of time. “I don’t want to die!” I cried, running.

And at that moment, a new screen appeared.




[ You have received Tier: F. Weapon: Training Spear.

Show your resolve to become a hero or die trying. ]




A small light fixture appeared from thin air with a black spear manifesting before me, floating at the same speed I ran. My mind spun⁠— Show resolve or die? Was there no other option? I heard the wolf chasing after me, it was an impossible situation, but now⁠— now I had a weapon.

I hesitated, but I still reached out for the spear as I held it in my hand. I didn’t want to die, I didn’t want to fight either, but running wasn’t getting anywhere, and the more I ran the more tired I felt. I didn’t want to fight, but I literally had no other choice.

Gritting my teeth, I spun around to face the wolf, only to see it already jumping towards me⁠— I raised my spear, almost by instinct, thrusting into the jumping beast. The black blade of the weapon pierced its shoulder, drawing a deep squeal. 

The weight of the monster made my arms tremble as I somehow sent the massive white wolf onto the ground, shrieking in pain. I didn’t understand how I had enough strength to do so, how I still had breath even after running for so long, but it didn’t matter now.

I drew back my spear before immediately driving the weapon into the wolf’s neck; adrenaline pumped through my veins. Somehow managing to pull back before the claws of my adversary hit me, driven by nothing by instincts I side-stepped, dodging yet again as I stabbed forward⁠—

The Arctic Wolf shrieked as its crimson blood splattered, and at that moment another screen flashed.




[ You have defeated: Arctic Wolf. Tier: F. ]




I pulled back the spear with deep breaths as I stared at the limp white beast… It was dead. I sighed, I had managed to kill it, and I was now safe. My eyes wandered around the vast white land and decayed forest.

Just how did I get here?

I stared at my surroundings for a few moments, before another screen flashed before my eyes.




[ You have acquired a Skill: Frenzied Whirlwind. Tier: F. ]

[ Well done. Intensity has been increased. ]




Skill? My mind paused⁠. I didn’t understand what that meant⁠— and what did it mean by intensity? I stared at the screen for a few moments, before a flash in the distance distracted me. I turned and⁠— more flashes of light appeared around me. All spawning new enemies into the world, the same kind of hate-driven beast I had just killed⁠—




[Arctic Wolf. Tier: F]

[Arctic Wolf. Tier: F]

[Arctic Wolf. Tier: F]

…




Dozens appeared in my surroundings and I paled.

There were so many of them… My mind almost stilled as I stared at my surroundings. They had practically come from thin air, the same kind of hateful beasts as the one I had just killed. Except, there were dozens instead of one.

Was this what it meant by Intensity⁠—

And they growled, immediately taking notice of me. My mind spun and I immediately turned around gripping my spear in fear. I couldn’t fight so many at once. There were far too many of them, if they caught up to me I would be done for.

My heart raced as I jumped over a dead tree, the growls of the numerous Arctic Wolves resounded in my ears as I attempted to escape.

The forest in my surroundings blurred as I quickly exited it with the wolves following closely behind me. Rabid and full of hatred. I ran for my life as the symphony of death chased after me.

There had to be something.

A way to escape⁠—

And my eyes saw a rock formation in the distance. One that resembled a cave. It was far away, and it wasn’t a guaranteed way to escape, but the snarls behind me kept me from overthinking as I focused on running. I just had to escape⁠—

I was tackled, rolling through the snow as I tussled with an Arctic Wolf. My heart raced⁠—

“Fuck off, get away⁠— fuck⁠—” I cursed slamming and kicking it. My spear stabbed into its shoulder as I managed to kick it away. “Gah⁠—”

It scratched my leg as I got it off. I scrambled making distance between me and the wolf⁠⁠— and another beast tackled me as I hit the cold hard ground with a grunt. It went directly for my neck as I barely raised my spear in time for it to bite its shaft.

The Arctic Wolf pressed down as I struggled to fight its strength. The growls echoed, and I rolled with the wolf, finally managing to break its grip and drawing back my spear before stabbing it in its direction. Nicking its leg, it snarled, and at that moment ⁠— by sheer instinct ⁠—  I side-stepped as wolf narrowly missed me.

I backed off only to hear growls behind me, and that’s when I realized, I was surrounded⁠.

Fuck⁠—

A deep bellow shook the land and my heart instinctively felt primal fear⁠— what was that⁠— the land shook. Trees inside the forest fell, and a shadow towered over the sky. Almost every single wolf in unison shivered, turning in the direction, and at that moment I saw it.

An impossibly large being of white fur and animal features, imposing with red lights for eyes⁠—

And it stepped forward, its foot dwarfed the land, immediately slamming down⁠— blood and entrails, snow and dirt exploded as two wolves not too far away from me were stomped out of existence in just a single moment.

What is⁠—




[The Overlord: Tier: ???]




And another screen flashed.




[ The final opponent of training, training will come to an end once The Overlord has been defeated. ]




I had no time to even try and understand what the screen had just said as It stomped once more, killing another wolf in an instant. Snarls and growls drew me back to reality, making me turn around and run. All of the Arctic Wolves in my surroundings shrieked, spreading in multiple directions.

I ran in the direction of the cave, ignoring the wolves in my surroundings. Panic blared  through the atmosphere as my mind gave me warnings in all directions. I ran with all I had, the fear-filled shrieks in my surroundings echoed as I rapidly closed in towards the cave.

However, I was not alone as another Arctic Wolf chased after me, its ragged and desperate breath sent shivers down my spine, as it sped up before it⁠— jumped.

I ducked, barely avoiding its tackle as it landed with a burst of snow.

The Arctic Wolf immediately turned to attack me once more, frenzied and panicked, its fur standing on end as it took a step towards me— and it exploded. An icicle appeared along with an explosion of snow as I heard the roars of the Overlord in the distance.

I craned my head only to see the silhouette moving, hearing distant slaughter⁠—

My heart skipped as I turned around and ran towards the cave.

Those few seconds were grueling, seared into my mind as I was terrified beyond reasonable belief. But eventually, I made it inside before going down the ice ravine it was connected to, once I heard calm, that was when I finally relaxed.

I was… safe.

I stared at my shaking hands, at the spear lying next to me, and there was only one thought in my mind after all of that.

“What the fuck is going on…” I stared at the icy ceiling. “I was just doing fucking anatomy practice out of all things, and now I am in this frozen hell⁠— what even is the System anyway?! What is this hero thing!?” I cried in anger.

I didn’t understand it. The flashing screens⁠— were they the System? Was the System like a videogame or something⁠— no, ignoring that; what. What even was happening, what was this training thing⁠— what was this place?

And a screen appeared.




[ These are the training grounds for you, Arc, to become a Hero in order to maintain the E̴͕̻̔̿̊̑͜r̸͉͍̅̒͑̍ŗ̶̗̭̬̮̦̇̈̓͜ǫ̸͈̽́̽͑̂͋̋̕r̴̙̯̼͓̙̲̙͉̃̓͂̆̾̀̌̀ and purge the Ư̸̖̦̥͑̌͋̀͘n̷̳̼̙̐̎͌͐̈́̈͜ḵ̶̢̥̬̘̪̯͐͊ͅṇ̶̢̲̌͆͝o̷͇̓̅͐͌̐̄̽̈́w̵͚̤̮̖̋̀͛̂n̸̨͈̜̦̼̙͙̿̏. ]




I snorted. “Fuck off…” And a sigh left me. “I just want to go home…”

I didn’t understand what was going on, or what the purpose of things was, however, I didn’t want to deal with this bullshit.




[ You will remain in this place until your training is finished. Great talent resides within you. ]




“Shut up.”

I was stranded in fantasy land. I didn’t want to fight anymore, I didn’t even want to kill that Arctic Wolf, but I had no choice, and for some reason, I didn’t even fucking hesitate to stab it. For some god-forsaken reason, I even had a vague instinct of what to do. The impression of its death was practically nothing in my mind.

I could sleep and forget about it.

I closed my eyes. “Fuck.”

I shouldn’t have been able to run for so long, nor have that much strength. It took me a moment to calm down before I stared at the fallen spear on the ground. Right now, nothing made sense to me; I wasn’t this strong or physically gifted in the past.

Why now?




[ Because you are a Hero candidate. Great potential resides within you. You have learned a skill, it should come in second nature to use it, so long as you desire it. ]




I scowled. “I said to shut up!”

But even then, the words of the floating screen resided in my head. I had been able to run for so long because I was a Hero candidate? And then there was the skill I quote unquote “learned”. I remembered that notification. But still…

Second nature?

I slowly stood up and grabbed my spear. I didn’t want to believe the floating words, but I still prepared a stance and focused for just a moment⁠— Frenzied Whirlwind⁠— and during that instance, I could imagine the skill for a moment. A series of fast and lethal thrusts of the spear, I just had to⁠—

Do it!

I lunged with my spear forward as my muscles tensed, and at that moment a familiar feeling overtook my actions as I followed it; stabbing multiple times in quick succession towards the air, and⁠— the feeling ended as soon as it came. The skill ended just like that.

I stared at the air in silence.

“What was… that?”

I was… I didn’t⁠— things didn’t make sense right now. I shook my head. Even if I accepted everything I had just been told in full stride, there was still a huge problem⁠—

What am I even supposed to do now?

I didn’t want to die in this place. I was stuck in a cave, the twisted Overlord thing was still above ground, I was⁠—

And at that moment a growl entered my ears. I looked towards the curve of the tunnel, where an Arctic Wolf immediately ran towards me, baring its fangs.




[Arctic Wolf. Tier: F]




I raised my spear as I prepared myself to receive the pouncing beast, but at that moment more roars joined it, as two more monsters rounded the corner.




[Arctic Wolf. Tier. F]

[Arctic Wolf. Tier. F]




Fuck⁠— I stabbed forward, making the Arctic Wolf squeal, and without giving me respite, the two other monsters pounced towards me. Forcing me to draw back. My heart was rushing once more, all while I took deep breaths, my arm was still in pain from the injury earlier⁠—

I didn’t want to die.

And the wolves attacked again, pushing me back. It was three against one, my mind whirled, panicking for answers as I somehow dodged and ducked between the attacks⁠—

I had to use the skill⁠.

Otherwise, I was going to die⁠—

And a wolf pounced as I prepared the spear, this time following the familiar motions⁠ as something inside of me engaged, my arm muscles tensing⁠— [Frenzied Whirlwind]⁠— I stabbed multiple times forward in an instant, piercing through the torso of the wolf numerous times as a screen flashed.




[ You have defeated: Arctic Wolf. Tier: F. ]




Then, the two other wolves pounced on me and I drew back. One missed and the other one managed to scratch my arm, making me grunt. I held my spear before thrusting once more⁠—

I stabbed onto the closest wolf drawing blood, before reeling my spear and⁠— [Frenzied Whirlwind⁠]—

Stabbing multiple times through the wolf⁠—




[ You have defeated: Arctic Wolf. Tier: F. ]




I panted watching the now dead wolf on the ground, I felt more tired than ever. Meanwhile, the last remaining Arctic Wolf pounced on me as I attempted to dodge, but I was sluggish. It managed to slash at my arm, drawing a grunt from me.

Just once more⁠—

My body was screaming at me to stop, and yet I raised my spear anyway, ignoring all protests. If I stopped now, there would be no tomorrow; there would be no nothing. The wolf snarled as I prepared my spear and it rushed⁠—

[Frenzied Whirlwind⁠]—

I stabbed thrice onto the wolf before the skill ended from pure exhaustion. The beast yelped as it drew back bleeding, but I marched forward with labored breaths as I used all my remaining strength with one final stab.




[ You have defeated: Arctic Wolf. Tier: F. ]




And it died…

I collapsed on the ground as another screen appeared before me.




[ You have leveled up. ]

[ Levels are a window to growth, granting you attributes and the capacity to be stronger. ]

[ Certain milestones will grant bonus rewards as well as Skills to aid you in battle. ]

[ As a Hero your attributes have been automatically distributed in an optimal manner. ]




I stared, glazing over all of the text. I barely registered its meaning past being stronger. After, a long sigh of relief hit me. Despite everything that had happened, I was still very much alive.

My mind wandered back to the initial chase, the confusion I felt upon getting to this frozen land, and finally, at the Overlord⁠—

The final opponent of training.

I still didn’t understand what the System was, or if I could even return home, but right now, there was a simple resolve in my mind.

I’m going to kill the Overlord.

Slowly, I stood up and reached for the spear impaled on the Arctic Wolf, drawing it from its body with a splatter of blood.

I’m going to live no matter what. 


Chapter. 2: Passage of Time




I didn’t know how long had passed.

With a grunt, I used [Frenzied Whirlwind]. My spear blurred and stabbed numerous times through the last of the Elder Arctic Wolves, and then, drawing back my spear I used one of the many skills I had learned—

[Fatal Surge]!

My spear blurred, and immediately pierced a fist-sized hole through the Elder Arctic Wolf with a burst of blood, its dying screech resounding in the air.

Blood trailed down my arms. My ragged breath echoed through the ice caves along with the dying gasps of the beast before me.

And then, the notifications came.




[ You have defeated: Elder Arctic Wolf. Tier: E. ]

[ You have leveled up. ]

[ You have leveled up. ]

…

[ Processing... ]

I stared at the notifications for a few moments, it was the first time I saw the processing one, but I decided it wasn’t worth to think about it. The more I tried to understand The System the bigger of a headache it became.

I turned to my corpse-filled surroundings. Around twenty Elder Arctic Wolves were on the ground, dead. Numerous stab wounds filled their bodies. Unlike Arctic Wolves, they were bigger and stronger, more ferocious too, and could even unleash frost spikes.

I still hardly understood where I was aside from being in a different world, one with an underground cave system and a gigantic final boss roaming about on the surface. The System was still as mysterious as ever to me, its purpose unknown, its information nonsensical.

But even then, through all of my headaches I had learned a few things here and there. The System was similar to a video game, and I even had a status.




[ Status: Hero. Name: Arc. Level: 38. Tier: E. Attributes: Unavailable. ]




Tiers seemed to indicate strength, F being the lowest, and now I was a Tier stronger, which was E. The difference between them was massive as well. As soon as I became E Tier, the F Tier Arctic Wolves became a bit of a joke⁠. In a way, it was an easy way to gauge strength. The other things in the status were a bit useless.

For example; attributes were distributed by the System itself. Sure, I always felt different after every level up, most of the time in different ways, from agility to awareness to just raw strength, but there was no way for me to know what my actual attributes were.

And even though I had seen magic firsthand, I still hadn’t been able to use it, so if there was an attribute for it, I wouldn’t know. I could also bring up a skill list but it was about as helpful as the status: useless.

I shook my head and knelt down not intending to think about things any longer. I began to dismember the corpses of the numerous monsters with a knife I had received as a reward a while back.

Rewards from the System included weapons, clothing to even potions, however, there was a common theme; it always gave me things I needed.

Thankfully, I had grown much stronger and much more experienced at fighting, so potions were rarely rewarded, however, one thing that was never rewarded was: food. There was no way to cook it so…

I shook my head, in the end, the only way to get out of this place was to defeat the Overlord. And I would do just that. But first things first⁠—

My stomach growled.

I focused on collecting the meat.




◇ ◇ ◇




I found myself sitting down on a wolf pelt, eating raw meat as I stared at the walls. Its taste was not one I could describe, but its texture was slimy and rubbery. There were various carvings on the frost around me that I had made with a knife in my spare time, most of the time they depicted landscapes. They helped me stay sane for the most part, but they also reminded me of the past.

“To think I was an art student, huh…” I stared blankly at the walls. “Now I am stuck becoming a Hero or whatever.”

I lay back as I turned to the frosty ceiling.

“This sucks.”

Being honest, I was growing fond of the feeling of constantly growing stronger and becoming better. But at the same time, there was a constant dread and pressure to survive. As far as returning home, I didn’t know if it was possible but I still held hope.

I stared at the ceiling for what felt like an eternity before I shook my head and let out a deep sigh. My situation was depressing.

I couldn’t remember what normal food tasted like anymore, and if by some miracle I returned I still had no family to turn to. It was a bit complicated, but they hadn’t been in my life for a while now, so if I returned; ignoring how I would solve my disappearance, nothing much awaited me.

I finished eating as I grabbed my dagger and picked a random unused spot on the walls. Right now, all there was to do was wait and rest. The System and its monsters, in my experience, were random, so there was no use in worrying about them. At least, I had grown numb to that worry after a while.

And so, I busied myself carving on the ice.




◇ ◇ ◇




[ Processing finished! ]




I blinked to the floating screen in my vision, it immediately reminded me of the reality I was in. My mood went from okay to just plain bad. Still…

What had the System finished processing?




[ Congratulations Arc! Your performance during training has been evaluated to be extraordinary and therefore training will be expedited. ]




I blinked while reading the message. “Expedited…?”

There was some excitement, that meant that I wouldn’t be here for as long as I was meant to be here, right? Things would go faster. But my excitement quickly turned into horror as the next screen appeared within my vision.




[ Monsters have been upgraded to D Tier! ]




“W-Wait!” I stammered dropping my knife. “D Tier?! Isn’t that⁠— doesn’t that mean that⁠—”

And a deep roar echoed through the cave system and I shivered. I hurriedly stood up and reached for my spear as I held it tight.

I hardly understood the laws of this world, but if I had discovered anything, it was that the difference between Tiers was… I didn’t know how big the gap was, but the notification was bad news. 

And at that moment, from afar in the distant tunnels, I saw it⁠—




[Lesser Alkline Wolf. Tier: D]




My eyes went wide seeing the azure-furred monster.

Were all the monsters in this place wolves⁠?!

The Lesser Alkline Wolf immediately met my gaze and rushed in my direction with growls of anger. And within his maw, there was magic. The air glittered like stardust as frost gathered at its mouth, the sight made me shiver as I prepared to dodge, and it fired⁠—

A blast of ice was sent in my direction as I barely moved out of the way. In an instant, the ice wall behind me was blasted with flakes of frost, turning into a deformity of ice spikes. My head craned in the direction of the Lesser Alkline Wolf who was already pouncing towards me⁠—

[Quick Step]!

With a swift dash of a Skill I got out of the way and I brandished my spear. I wasn’t planning on dying just yet⁠— [Frenzied Whirlwind]!

My spear stabbed numerous times into the side of the wolf as it let out a miserable shriek of pain, drawing blood in an instant through punctured holes, then pulling it back once more my muscles tensed⁠—

[Fatal Surge]!

And I punched a fist-sized hole through the Alkline Wolf with a burst of blood. The beast shrieked in pain as frost mist gathered around it and before I could react ice spikes were shot my way.

I dodged, but one still grazed my side making me grunt in pain. Immediately, the warmth of blood spread down my ribs and I let out a breath.

“Fuck.”

The monster not letting go of its opportunity, immediately pounced in my direction as I dragged myself out of the way, and this time, I felt it⁠— I saw it⁠— all of my instincts screamed⁠— opportunity. The azure beast flew through the air as I readied my spear and tensed my muscles, following a feeling⁠—

[Ancient Blow]!

My spear blurred and pierced through the neck of the Alkline Wolf, then I followed with another skill⁠— [Frenzied Whirlwind].

I stabbed numerous times through the Alkline Wolf, I grinned knowing that I could soon finish this⁠. So what if it was D Tier? I had more battle experience than some feral wolf. I was better and more intelligent, there was no reason for me to lose⁠!

Taking a deep breath, my whole body tensed⁠—

[Deadly Impalement]!

And the spear vanished, clashed against the wolf as I felt its ribs break and its organs split. The spear went halfway into the wolf as it screeched before being violently pulled back with a burst of blood.

The beast quivered and then, the air glittered. All my instincts blared danger as I watched with wide eyes.

[Quick Step]⁠— Ice spikes exploded around the Alkline Wolf with a mist of frost. I was immediately blasted and thrown back.

I cursed feeling the burning pain on my stomach as I dislodged a single ice spike from there. Then I turned to the Alkline Wolf which was wobbling as it stared at me, frost gathering at its maw.

It was over.

I raised my spear⁠, my arm muscles tensing— [Throw of Death]!⁠— and the spear was launched. Blurring through the air, it immediately hit the wolf through the head with a burst of blood and gore. Bits of bones flew through the air as the spear lodged the monster onto the ground.

And finally, the notifications came.




[ You have defeated: Lesser Alkline Wolf. Tier: D. ]

[ You have leveled up. ]

[ You have leveled up. ]

…

[ You have acquired a Skill: Ice Creation. Tier: D. ]




It was finally dead. I sighed in relief. I had killed a D Tier monster.

I stared at the notifications, finally landing on the skill. That sounded like magic. But before I could try anything another notification came.




[ You have received Tier: E. Potion: Health. ]




And a familiar flask dropped onto the ground with a flash of light. Without hesitation, I grabbed it and drank its tasteless liquid. My wounds immediately began to itch and slowly regenerate. Then, I focused on what was important.

I had gained a skill.

And just like all others, it had a familiar feeling. A very cold one, almost imaginative. I followed it and immediately found ice forming in my hand, one that I could shape according to my desires and was much harder than regular ice. Within seconds I found I could even make an ice spear in no time, it was natural to me.

I blinked.

“Is this… magic⁠—”

And familiar bellows shook the cave as I turned towards the distance. My wounds were almost done healing when I saw three of them.




[Lesser Alkline Wolf. Tier: D]

[Lesser Alkline Wolf. Tier: D]

[Lesser Alkline Wolf. Tier: D]




I would survive this challenge.




◇ ◇ ◇




I continued to slay the Lesser Alkline Wolves that came my way. At first it had been hard to deal with them in groups, but as I grew more used to Ice Creation everything became gradually easier, even after my adversaries became stronger.

Impaled right through.




[ You have defeated: Alkline Wolf. Tier: D. ]




Stabbed by dozens of ice spears.




[ You have defeated: Alkline Wolf. Tier: D. ]




Frozen to death…




[ You have defeated: Alkline Wolf. Tier: D. ]




I tried all ways I could think of to kill them, all to learn magic.




…




◇ ◇ ◇




I learned more skills as I grew stronger.




[ You have defeated: Alkline Wolf. Tier: D. ]

[ You have leveled up. ]

[ You have acquired a Skill: Weak Death Frost. Tier: D. ]

…




◇ ◇ ◇




Then, those skills helped me reach new heights.

A dozen of dead Elder Alkline Wolves surrounded me, they had all died gruesome deaths, frost flaking off their bodies with artifacts of ice jutting out of them. Dried blood littered the ground, and in the middle, I stood victorious as I stared at the System notification.




[ You have leveled up. ]

[ You have ascended to D Tier. ]

…




◇ ◇ ◇




I faced monsters I had never seen before; twisted abominations of snow and ice. Elementals, hybrids, yetis, but I killed them all. Every battle was hard fought, but even after everything I survived.

Blood trailed down my body as I was on the border of passing out. A single sword of ice hung from my hand, and around me there was multicolored blood, remains of purple snow, and flakes of blue ice.

Dead monsters.




[ You have defeated: Erima Yeti. Tier: C. ]

[ You have defeated: Lesser Ice Elemental. Tier: C. ]

[ You have defeated: Lesser Apparition. Tier: C. ]

[ You have leveled up. ]

[ Skill Weak Deathfrost has become: Lesser Death Frost. Tier: C. ]

…




◇ ◇ ◇




I continued to grow.

Before me lay a gigantic monster, one that was twice as tall as me and stood on four legs with crystal-like horns. Akin to a moose of ice. Blood pooled at my feet as I stared at the notification in front of me.

[ You have ascended to C Tier. ]

[ Skill Ice Creation has become: Greater Ice Creation. Tier: C. ]

…




◇ ◇ ◇




And it didn’t stop there as I clawed through the Tiers. Struggling for my life with every single encounter and growing stronger.




[ You have defeated: Ice Elemental. Tier: B. ]

[ You have defeated: Ice Elemental. Tier: B. ]

[ You have defeated: Ice Elemental. Tier: B. ]

…

[ You have ascended to B Tier. ]




◇ ◇ ◇




And slowly, I adapted to life here.

I sat in the comfort of my “home”, a small isolated cavity that was filled with monster furs and ice furniture that never seemed to melt. It wasn’t much, but I had a bed and had found some semblance of peace in this frosted hell.

I didn’t know how long had passed since I had gotten here, but day by day I was growing stronger, overcoming new challenges and slowly getting closer to my final goal. 

To defeat the Overlord.


Chapter. 3: Freedom




I couldn’t remember what home was like.

And perhaps, it didn’t matter. So long had passed that my life before getting to this place was a blur at this point. However, I still wanted to leave this place, this land of frost, and see what was waiting for me out there. I knew this place like the back of my hand after all, and it wasn’t very big with a thick mist signaling the end of it.

I couldn’t leave this place, wherever I was, it was akin to an isolated small snowy region. Any attempt at going past the border was met with an invisible force that I couldn’t break or go past.

The only way to leave was to kill the Overlord. And after so long, I was going to finally do it. I had grown so much stronger, the System stopped sending monsters not too long ago, and now, my preparations were coming to an end.

I had trained, refined my skills, learned the intricacies of my magic abilities, stared death in the eyes more times than I could count, and finally, I could see the fruits of my suffering. Now I had gone past superhuman and was stronger than I could have ever imagined.




[ Status: Hero. Name: Arc. Level: 148. Tier: S. Attributes: Unavailable. ]




Tiers. A representation of strength. The culmination of all the levels of a being, and the divider between the strong and the strongest. Each 25 levels signaling a Tier. With the exception of F Tier which was only until level 9 before becoming E Tier all the way to level 24, and thereafter⁠ each Tier was every 25 levels.

And now, I stood a single step away from the next Tier, a mere two levels away. There were no monsters that could help me cross it, no training that would make me stronger, there was only one thing that would help me now.

Killing the Overlord.

And once I did that, I would be free. Everything would come to an end; this long-lasting nightmare, this… everything.

I closed my eyes for a moment and stood up. My surroundings were lined with felt and carefully carved ice furniture, a proper living space that I was now leaving behind.

So much had changed even while being here. I touched my now-white hair for a moment before shaking my head and walking down the tunnel.

"Everything has come to this," I whispered to myself. "All my struggles will finally be rewarded."

The time without monsters was spent observing and testing the Overlord with traps and random attacks, and now, I was more than ready.

I walked down the icy cave walls, parting from the place I had called home for a very long time and heading towards the exit of the underground. On my way there I saw things of the past; dried blood, bones of monsters, and even my first weapon; the training spear.

I made my way past everything as I quickly found the upwards slope of the cave, and soon, I found myself on the icy plains. A place I rarely if ever visited, because after all, the apex predator was here⁠—

I side-stepped and the ground exploded next to me as a pillar of ice struck deep into the snow. A small smile appeared on my face as I turned to look at the shadowed figure in the distance, magic already gathering at its hands.

A furred body like a yeti, a head reminiscent of a horse with the horns of a moose, and bright red eyes. It was none other than the final boss of practice. My last opponent.




[The Overlord: Tier: S]




“Missed me?” I asked with a wide grin as I heard a roar in the distance.

Frost gathered at my fingertips as a ghastly sword of ice appeared, mist everflowing from its surface as I jumped towards the Overlord. The ground beneath me shattered with an explosion of ice.

Hundreds of meters were crossed in an instant, and the Overlord launched another pillar of ice in my direction. I swung through the air. Immediately slicing it in half with a spin, numerous skills were used in tandem as the two pieces of ice fell through the air.

My body elegantly spun as I carried into yet another crescent slash⁠, the ice sword sparkling with magic— [Ice Aura], [Death Rend], [Haunting Sharpness]⁠— Many more skills piled on top of one another as I swiped.

With a flash, a torrent of blue blood exploded from the Overlord, unleashing a deep bellow of pain. I landed on the ground with a roll as the sword of ice was dismissed into non-existence.

This was everything I could have desired and more.

With a flick of my fingers, [Ice Creation] erupted a pillar at the feet of the Overlord instantly making it lose balance as the gigantic beast screeched. And then I saw magic. The air became a beautiful static and I froze for a moment.

The temperature dropped below freezing, and in an instant, a blizzard erupted. Ice shards flew through the air, instantly cutting my skin and cheeks. I smiled, blood dripping into my mouth as I flicked my fingers, calling forth the perfect skill.

“[Frost Purge].”

And everything returned to normal in a single second as the Overlord unleashed another roar, magic coalescing around its body and I simply smiled.

I had prepared. I had spent hours if not days looking through all my skills and practicing, looking for the most destructive and effective skills to use against the Overlord. And now that it was before me, there was no way for me to lose. A loud laugh escaped my mouth.

“I have anticipated this for so long!”

I raised my hand into the air as I could feel my magic draining, the temperature above me shifting as I used one of my strongest skills.

“And now, I am finally going to reap my reward! ⁠—[Judgment of the Ice God]!” My thrill-filled voice echoed as I brought my hand down.

The air ruptured, and a spear the size of a building fell from the sky. It impaled the Overlord with a burst of blue blood and a terrifying screech of pain. The gigantic S Tier final boss of this place thrashed on the ground as I basked in its misery.

“Soon, I will leave!”

And at that moment the Overlord roared, a primal bellow that shook the land, and before I could react a pillar of ice struck me as I was sent flying through the air. I hit the ground with an explosion of snow, rolling through it as droplets of blood fell from my mouth. I looked down only to see chunks of ice falling from my body.

It was a skill called [Armor of Perma-frost], also S Tier, but it had been practically cracked right through in a single attack. It was insanity, but I began to laugh. I expected no less from the Overlord. It could kill me in its next attack for all I knew, but the thrill of battle kept me from panicking, I had anticipated this, I had anticipated everything.

After a moment, I got back up and saw the Overlord looking at me in the distance, the beast had a gaping hole in its chest from my previous attack.  

Its eyes had turned yellow as it locked onto me, and with a growl the entire place became enshrouded in a blizzard of razor-sharp ice flakes. And then, in front of me, figures of ice began to appear. Familiar monsters made out of ice, except these ones seemed much stronger.




[Apparition of the Overlord. Tier: S]

[Apparition of the Overlord. Tier: S]

[Apparition of the Overlord. Tier: S]

…




Dozens surrounded me, but it didn’t matter. I simply summoned a sword of ice and muttered under my breath. I had prepared for this day for so long, even before monsters had stopped coming. Long before practicing my other skills, I already knew how to deliver the killing blow. In a whisper I called.

“[God Step].”

The world blurred around me and I immediately appeared next to the Overlord. The beast turned to me to stomp me, but before it could do that, I jumped into the air. The snow burst beneath me as I faced down on the Overlord.

This was everything I had prepared myself for.

The mighty being that had once terrified me was looking up at me with beady eyes, its horns shone as I heard a deep growl.

This was my reward.

I saw more magic than ever before gathering as I called out every single skill I knew to make my blow more powerful.

[Ice Aura]— [Haunting Sharpness]⁠— [Blessing of the Ice God]— [Gift of Frost]—

The list continued on as the sword of ice shone with a radiant light, the Overlord continued to gather magic as it prepared its attack, but it was useless as I muttered my strongest skill.

“[Stasis]...”

And for a moment, time itself froze.

This was…

I swiped—

My freedom!

Time resumed and a scintillating light flashed through the landscape. Everything around the Overlord exploded as the ground was carved into a large ravine. Blood burst from the creature’s neck as its colossal head slid off from its body.

The Overlord tumbled back.

Dead.

I landed on the ground with deep breaths.

Suddenly, everything around me became quiet as the climate itself cleared and I saw the sun for the first time. However, I didn’t care about it much as I began to shed some tears.

“Yes!” I screamed.

I fell to the ground, my magic almost completely exhausted from that.

It was over.

And then, the System notifications came.




[ You have defeated: The Overlord. Tier: S. ]

[ You have leveled up. ]

[ You have leveled up. ]

…

[ You have ascended to the Tier of Heroes: SS. ]

[ As a boon all your skills have been upgraded to SS Tier ]

…




Even though those weren’t supposed to be the main news, I couldn’t help but pause. As soon as the notifications appeared, I felt better; well rested almost. Not only that, but all my skills became infinitely more strong⁠—

And then, another screen flashed.




[ Congratulations Arc. ]

[ You have become a Hero and can now fulfill your duties of protecting E̴͕̻̔̿̊̑͜r̸͉͍̅̒͑̍ŗ̶̗̭̬̮̦̇̈̓͜ǫ̸͈̽́̽͑̂͋̋̕r and maintaining the E̴͕̻̔̿̊̑͜r̸͉͍̅̒͑̍ŗ̶̗̭̬̮̦̇̈̓͜ǫ̸͈̽́̽͑̂͋̋̕r̴̙̯̼͓̙̲̙͉̃̓͂̆̾̀̌̀ and purging the Ư̸̖̦̥͑̌͋̀͘n̷̳̼̙̐̎͌͐̈́̈͜ḵ̶̢̥̬̘̪̯͐͊ͅṇ̶̢̲̌͆͝o̷͇̓̅͐͌̐̄̽̈́w̵͚̤̮̖̋̀͛̂n̸̨͈̜̦̼̙͙̿̏. ]




“Right…” I smiled wryly. “I forgot you did… that…”

The text continued.




[ You have officially become a Hero and are now crowned as the Heroine of Frost. ]

[ You have completed Hero Practice in a record time of: 5 Years, 134 days, 22 hours, and 20 minutes… ]




Reading the text made me feel sick to my stomach as I digested what it had just said.

“So… long…?” For a moment I felt empty. “I’ve been here for… Five years? Five years of constant fighting, five years of suffering to stay alive…”

It was…

I didn’t know how to feel.

I really didn’t know how to feel.

Even now, I hoped that the things it was saying were a sick joke, but the System continued disregarding my feelings.




[ Having completed practice you can now go to E̴͕̻̔̿̊̑͜r̸͉͍̅̒͑̍ŗ̶̗̭̬̮̦̇̈̓͜ǫ̸͈̽́̽͑̂͋̋̕r̴̙̯̼͓̙̲̙͉̃̓͂̆̾̀̌̀ and fulfill your duties. ]




At that moment a black hole appeared just a few meters away from me. I could see swirling particles of magic inside, almost like a portal. And at that moment, I knew that was the exit. It was freedom.

I already knew I wasn’t going to return home, and well, I didn’t really care. I didn’t have anything to return to, and perhaps even better prospects awaited me in this new Error place. But still, the fact that I had spent half a decade just killing shit, consumed me.

What happened now?

The duties I had were basically glitched text, with no information about them. So that meant that once I left this, I would be…

Free.

I was stronger than ever too, so I had to be able to fend for myself in case of danger from monsters. Perhaps… the five years hadn’t been a waste. I stared at my surroundings, at the land of frost with a scarce dead forest surrounding me.

For five years I called this place home.

But now…

I smiled somewhat bitterly, it was a mixed bag. “I want to see what this new world has to offer, and maybe find a home.”

Though, even though I said it out loud I understood it was going to be hard. Because even if I didn’t want to admit it, these five years had been… enjoyable. Not the torture, but the constant fighting was something that made me happy in a strange way. I wasn’t going to go seeking out battles, but if one occurred, I definitely wasn’t going to shy away from it.

The realization made me laugh.

“I really changed.”

I shook my head before standing up and walking towards the portal. I paused right in front of it as I looked back to the land of frost.

“I’ll miss this home.”

And then, I stepped into the portal.


Chapter. 4: Reflexion & Peacefulness




“This is…”

I blinked looking around, unable to see anything. I could just sense that I was in a dark cave. I expected to be met by a beautiful moon or the shining sunlight, but instead I got neither of them and appeared underground or inside a mountain or somewhere. Finally, after a second of thought, I sighed.

“This is dumb.”

I took a step forward in the darkness intending to brute force my way out, but before I could do that, a chittering sound interrupted me. It crawled above me with small clicks. Yet there was no danger to be felt. I looked up to the darkness as I conjured a small blue cold flame from the palm of my hand.

And finally, I managed to see the cave. Lining the walls were black blotches and at the very top hanging from a myriad of webs was a gigantic black spider. Its maw dripped with black liquid, its eight beady eyes stared at me as its sharpened legs moved.




[Imera Spider. Tier: A]




A Tier? I raised my brow. It wasn’t too weak then. I was still mentally tired from fighting the Overlord, but I wasn’t going to back off, especially if the monster was clearly going to attack me.

I smiled, thinking of all the ways to beat it up, and then the spider pounced⁠— I swung my free arm upwards⁠—

“[Ice Creation]!”

I called as a pillar of frost erupted from the ground, and at ballistic speeds it hit the spider against the roof and⁠— exploded the roof along with the spider itself in a burst of gore and liquid.




[ You have defeated: Imera Spider. Tier: A ]




Chunks of chitin and whatever else rained upon me as I simply stared for a moment. My skill was certainly stronger now. The moonlight shone upon me and I finally blinked.

“It’s already dead…? I even held back.” And then I shook my head. “Well, that’s disappointing.”

I turned to the cave walls where I saw multitudes of small fist sized spiders. 




[Fledgling Imera Spider. Tier: D]

[Fledgling Imera Spider. Tier: D]

[Fledgling Imera Spider. Tier: D]

…




There were hundreds of them, however I ignored all of them as they started to pool out from the hole in the ceiling, going into the wilderness. They were D Tier, nothing that I could actually entertain myself with let alone care about.

“Though I guess it’s interesting that even as babies they are D Tier, the same as all those insufferable wolves in the ice world,” I mused reminiscing for a moment before shrugging. “Well, time to leave.”

And I jumped. Instantly going past the hole in the ceiling and even overshot it as I finally saw nature. My eyes went wide for a moment as I stared at a crescent white moon in the distance, at the sparkling stars, and the nebulous gasses of the vast night sky.

It was…

Pretty.

The sight didn’t last long as I came down to the ground. I landed on solid grass and immediately took in my surroundings as I was blown away once more. A thick canopy of trees surrounded me, one with lush and dark greens, rustling wind with the sounds of insects, and the smell… It was refreshing, earthy.

I took a deep breath in a particularly good mood as I relished in the new sights and smells I was feeling. There was hardly any smell back in the ice plains, but here everything felt so… vibrant.

I inadvertently yawned, feeling particularly drowsy, and I recalled.

“Oh, I haven’t slept since the system stopped sending monsters…” I trailed off for a moment. “Huh…”

I felt so relaxed with the flora and fauna around me, the grass was so soft. Normally I’d make an ice bed or something considering I couldn’t even feel the cold anymore. In the end, I decided to lie down on the soft grass.

I murmured. “This is nice…”

Feeling it within my hand I couldn’t help but smile. It was soft, slightly moist, refreshing, it was… comfortable. With a small smile, I cozied up to the grass as I relaxed my whole body. Small aches of pain passed for a moment, probably from taking the Overlord’s attack and general exhaustion, but soon, they too were gone.

And slowly, for the first time since I could remember.

I slept in peace.




◇ ◇ ◇




I woke up to a funny wet feeling on my face as my eyes fluttered open, I felt warmth all over, and as soon as my eyes focused I paused. It resembled a deer except its fur was darker, and it was licking my face nonstop.

“W-What…?” I tried to block with my hand only to have it licked as well as I tried to stop the relentless assault of the inoffensive animal. “Stop…”

It seemed unrelenting until I started to stand up. At that point, the animal stopped and left in a random direction without making much of a noise. I stared at the unfamiliar being, and just as it was about to leave my vision I saw its Tier and name.




[Linue. Tier: D]




“D Tier seems surprisingly common…” I muttered as I looked at the forest once more, this time under the warm sunlight.

Everything was vibrant, I saw bushes and multitudes of colorful flowers that I once more stopped to appreciate. Compared to only seeing shades of blue everything was infinitely nicer. Though looking down at my winter clothes I was definitely ill-dressed for such a sunny day⁠— not like I really felt it.

In the end, even though I was standing alone in a forest, I felt anything but alone. I felt connected. Not everything here was out to kill me. And at the same time, the variety of the environment was something that I truly appreciated.

That said…

“What should I do now?” I asked out loud, a bit bored.

And after a second of having no answer, I shrugged.

“Guess I’ll explore the forest.”

Picking a random direction, I began to walk, not looking for anything in particular other than entertainment.




◇ ◇ ◇




I took in everything around me. From the common things I was familiar with; such as trees, to the more strange things such as a random two-headed snail I found on a grass leaf.

In comparison to where I had come from, everything was so relaxing. For a moment, I thought about things and a small sigh left me.

“Still, to believe I spent five years there…” I continued walking as I tightened my fist. “But now, the Overlord is dead, and I am free.”

I took a breath as I washed over my temporary emotions with nothing but the relaxation of the forest. Things were different now, and that was the only thing I had to care about. Nothing else, nothing more.

My duties for the System?

I didn’t know what I’d do about them given how broken they seemed, but right now they were the least of my worries. As for whether there too was an Overlord to defeat here? I also didn’t care.

I continued walking, going over a river by walking on its water by partially freezing it. As I absentmindedly thought looking at the blue sky.

I didn’t understand how strong I was now, but even when I was S Tier something like freezing a river seemed trivial to me. Ice came naturally to me, even if the skills were a bit weird there was nothing I couldn’t do with it. My clothes themselves were made out of thin ice-threads woven together, one part was due to my massive skill repertoire and the other was…

A sigh left me. It was due to the so-called potential the System had spoken about. Perhaps it was the constant fighting for my life for five years, but I knew how to use every weapon imaginable. If I was honest, compared to my vague memories of the past, I was now a monster through and through.

Now the real question was.

Would it get in the way of finding a place to call home?

That, I didn’t know.

I continued walking.




◇ ◇ ◇




If I was honest, I still had no idea what I was meant to do now. Something about fighting for years on end and then having freedom was particularly off-putting. I knew I had plans, but they were rather aimless and unclear.

After some time, I found myself at a small secluded lake underneath a cliff. And without thought of care, I undressed myself and plunged into the water. I saw it lightly freeze for a few moments as I made a conscious effort to not do that.

As strange as it was, not once had I seen my bare body during the five years spent in the ice plains, and aside from lightly toned muscles it could be said to be athletically average. Which was nice, I supposed. I washed for a few moments for the novelty of it; there really wasn’t any filth to clean considering it was always frozen off from my body.

And finally after a few seconds, I looked down at my reflection, only to pause.

An unfamiliar yet familiar face stared back at me. I looked young. My face shape was familiar to me, and I looked no different than from what I could barely remember, but my hair had turned white and my eyes were light blue. It was… odd.

I touched my features for a moment before shaking my head and plunging myself into the water.

For better or for worse I wasn’t the same person as five years ago, and I had to accept it. As the System had called me, I was the Heroine of Frost. Whether I accepted that title, I didn’t know. I had a mild dislike for the System, but at the same time it was the only reason I survived, but also the only reason I found myself in that place to begin with.

I closed my eyes.

It was also the only reason I was this strong now and the only reason I found how much I enjoyed fighting.

In the end, there were only mixed feelings.

I stood up from the water and I took a step forward, the water beneath the surface started freezing and then I took another step; like a staircase I reached the water surface and walked to the shore where I began to redress.

“Things have already happened,” I said somewhat wistfully. “All I can do is move forward and enjoy things. And.” I finished redressing. “I will do just that.”

With those words, I headed elsewhere.




◇ ◇ ◇




“Tomorrow, I’ll leave this forest.”

The day came to an end as I sat on a grassy hill. I cast my gaze at the sea of forest in front of me, at the tall tree crowns, and at the horizon, watching the setting sun.

The orange sky was charming, and I simply smiled. As much as I had enjoyed the day in the forest and seeing the large amount of peculiar animals, I also wanted to see other places. I had seen beautiful flowers, strangely friendly animals, weird insects, and wonderful sights; if all of this was here, then what was out there?

This forest was but the first place I saw in this world, and it certainly wouldn’t be the last. With a smile, I saw the sun hide itself behind the horizon and then I lay back on the grass. I wasn’t tired, but even then, I planned to sleep and enjoy this peace.

After so long trapped, I had attained freedom and I was planning on enjoying every ounce of it. Whether it was through battle encounters, exploration or just doing whatever I pleased like doing.

I smiled, stretching on the grass. “This is just great.”

I looked at the dark orange sky, everything was so peaceful. It was still a bit hard to digest that I was now in a new world given I had spent maybe a day in total here, there was still a weird feeling at the back of my mind thinking this was just all a dream, but even though it was there, I just ignored it.

I’d enjoy it for as long as I could.

And just as I was about to close my eyes, I saw it.

A column of smoke rose from the opposite direction, it was almost imperceptible but as I turned the other way around, I saw fires. It didn’t seem like the forest was burning, but rather something else was happening.

Hearing a small cry of pain echo through the air, my curiosity rose as I immediately stood up. My heart fluttered for a second in anticipation. I hadn’t talked to anyone in so long.

I had to check it out.

With a smile, I muttered under my breath.

“[God Step].”

And I vanished from my spot.


Chapter. 5: First Contact




I arrived in an instant expecting to see people being attacked by monsters but what greeted me was quite the opposite of my expectations. Burning carriages in the middle of a road and a raging battle. One in which people were killing each other…

I paused at the edge of the forest staring at the road.

“This is not what I expected…”

With some hesitation, I stepped forward as the last of the guards died, there was someone still alive in the fire.




* * * * *




Ceylon was going to die.

Everything had gone wrong. It was a land of death. Dismembered bodies littered the ground. Incandescent fires crackled. Ash rained. All accompanied by the sounds of howling laughter. She was certain that none of her guards remained alive, and all because they had been attacked.

“Little noble, you cannot hide forever,” a cackling voice called.

And another one soon joined. “The faster we find you, the sooner this will be over.”

Ceylon trembled, she was hiding under the ruins of the carriage that transported her. She could hear its wood breaking down and acting as fuel for the raging fires. Soon it too would be burned to cinders. And then, everything would be lost.

She had been sent on a journey to save her nobility. All she had to do was seek aid from the Hermit, and even though she expected to run into monsters, especially in the Black Forest, she didn’t expect mercenaries to be sent after her life.

Let alone such strong mercenaries, they had dispatched her D Tier guards so easily; they had to be in the next Tier.

C Tier…

Ceylon gritted her teeth as another part of the carriage collapsed, the carbonized wood falling apart.

She had been so close to reaching her destination, but her convoy had been attacked, and now… She looked forward, at the desolation in front of her, at the dozen moving shadows, and at the corpses of her guards.

In the end not only had she failed in her duty, but also the legacy of her family would be lost.

She closed her eyes.

There was nothing that could stop the downfall of her house and much less her death. In the end, she just waited for the hired mercenaries to finish the assassination.

Everything was over.

A cacophony of footsteps resounded, an arrhythmic symphony that slowly but surely drew closer. It was the toll of the bells of fate. She tightened her fists as she gritted her teeth, this was it. And soon, the footfalls arrived.

“Guys, I found her!” a man called in front of her.

Ceylon shook. She didn’t want to die. She didn’t want to die.

“Wait.” There was a silence. “Who the fuck are you?”

There was someone else…? Ceylon’s eyes snapped open and she saw the man standing a few meters in front of her looking in her direction. Standing before her was a stranger. A young woman with white hair and a strange outfit, akin to a leather jacket lined with fur. She had no weapons, nothing at all.

What was she doing here?

Ceylon wanted to scream to tell her to run, but before she could do that more mercenaries arrived, and she just knew it was too late. The woman too would die, and join her in her tragic fate. Ceylon’s ears buzzed as the fire crackled in the background.

“I’m Arc,” the woman said casually. “I don’t like senseless slaughter, sooo… step away?”

“Step away you say?” the mercenary man asked, laughing, other footsteps were rapidly approaching. “Is that some sort of threat girl? Actions speak louder than words!”

And with those words, the mercenary rushed brandishing his sword. Ceylon couldn’t bear to watch a bystander be slaughtered just like that, she closed her eyes and heard the swooshing of empty air.

She looked once more only to see Arc standing next to the mercenary with a small frown.

“You’re acting like a senseless monster right now, do that again and I’ll kill you.”

Ceylon shivered hearing her voice, but the mercenary was unfazed as he turned and swiped. He missed and the woman frowned.

“You’re right, actions speak louder than words.”

The mercenary attacked once more and she punched⁠— a shrill cacophony of metal shattering broke through the air.

What⁠?

Ceylon stared wide-eyed. Sword fragments flew through the air, the fist of the girl loomed in the air, covered by a thin layer of ice.

What had… happened? Why had the sword shattered? Why was there ice? Before Ceylon could make sense of anything, the young woman flicked her fingers and ice burst around the man, turning him into an ice sculpture.

Just like that, one of the elite mercenaries that had killed multiple of her guards died.

“Well that’s done… why did he keep attacking?” Arc sighed. “As for the others…”

Ceylon tried to work her jaw, she didn’t understand what happened. But before Ceylon could think of anything more, the rest of the mercenaries arrived. Almost a dozen of them bared their weapons as they warily looked at the strangely dressed stranger.

Arc herself took in the sight, Ceylon expected her to be wary, to run, but instead she shook her head.

“You guys should back off if you don’t want to end like your friend over there. You all are pretty weak after all.”

She gestured towards the frozen man. Ceylon was amazed, but she frowned, focusing on the last thing Arc said. Weak? The mercenaries were anything but that. All of her guards had died to them! Calling them weak was… She gritted her teeth.

However, before anyone could react a sword appeared in Arc’s hand, it was white with a blue sheen to it, it looked like a solid object almost, one with a wisping mist. Arc regarded the mercenary group that stood on edge.

“Not going to back off?” she asked.

And at that moment all of the mercenaries charged at her without hesitation as she shook her head.

“Well since you are all the bad guys, I suppose it’s okay.”

“What are you⁠—”

And the white-haired woman vanished. Ceylon blinked before she saw flashes of light around the bandits, and within the next second, she reappeared. She couldn’t begin to understand what happened. But all of them looked unwell. However, one of the mercenaries growled.

“You dare to deceive me, I will kill youaAgh!” The man screamed as icicles exploded from within his body.

Before the other mercenaries could move, ice burst from their bodies as Ceylon simply stared wide-eyed. In a single second, everyone, all the elite mercenaries had died. The same mercenaries that had killed her guards had died at the hands of a single person.

Ceylon looked towards the young woman, Arc. She turned away from the bandits as Ceylon finally got to see her face for the first time and she paused. She looked young. How could someone so young be so powerful, and not hesitate to kill… It was clear to her that Arc was strange and not in a good way.

Ceylon scurried even more into her hiding spot.

The woman was trouble.

It was best for Ceylon to hide and wait for the stranger to leave.

She closed her eyes, praying that she wouldn’t be found.

And after a few moments, she let out a deep breath as she felt a cold breeze wash over her. The woman had left. Ceylon opened her eyes only to see Arc’s face right in front of her.

“Are you alright?”

Ceylon yelped.




* * * * *




The blonde girl drew back with a shrill shriek as she cried.

“Please don’t kill me!”

“Kill you?” I paused for a moment. “Why?”

I then recalled the bandits I had just killed. If I was honest, I didn’t know how I felt about it. I certainly wouldn't kill someone innocent, but in my mind, the people I killed were no different from monsters considering their actions and their resolve to attack me. But perhaps for the girl in front of me that wasn’t the case. Perhaps, I had just slaughtered them senselessly like a monster even though I had done it to save her.

“I won’t kill you,” I reassured her. “Sorry if I’m awkward, it’s just I haven’t talked to anyone in a long time.” I laughed, unsure of what to say. “I just wanted to save you.”

My words seemed to put her at ease for a few moments as she asked hesitantly. “But where did you come from?”

I scratched my head. “The forest. And before that… well it’s complicated.”

She paused. “The forest… as in: this forest? The Black Forest?”

“Yeah, I guess? Seemed kinda nice to me.”

“This forest takes thousands of lives every year, and it seemed nice to you? That’s just…” She shook her head. “That doesn’t make sense. Even some of my guards died on the way here…”

And then she went silent.

I didn’t really know what else to say. I was happy enough that I could actually talk to people, but now the girl I was talking to seemed to be thinking deeply about my words, and I found it slightly unnerving. It was my first real conversation after all.

She slowly nodded. “Right…”

“Anyway, nothing was particularly dangerous that I saw,” I said with a shrug. “Ignoring that, we should probably leave.”

I stood up gesturing to the burning wreckage and extended my hand towards the person I had just saved. She grabbed it and quickly stood up before massaging her palm.

“You are very cold…” she said oddly.

There was a brief pause before I decided to ignore what she just said. Instead taking in her full appearance; stylized now soot-covered blonde hair, piercing blue eyes, and a frilled dress that was torn to shreds.

I raised my brow. “Are you like a noble?”

She nodded before bowing lightly. “I am Ceylon Arlow, thank you for saving my life.”

“Right, you’re welcome.”

Ceylon looked at our surroundings for a moment, and she quickly realized that all the fire in my vicinity had been extinguished even though the flames in our surroundings were quickly spreading, then she looked behind me at the ice statues.

“You’re Arc right?” I nodded as she continued. “What… Tier are you?”

I paused. “You can’t see?”

“I do not have the [Appraisal] skill, it’s quite rare after all.” She shook her head, she seemed rather collected. “Hence I ask.”

“I am…” I trailed off.

Was SS Tier normal? Definitely not.

“It’s a secret.” I shook my head. “Why do you want to know?”

“I understand it’s rude,” Ceylon quickly replied, a hint of hurry in her voice. “I was wondering⁠—” and she paused. “No, I cannot drag a stranger into this. Thank you for saving me.”

With those words, she began to walk away, clearly not intending for me to follow. Though as far as I could tell we were kind of in the middle of nowhere and admittedly I didn’t want to bid farewell so fast. So…

“I can escort you to the nearest town,” I called.

The blonde girl⁠— Ceylon paused. Her dress was torn and I could even see blood trailing down one of her legs. She shook for a moment before she turned to look at me with a wry smile.

“I’d appreciate that.”

I nodded and followed after her.




◇ ◇ ◇




About five minutes into our journey Ceylon excused herself to gather some berries. Though, I could tell she just wanted some alone time, so I let her be as she went into the forest.




* * * * *




Ceylon stepped into the forest as she made sure she wasn’t being followed by Arc, her newfound temporary escort. Lots of things flashed in her mind, the trip here, the death of her guards, and the instant freezing of the mercenaries.

Slowly, she sat down on the grass as she tried to keep the little dignity she had left. Before she started sobbing.

She had lost everything. All of the guards of her house had died right then and there. She was on an important mission to save her nobility and family, and now. Everything was gone. And soon, her life would be forfeit too.

Arc, a mysterious stranger, had saved her. Ceylon didn’t know if she could trust the eccentric young woman. She was weird and had the social skills of a stick, but out of respect and gratitude, she kept all of the questions to herself. She was grateful enough that someone had decided to save her, but…

What now?

She had to continue on her journey, but how? She definitely didn’t have the money to hire Arc, let alone hire anyone competent to escort her. Did she have to go see the Hermit alone? The path ahead was still filled with perils, and the Black Forest was dangerous enough, even if she left it with Arc’s help, what came after?

Nothing.

She had nothing but her life and the resolution to carry forward, but everything felt so dreary. Ceylon knew that in just a few minutes she would pick herself up and act as if nothing happened, but right now, she cried and sobbed as quietly as she could, trying to let it all out.

“This is hopeless…”

Minutes passed as she continued to cry until finally she couldn’t anymore. Ceylon stood up. Her mind had thought about a lot of things, and even after everything, she didn’t want to ask for Arc’s help.

She had just been saved by her, but Ceylon was sure the young woman had her own agenda. In the end, even if Arc was the key to her conundrum, she didn’t want to drag her into it. Perhaps it was stupid, but it was her resolution.

This was her family’s problem, and she would resolve it through her own means.

Ceylon took a deep breath and got ready to leave, and at that moment she heard a rustle come from the bushes. She turned with a frown.

Was Arc spying on her⁠?

But instead, she paused as she saw eight red beady eyes staring back at her.




[Lesser Imera Spider. Tier: C]




The monster pounced and Ceylon screamed.

She was going to die⁠—

And at that moment, Ceylon felt a gust of wind and heard a dying shriek as the spider exploded within her vision. She had briefly seen an icicle fly through the air and Ceylon just knew that she had been saved once more. So many emotions passed through her mind as she finally reached a breaking point.

She turned to look at her savior, Arc, who walked out of the bushes. And before she could say anything, Ceylon spoke up in a cry.

“Please help me!” And immediately, Ceylon covered her mouth as a few tears streamed down her face.

What had she just said…?

It was wrong to ask for Arc’s help. She couldn’t⁠— she was clearly abusing a stranger’s kindness. And it was so… wrong! Ceylon slowly lifted her gaze expecting to see a frown, something to indicate the woman before her was displeased, but instead she got a smile and a counteroffer.

“Sure, but only if you guide me in this world.”

And Ceylon paused.


Chapter. 6: Absurdities




Guide her in this world…? Ceylon hardly understood what Arc meant. She couldn’t even agree to something so cryptic, still she hesitated.

“What do you mean?”

Arc smiled. “As I said, I don’t know anything about this world, so you’ll help me with that.”

“You don’t know anything…?” Ceylon paused. “That shouldn’t be possible⁠—”

And she recalled something, otherworlders were… a thing. It was nothing more than an ancient legend that heroes were summoned from another world in order to fight by the System itself. So maybe…

“Are you a hero?”

Arc answered with a small frown, offended by the question. “Why would a hero make an offer like this?”

“Right…” Ceylon shrunk back.

What was she even doing?

Ceylon slowly untensed. She was throwing away her only opportunity to claw herself out of her family situation just out of curiosity. It wasn’t even whether Arc was trustworthy or not, that was out of the question. She had been saved twice at this point, and for little to no reason.

At this moment Ceylon needed all the help she could receive, and she already owed her life to Arc, so even worrying about whether the young woman in front of her had ulterior motives was pointless. And so, Ceylon made her decision, nodding with a small smile. 

“I’ll guide you.”

The white-haired young woman smiled, proffering her hand. “Good.”

Ceylon grabbed it, this time not shying away from its ice-like feeling as she slowly stood up.

“Thank you… Arc.”




* * * * *




I stared at the noble girl, she looked almost relieved as she dusted her dress off just a bit.

“So, now you can tell me, what do you need help with?”

And Ceylon tensed, stopping mid-action before her shoulders dropped. “It’s a bit complicated, but I do think I owe you an explanation.”

“I mean if you don’t want to share it’s okay, just tell me what to expect,” I tried easing her, but she just shook her head.

“I believe that honesty is important.”

Ceylon hesitated as she began to walk forward, lightly gesturing for me to follow after her. I saw her ignore her injuries as she began to speak.

“I come from a very well-off family, the Arlow family, with my father having the nobility title of Earl. Which is about middle to high nobility,” she explained. “Normally that would guarantee a prosperous and fulfilling life, but…”

Her fists tightened.

“The King just passed away of old age, and with no successor in line for the throne, everyone is vying for the position of king. Unlike other countries, here in Draliz, our positions are determined by assets and wealth. It’s not abnormal for higher ranked nobles to assimilate the wealth of lower rank nobles through underhanded means.”

And a very loud sigh left her.

“As my father is an Earl our family would normally be untouched, even during such a chaotic time with little to no order, the problem is a Grand Duke decided to target our house…”

I nodded. “So, he wants to assimilate your family?”

“Yes.” She gritted her teeth. “However, he plans on doing it by wiping out any trace of the Arlows in the first place. He just wants our assets. Our lands constantly get attacked, our distant relatives have long been assassinated, and just now there was an attempt on my life.”

“Right.”

“That is why I was sent on a journey to seek help from a mysterious figure. One who calls themselves the Hermit. A person that has multitudes of feats to their name, and hopefully…” She placed her hand on her chest. “I can ask for his help.”

“All to avoid this Grand Duke, which is…?”

“It’s the highest rank below the King.” Ceylon sighed. “If there is a terrifying figure backing us, he wouldn’t dare lay his hands on us.”

And at that moment, I saw a small tear come from her eye. Truth be told, I had heard her cry in the forest, I had heard her mutters and sobbing. The situation was… bad. But thankfully, I was here and could do something about it. Perhaps, I was offering help too readily, but I was fond of Ceylon for simply being the first person I had an actual real interaction with.

She also seemed to have a lot of burdens thrust upon her without choice, and I could relate to that. I never chose to train for five years or become a hero, but here I was.

“I’ll help you get to the Hermit.” I nodded. “Shouldn’t be too hard.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“Though,” I began. “Aren’t you too young to be traveling alone?”

Ceylon shook her head with a small smile. “No, I’m a fully grown adult, eighteen to be exact.”

“Oh.” I blinked. “I thought you were younger.”

Ceylon let out a small laugh as we continued walking.

“Thanks for the compliment.” And then she turned to me. “I have to ask now. How old are you, Arc?”

I thought for a few moments, deciding to add the years spent in training. “Twenty four.”

Ceylon let out a small surprised breath. “I thought you were younger.”

I smiled for a moment. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“You should, I’d say you would look younger than me with different clothes,” Ceylon chirped.

I thought about it for a moment. “Maybe one day…”

The atmosphere became a relaxed silence as we walked together before finally Ceylon decided to say something, but it wasn’t something I expected.

“I have a random question Arc, why are you so cold?” I paused for a moment before she clarified. “I mean that in a literal sense.”

I wryly smiled. “Do you want to know?”

She nodded eagerly as I let out a small breath.

“I suppose I owe you a small story.”




◇ ◇ ◇




And I began to explain that after learning a certain amount of frost and ice related magic my body just became different, and that included my temperature. I also mentioned the changes to my hair and eyes, which made Ceylon confused as she noted that magic shouldn’t do that, but I shrugged and simply continued to tell her about things.

How cold was natural to me, that almost no temperature bothered me from the little I had experienced in terms of warmth.

I let out a deep breath. “I suppose things are just like that for me, I can control it to some extent but I don’t think I can have a warm touch or anything.”

Ceylon slowly nodded. “That is quite… I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.” I shook my head. “I can relate to having to deal with circumstances you are not prepared for, and the burden you’re carrying. I’m sure it’s not easy for you either.”

Ceylon paused and slowly nodded. “It’s not. Thank you Arc, I… appreciate that.”

I stared at her for a moment, it was… fulfilling to have conversations and learn more about each other. Ceylon was a kind girl, not really the image of noble that I had in mind⁠— then again, my perception was definitely skewed since Earth wasn’t medieval.

“So, how far away is the closest town?” I asked.

Ceylon pondered for a moment. “Maybe two days away at this pace?”

“I see.” I stared at the stars above us. “Do you want to get there in just a few minutes?”

Contrary to expectations, Ceylon shook her head. “I don’t understand what you mean, but even if we could shorten the trip to a few hours, I’d like to take this time to relax. At the same time, if the Grand Duke doesn’t see me arrive at the next town in the following days, perhaps he’ll determine the assassination to be successful.”

She smiled.

“And well, maybe not the best thing to say but I’d like to get to know you better.”

I nodded. “Sure, let’s take our time then.”




* * * * *




Ceylon expected a lot of things from this two-day journey, after all, she was going to spend so long with the person helping her, someone who was quite mysterious to her. More than anything, she hoped for guidance and to find the situation enriching.

Ceylon didn’t know how strong Arc was, however, she was certainly sure that Arc was at least B Tier, and even though they weren’t the strongest, B Tier individuals were strong. They were considered commanders in armies, they would take on important solo missions for the country, and they would be the elite of the elite.

The general populace was the lowest rank after all, though those that stepped beyond were still generally E Tier, and it just got rarer from there.

And yet, Ceylon wasn’t entirely sure if Arc was B Tier, it had been too easy for her to defeat the C Tier mercenaries, so perhaps, just maybe, Arc was…

A Tier.

Generals of whole armies. Celebrities. Fabled adventurers with dozens of achievements under their name. Most A Tier individuals were well-known throughout the Kingdom.

Ceylon swallowed.

If Arc was A Tier… What kind of experiences would I get traveling along with her?

She couldn’t wait!




◇ ◇ ◇




Ceylon stared at the sight before her, aghast.

She expected a lot of things, but this…

Arc was sitting on a log in front of her, and she was eating raw meat. Ceylon just stared as Arc gave her a weird gaze.

“Are you not going to eat?”

Ceylon broke out of her stupor. “Raw meat?! No!” she cried as she looked at the four-legged dead monster. “Also don’t Linue’s have poisonous meat and their fluids have a paralysis effect? Even being touched by one could be dangerous, and you are…”

Ceylon watched as Arc munched on the raw meat of the animal.

“Just eating poison and paralysis reagents…”

Arc shrugged in response. “It must not be poisonous if I can eat it just fine.”

Ceylon watched more as her stomach churned at the gross sight. Linue were considered cute monsters, but the one before her had been torn apart as if ravaged by a terrible beast.

“Are you not going to cook it?”

“I don’t have any way to do so,” she replied simply.

Ceylon opened her mouth and promptly closed it again watching what was unfolding in front of her.

This was the experience she was so excited about…?




◇ ◇ ◇




And the oddities didn’t end there. Just a few hours of traveling later they were ready for bed, and…

Ceylon blinked looking at Arc lying down on the grass.

“You don’t have camping equipment…?”

“Nope,” she replied uncaringly.

Ceylon paused as she slowly lay on the moist and filthy grass. Then she turned to the stars above as confusion filled her mind.

Was this how strong people lived…?

Still, somehow she managed to fall asleep just from how exhausted she was.




◇ ◇ ◇




Ceylon woke up only to turn and immediately freeze.




[Linue. Tier: D]

[Linue. Tier: D]

[Linue. Tier: D]




Three. Three Linues were attacking Arc with their paralytic licks. Ceylon couldn’t do anything as she watched the three merciless monsters go for the kill, but at that moment, Arc awoke with a yawn and a small chuckle.

“Stop licking me…”

After a moment, all three monsters ran away, and Ceylon just blinked.

She was fine after all of that…?

And Ceylon just fell back on the grass, disbelieving the absurdity of the situation.

“Hey, are you okay?” Arc asked concerned, but she couldn’t even bring herself to respond as she stared at the sky.

Just… what was going on?




◇ ◇ ◇




Thankfully the day continued as normal without weird occurrences. They walked for a few hours until⁠— Ceylon’s stomach growled.

Arc turned to her in concern. “Are you sure you don’t want to eat something? Look, I found these berries in the forest.”

Ceylon looked at the palm of the young woman’s hand only to see frozen purple beads. She recognized the berries Arc was talking about. They were all over the Black Forest, but at this point Ceylon didn’t have the energy to overreact anymore. Instead, a single sigh left her.

“Those are poisonous…”

“Really?” Arc asked with some surprise. “They taste pretty good, better than raw meat at least.”

Those words made Ceylon just shake her head with exasperation.

“I don’t understand, it’s like…” And she just stopped. “Nevermind.”

“It’s like?” The white-haired woman raised her brow. “I can take your criticisms.”

“I don’t know, it’s just savage I guess…” Ceylon said hesitantly. “I don’t understand how you can sleep on the grass just fine, ignore monster attacks, and eat poisonous food and still be uncaring of it. I can understand resisting it, but you’re even enjoying this…”

“I guess so.” Arc shook her head looking at the sky. “I am just used to not having these things, so all of this is new to me. Hence I enjoy it.” She scratched her head. “Sorry it bothers you.”

Ceylon listened for a moment. “Right, you said you didn’t know anything…”

But after a few seconds, Arc’s statement resounded louder and louder in her mind. Why was she even bothered by the absurdity of the events? No one had been harmed. And she wasn’t even the victim…

At the same time even if she was hungry she expected to not eat anything for these two days; it’s not like she was jealous of Arc’s eating habits, so…

What was she getting bothered about? It was childish, and more than anything immature and truly ungrateful.

Ceylon reprimanded herself before calling out.

“Arc.”

“Yeah?” The white-haired woman replied with her usual carefree tone.

“I’m sorry for judging you over all of this, it’s just new to me and I guess I just…” Ceylon trailed off before shaking her head. “I’m sorry.”

There was a brief silence as Ceylon felt a pit in her stomach, but then she got a reply.

“It’s fine.” Arc smiled. “I have enough common sense to understand that it’s a bit absurd that I eat raw meat, and the fact that I’m eating poisonous things doesn’t make it any better.” She threw a berry in her mouth. “So it’s okay to be a bit bothered. Don’t worry about it, Ceylon.”

Ceylon paused, feeling a sudden sense of warmth. Perhaps it was because whenever she made a mistake in the past she would be harshly punished, but instead, she had just been forgiven. It was something new to her, but feeling the warmth in her chest truly made her happy.

“Thank you.” She turned back to the road. “Let’s continue our journey then?”

Arc smiled. “Sure. How about you tell me a bit more about the town we are about to arrive in?”

“Ah I don’t know anything about this town in particular…” Ceylon sheepishly smiled, and after a moment she quickly picked herself up. “But I’ll tell you about towns in general!”

“Sure, let’s hear about that.”

“Okay, so first is the town walls…”

And Ceylon quickly began to explain everything she knew regarding towns.




◇ ◇ ◇




The day came to an end rather quickly, and this time Ceylon slept on the grass without being bothered. And when she woke up, she saw a familiar bizarre sight.




[Linue. Tier: D]

[Emenue. Tier: C]

[Linue. Tier: D]

…




Five. This time five Linues were attacking Arc, and this time, there were two evolved variants. It was a sight that would’ve scared Ceylon to death just a day ago, but now instead of being mortified, or even panicking at the sight of the monsters. She laughed at the amount of monsters surrounding her companion as she herself groggily awoke.

There were just too many of them!

There was confusion, a lot of confusion from Arc and Ceylon got to enjoy all of it. But, soon they all left after realizing their attacks were pointless.

“They keep multiplying…” Arc murmured and Ceylon chuckled in response.

“You must be quite delicious for them.”

“Ha…” Arc sighed. “I guess so…”

Ceylon smiled and stood up, offering Arc a hand. “Let’s go then? We should arrive today.”

There was a pause and some hesitation from Arc’s side before finally, she grabbed it with a small smile.

“Yeah.”




* * * * *




And that night, we arrived at the town. We stood before the guard as he looked at us for a moment before speaking.

“You’re forbidden from entering Ranedale.”

I blinked, and Ceylon…

“What?!”


Chapter. 7: Learning of the New World




Ceylon freaked out.

“What do you mean we can’t enter?!” she cried.

The guard remained unflinching as he met her gaze. “Lady, Ranedale is a town that resides at the outer edges of the Black Forest.”

He continued.

“This means we cannot allow everyone to enter, and our protocols have tightened due to the turmoil in the country. We also have strict entry quotas. And unfortunately, today’s has been filled. Unless you have a formal document that would allow us to make an exception, then you cannot enter.”

Ceylon flinched for a moment. “I lost my documents in the fire… Can you please make an exception?”

The guard met her gaze, frowning. “No, it seems you aren’t listening to what I’m saying. Now leave or you will be arrested for being uncooperative.”

“But⁠—” I placed my hand on Ceylon’s shoulder as she turned towards me.

“It’s fine.”

She hesitated but ultimately relinquished with a nod while gritting her teeth. She gave the guard a glare, and just like that we walked away from the road. Ceylon was looking at the ground the entire time, with a somber mood as I finally spoke up.

“If we got into the town, what would we do there?”

Ceylon at that moment shook her head. “Get a place to sleep in, proper food, I’d be able to get a bath and bandage my wounds, maybe hire a priest to heal me…”

“Do you have money?” I asked, raising my brow.

“Of course I have money, though it’s not that much.” Ceylon sighed, reaching for her back, and soon enough she produced a sack. “I am not clumsy enough to lose the things I carry on my person.”

“Alright, then let’s get into town.”

And Ceylon paused, looking at me with confusion. “What do you mean? Didn’t you hear the guard?”

“Well, I heard him.” I shrugged. “I’ll rephrase: let’s break into town.”

“Arc that is…” There was a pause before a sigh came. “Against the law.”

Hearing her, I couldn’t help but chuckle. “It’s only against the law if you get caught.”

I got a dubious look back, but after seeing my smile, Ceylon slowly nodded.

“Okay, how are we going to break in?”

I smiled, extending my hand towards her. “Grab my hand.”

Confusion settled on her face as she raised her brow. “What is grabbing your hand going to do?”

“Just grab it.”

Hearing me, she sighed and placed her palm on mine, lightly flinching in the process.

“This is my first time doing it with another person, so brace yourself.”

She blinked. “Brace myself for what⁠—”

[God Step].

And we vanished in an instant. In the next moment, we appeared in between the houses of Ranedale at a random alley. And just like that, we entered the town. Ceylon fell back, landing on her butt as she looked around with wide eyes.

“What was⁠— ugh.” She covered her mouth. “I can’t⁠—!”

A groan left her as she scrambled elsewhere only for me to hear her… throw up. I did my best to not listen, and after a few seconds of that, she came back. She looked as dignified as she could, meeting my gaze.

“What did you do?!” she cried in a whisper. “This⁠— this skill that you used?! What was it!? You should’ve told me it would’ve made my whole world spin! And⁠— A-And all that!”

Her face was red as I awkwardly scratched my cheek. “It never really felt like that whenever I used it, sorry.”

A loud sigh left her. “What kind of skill is that…” Ceylon turned to me clearly tired. “Next time, inform me like you did last time, and I’ll truly brace myself.”

“Yeah…”

To be honest, I felt… bad. Not too much, but I was hoping it’d be a pleasant surprise rather than a mortifying and unpleasant experience. Ceylon continued to mutter things such as: what kind of skill could do this, what was that, why did it feel so terrible⁠— but eventually she moved on after a minute or two as she turned to me.

“We should try and find a place to stay.”

I nodded. “Let’s do that.” And we began to move out of the alley as I spoke again. “By the way, sorry again.”

“It’s… fine.” Ceylon shook her head. “I just thought everyone needed to like, at least mutter their skills in order to use them. If I at least heard it, I would’ve been able to actually brace myself.”

“Ah.” I thought for a moment. “Sometimes I do need to call it. It depends on the skill. Most of the time I don’t need to call unless I can’t really focus, I guess.”

“I see.” Ceylon nodded, still clearly bothered as we stepped onto the town’s streets.

There were very few people outside, and we got some weird looks that we attempted to ignore. The buildings looked somewhat dirty, but inside, all of them had a cozy orange tint to them. Something that I found oddly comforting.

Ceylon walked around seemingly looking for something before her eyes landed on a street sign, one that I immediately was able to read: lodging.

“Let’s go find an inn.” She gestured.

I followed after Ceylon, she was… well, getting weird looks throughout, and for good reason. There was dried blood all over her body, and her dress was still very much torn. She had done practically nothing to fix herself up in the past two days, or even eaten, something that I found slightly concerning.

But now we were in town, and hopefully Ceylon would be able to fix herself up.

We passed by a few buildings and houses, ignoring most of them until Ceylon paused before one. It was the biggest one so far, not by much but I could tell, and its material looked newer than all the other ones. Ceylon was standing before the door as she murmured to herself.

“This must be it, I think.”

And after a deep breath, she opened the door. What greeted us was a fancy wooden reception with a large pattern-filled carpet. I walked in along with Ceylon staring at the chandelier on the ceiling as a single word left me.

“Fancy…”

A person came from a door behind the counter, an older woman with brunette hair and average looks, though her attire was well-kept.

“Welcome to the best inn on Ranedale, the town of the Black Forest,” the woman chirped before noticing Ceylon, and at that moment she paused.

Ceylon walked up to the counter basically slamming her hands down. “Do you have a bath?”

“Ah, we do, but it’s costly⁠—”

And she slammed the coin pouch on the counter. “How much?”

“Considering your state.” She then looked at me. “And your companion, for bath, food, and staying one night, one gold coin.”

Ceylon immediately produced a golden coin from her pouch, as she basically barked at the lady.

“Bath now.”

I just watched, thinking to myself. Right, Ceylon is a noble after all… She was a bit tyrannic; desperate. Though not like I could blame her.

The lady hurriedly nodded. “Right this way.”

And she walked past the counter and into the reception, immediately heading towards the stairs as Ceylon followed after her grabbing her pouch, and I simply just stood there. At least until Ceylon turned to me, her face gentle.

“I’ll be right back unless you want to join in for the bath.”

I thought for a moment but shook my head. “It’s fine.”

I’d probably freeze the water anyway.

Ceylon smiled and walked away.

Soon after, another staff member guided me to a room for two, where I was left waiting for Ceylon.




◇ ◇ ◇




I kinda just lay in bed until Ceylon came back.

And when she entered, she was wearing what I’d describe as casual pajamas. Long pants and a shirt. Her dress didn’t seem to be anywhere in sight, her hair however was carefully combed, and she herself was free of filth. She turned to me with an apologetic look.

“I’m sorry you had to see me in such a way.”

“It’s okay.” I shrugged. “I don’t care for appearances.”

A small chuckle left her as she sat on the bed. Looking at me deeply.

“Thank you for helping me Arc, and for saving my life and everything in between.”

I awkwardly nodded. “I couldn’t really just stand there and let you die I guess.”

Ceylon laughed for a moment. “Well, I know I haven’t been doing a great job as a guide, so now that we are in a better place, let me start from the beginning.”

I raised my brow. “Wouldn’t it be better for me to ask questions?”

She thought for a moment. “How about I just give you an introduction and you ask questions after, might be better.”

I pondered, before nodding.

“Okay, I’ll start.” Ceylon breathed. “We are in the Kingdom of Draliz, a country. One of many around the world. Here in Draliz nobility is determined by wealth above everything. Even the title of King can be earned, hence my ongoing circumstances.”

I nodded as Ceylon continued.

“There are towns with a population of a couple hundreds to a thousand, and there are cities with populations of thousands to tens of thousands. Though I suppose this isn’t too relevant.”

She let out a small breath and sat on the bed across from me.

“We are in the Black Forest. It is said to be one of the most dangerous places in Draliz, and its origins are unknown. Monsters are just naturally drawn here by the concentration of mana in the deeper parts.”

I nodded.

“Now moving on to more world things, since you said you didn’t know anything.” She scratched her cheek meeting my gaze. “I assume you’ve experienced floating projections at some point in your life, those are⁠—”

“The System?” I asked, interrupting.

Ceylon nodded. “It can be called that. There are religions centered around it. It grants every being in the world power that otherwise we wouldn’t have. It’s the basis of all magic, it’s the basis of mana.”

“Mana?”

“What you use to make magic, to use your skills. What you feel inside you is mana.” Ceylon explained quickly. “Even though I am in the lowest Tier, I can still feel my mana inside of me.”

I nodded.

“The System grants us classes to be able to fight or achieve our goals life. I assume you too have a class.” She nodded.

I did not have a class. My status just said: Hero.

“And well, I guess that’s enough of an introduction?” Ceylon thought. “Though we don’t really get a class until E Tier, so I don't have one.”

I raised my brow. “That’s interesting.”

Ceylon chuckled. “I’m sure you went through it a long time ago so you probably forgot. Do you have any questions?”

I pondered. “How does one make money aside from jobs?”

“Ah, about that.” Ceylon coughed. “There is a job for everyone, even the strong.” She gave me a side glance. “Adventurers kill monsters for a living, they sell their parts to foster the economy, etcetera.”

“So you’re saying?”

“I’m saying you should become an adventurer, you also get a free pass to every town and country, and well someone strong like you should get a lot of money and fame. I think you might be able to register in this town if there is a branch of the adventurer’s guild here.”

“Eh.” I leaned back. “Money is nice to have a roof over my head, but I don’t really care for fame, it seems bothersome. Everything else sounds nice though.” I closed my eyes. “I’ll think about it.”

Ceylon nodded. “Yeah, just think about it. I am making a lot of assumptions, but after you’re done helping me, you’ll probably need something to do.”

“Yeah.”

She was right. I let out a breath as I stared at the ceiling. After helping, I would be aimless once more. I had to find something⁠—

And a knock on the door was followed by a lady stepping in with a lidded tray. I stared for a moment, as she walked to the middle of a room where a table sat and set it down. After a moment, she lifted the lid, and a pleasant aroma entered my nose as my eyes went wide.

At the table lay two bowls of soup, they looked… amazing.

Meanwhile, Ceylon scooted over to one of the chairs next to the table with a weird face. But I didn’t mind as I just stared.




* * * * *




Ceylon sat down at the room’s table and she suppressed a sigh. She hadn’t eaten anything for two days, but this… She looked at the bowl of soup, the broth looked empty for lack of a better word, the vegetables inside looked old, and upon touching the meat with the spoon, it was as hard as a rock.

She looked at the soup as the inn staff left, she felt disillusioned, but perhaps she had expected too much. Ranedale was at the edge of the Black Forest, but very much still inside of it. So perhaps, this was to be expected.

Ceylon was just about to eat before she noticed someone was missing. She turned to look at the beds where she saw Arc staring with wide eyes. Her white hair looked as silky as ever, but her ice-like eyes held nothing but wide surprise.

“Are you not going to eat?” Ceylon asked awkwardly.

Arc blinked and slowly nodded, sitting down somewhat apprehensively and looking at the soup as she clumsily got hold of the spoon. Ceylon understood.

“I know it’s not the best but, it’s the best we can get right now,” she awkwardly reassured. “We should eat now.”

She got yet another awkward nod from Arc, as Ceylon brought the soup-filled spoon to her mouth and ate it. She almost frowned. The soup really wasn’t good, and when she turned to stare at Arc, her hand was shaking as she was opening her mouth.

Something seemed off.

Ceylon watched as Arc placed the spoonful in her mouth, and at that moment, her eyes went wide.

And then… she started crying.

Ceylon watched as the aloof and uncaringly strong woman began to audibly sob over eating a spoonful of soup. Ceylon didn’t know what to do, her heart rate immediately tripled as she scrambled to say something.

“Are you alright?!”

And Arc slowly nodded as she slowly ate another spoonful.

“It’s just…” she choked.

Ceylon prepared herself, and the next words shocked her.

“It’s just so good.”

Ceylon continued to watch as Arc savored every bit of the soup. And all she could do was stare.

Just what kind of life had Arc been living to cry over eating soup…?

Ceylon looked down at her meal. It looked average to her at best, and its taste wasn’t anything to write home about. But still, she decided to not say anything about it or form opinions as she began to eat as well.




◇ ◇ ◇




And not long after, both of them finished their meal. Ceylon wanted to say something but she didn’t know what to say, meanwhile Arc was looking down at the bowl, until finally she sighed.

“Where I came from, the only source of food were monsters that constantly attacked me, whether I was awake or asleep. There was no fire, the dried wood around was unusable. I never had a proper rest until a day ago. And this is my first real meal in years.”

Arc closed her eyes. She didn’t seem to be crying now, but she definitely was in a weird mood.

“Thank you, Ceylon.”

Ceylon blinked. “You’re welcome…”

And with those words, Arc stood up and lay in bed without words. It was clear to her that she was now going to sleep. Meanwhile, she was just left to brood over her thoughts as she thought about the things Arc had just said.




* * * * *




I lay in bed and closed my eyes.

I never expected to get so emotional eating proper food, but it only made sense. It had been so long since I had experienced a warm meal. It’s taste was incomparable to anything I could remember eating, it had just been… the best.

Right now, I wanted more than ever to experience new things, to see the sights the world had to offer and to see what I had been missing out on for so long. I needed a way to experience things; I needed money. And something popped into my mind.

To become an adventurer…

I remembered what Ceylon had said, and I made a decision.

Tomorrow I’ll become an adventurer.

And I fell asleep.


Chapter. 8: Adventurer’s Guild




Ceylon had gone to bed with a lot in mind. And when she woke up, all she could do was think.

She didn’t know much about Arc, where she came from, what her past was like, or how she had gotten so strong. But now, she had a very small idea and it sounded awful. It was a thing so far away from her reality that she barely comprehended it, but her small attempts at doing so made her feel…

Spoiled.

So what if the soup was bad? She had so many other things to deal with and she really complained about the soup⁠— No, it was fine to complain. Ceylon understood that her situation wasn’t easy but Arc’s in comparison was…

Damnation.

And Ceylon felt like she had to do something about it. That she had to help Arc to achieve whatever she wanted to achieve. It was a small feeling now, perhaps she’d give up and forget the next day, but right now, she was going to act on it.

She opened her eyes and sat upright to look at Arc, but she paused. Arc was gone. Confusion flared through Ceylon’s mind as she searched around, and at the corner of her eye, she saw it. A blue card on the table. It was… made out of ice. A message clearly inscribed in it.

Ceylon blinked as she approached it and immediately grabbed it, wincing for a moment as she shone it against the sunlight. And at that moment she finally read its contents.

“I left to become an adventurer. I’ll be back after. - Arc.”

Ceylon blinked.

Arc left to go to the Adventurer’s Guild?!

And she scrambled to leave.

There were things that Arc definitely didn’t know that could lead to disaster!




* * * * *




I was in a bad mood.

I dreamt of home, the land of ice, except, it had been a nightmare. I dreamt of the start of the training and the constant struggle for death. It sucked. And now, after constantly asking people for directions of adventurers and getting unclear answers, I finally got pointed towards the Adventurer’s Guild. A large building at the center of the town.

Standing before the place, I took a deep breath, before striding forward and walking through the swinging double doors.

What greeted me was a boisterous hall with twenty or so people, all dressed up with weapons and combat gear. They were what I assumed to be adventurers. Though in spite of the confused gazes I got, I just strode to the front desk where there were clerks standing.

I picked one at random and walked towards them; it was a burly bald man with a long beard. The man met my gaze and spoke up with a gruff voice.

“What do you need?”

“I want to register to become an adventurer,” I said simply.

“That is not possible.” The man shook his head.

I immediately frowned. “Why not?”

“For starters, we are not recruiting at the moment, and you also do not have a reference.”

Confusion settled in my mind hearing him. “Recruiting… reference?”

“Yes.” He nodded slightly. “We only recruit new adventurers during certain windows, and those adventurers must have an already existing reference. This is to avoid ignorant people from jumping into such a dangerous job and dying fruitlessly. Of course, if you’re already here you should know all of this.”

He glared at me, clearly implying what he was saying.

“But⁠—”

And at that moment, a man from the back laughed, standing up from his table with a wide grin. He wore evidently better armor than everyone else here, a longsword sat on his back, swinging side to side as he strode towards me.

“Of course she doesn’t know, come on now! She is one of those people that come in with fancy equipment.” He met my gaze. “Did Daddy buy you that fancy jacket?”

My frown deepened as he finally stood before me, looking down at me.

“You don't have what it takes.” And he poked the center of my chest with his finger.

I immediately slapped his hand away with a frown. “Don’t touch me.”

“What are you going to do about it?” He poked again as my annoyance hit a new peak. “Cry to your dad?” My fist tightened. “You do not belong here, so shut up and go make me a porridge⁠—”

And I punched. I felt several bones break as the air broke. The man went flying through the air, shattering the doors of the guild as he was sent flying into the outside plaza before crashing against a building with an explosion of dust and grime.

I sneered. “Dumbass.”

When I turned to look at my surroundings, everyone was looking at me with wide eyes, clearly mortified at what I had just done.

Perhaps, I had gone a bit overboard…




* * * * *




Ceylon hurried to arrive. All the way there, she prayed from the bottom of her heart that nothing happened, and as she saw the Adventurer’s Guild in the distance, she was relieved.

Perhaps Arc hadn’t encountered issues⁠—

And the door exploded as Ceylon yelped from shock. A scream of pain echoed and she saw a shadow streak through the ground. Rolling before hitting a building with a very loud thud. She watched the smoke clear only to see a bloodied adventurer.

Her heart skipped a beat as she ran towards the guild.

Something had indeed happened.

Immediately she arrived as she saw Arc standing in front of the reception desk crossing her arms, all while an unsettling silence was present inside of the guild. Ceylon was just about to step forward when she saw a door to the side of the hall slam open, and a man with a black coat walked out.

“What in the fuck happened?!” he bellowed.

And Ceylon immediately recognized the patterns lining the coat.

It was the Guildmaster…




* * * * *




I watched as someone came out from a door and immediately glared at me. Clearly some form of supervisor or manager.

“Are you responsible for the commotion?”

“I guess so.” I shrugged. “Perhaps if he listened this wouldn’t have happened.”

He let out a grunt and turned to the receptionist. “What happened?”

“An adventurer disrespected the lady and ignored her… request to not touch her before he was.” The bald man coughed. “Punched and thrown out the door.”

The manager raised his brow. “You’re telling me a punch made all that noise?”

“Yes sir…” The clerk lowered his head.

The response seemed to make the manager ponder for a few moments, and as that was happening I felt a familiar presence near me. I turned only to see Ceylon as she stiffened for a moment, from some form of shock.

“Did you just sense me⁠— no, ignore that. We have to leave now,” she whispered. “You could be arrested for what just happened⁠—”

“So, I’m told you came to register as an adventurer?” The manager turned to me only to see me facing Ceylon. “Does your companion also want to register?”

Ceylon stiffened. “No, sir Guildmaster, only her.”

Guildmaster…? I didn’t know what exactly that meant other than he was the boss of the place. The man met my gaze for a few moments, seemingly evaluating it before nodding.

“Very well, an exception can be made. You are clearly a cut above the rest in terms of skill.”

“Uh huh.” His words sounded a bit… I didn’t know how to feel about his compliment, but I still nodded. “Thank you.”

The Guildmaster smiled at me for a moment. “Come this way, let’s get you tested. Your friend can come along.”

And with those words, he walked towards the open door, where a large and long office clearly laid. I met Ceylon’s gaze for a moment, and she seemed more confused than anything. So I simply shrugged and followed after the Guildmaster.

We entered his office and Ceylon closed the door behind her. Meanwhile, I took a seat behind his desk as he sat down. He looked at me once more.

“What is your name?”

“Arc.”

“Interesting name.” He pondered for a moment. “Okay, Arc. So, here is what is going to happen, your Tier will be appraised using this red stone here; an appraisal stone.” The Guildmaster pulled out a red opal from under the desk. It was as big as his fist. “Then once that is done, you will become an official adventurer and get all the paperwork.”

I blinked. “My Tier will be measured? As in, strength Tier?”

Ceylon looked at me weirdly, meanwhile the Guildmaster nodded.

“Yes, is there a problem with that?”

“Is it necessary?” I asked, feeling a bit apprehensive.

He crossed his arms, frowning. “I thought you wanted to become an adventurer, did I get something wrong here? Just place your hand on the stone, use mana and you’re done.”

Being with Ceylon had taught me that my strength was much more abnormal than I anticipated…

I hesitated but ultimately sighed with a nod. “I guess so.” I needed this for my future plans… “Just don’t freak out, I guess…”

The Guildmaster gestured towards the red stone that was at his desk, and I simply extended my hand and touched it. Its surface was flat and rather cold, and then, I pushed my mana into it⁠. The red stone shone for a moment before a screen flashed in front of me.




[ Overloaded. ]




It flickered for a moment, and then⁠— it exploded. The red stone burst into thousands of pieces with a shrill noise as I blinked.

Meanwhile, the Guildmaster had his mouth wide open. “Overloaded…? But… how?”

Ceylon too was looking at the remains of the stone with wide eyes. “Can’t they measure up to A Tier?”

Meanwhile I scratched my cheek. “I told you so.”

The Guildmaster turned to me, slowly standing up. “What Tier are you?”

“Does it matter?”

“Of course it matters!” He slammed his palms on the desk. “You could be the next hope of our country, you could be a savior⁠—”

“I don’t care for that.” I frowned, interrupting him.

“Right. Of course, you aren’t… Right…” He seemed to lose his mind as he began to mutter to himself.

Ceylon meanwhile turned to me and opened her mouth before promptly closing it and facing away once more. The sight made me feel a bit bad. But before I could even say an apology, the Guildmaster spoke up.

“How about we run a little test?” He walked towards the wall, where a mannequin rested. “You’ll attack this target dummy, using any skill that you are sure will destroy it. Then we will evaluate based on that and form your adventurer’s license based on that.”

I gave him a dubious look, but ultimately nodded. “Very well.”

He dragged the target dummy to the end of the elongated office where I could see scorch marks lining the walls among other scratches and damages. Clearly not the first time this test occurred.

After setting it up, he gestured for Ceylon to stand behind me as he also did too.

“You may begin.”

I sighed, and extended my hand. Might as well go back to the beginning. And from my palm, ice began to form as a pristine spear of ice formed. I heard a mutter from behind me as I hefted the weapon with perfect balance. I drew back and immediately called.

“[Throw of Death]!”

And the spear blurred. Like a bullet it hit the dummy with a loud thud as I saw chunks of wall and rock fly through the air. It hadn’t exploded, but the damage had been much higher than I had ever anticipated.

All that remained was the torso of the dummy impaled on the wall along with the spear, its limbs torn from the force alone, strewn on the ground.

The Guildmaster behind me blinked. “But that skill is an E Tier skill… how can it be so… strong?”

I turned only to see him trying to work his jaw, while Ceylon gave me an alien look.

“It… an E Tier skill shouldn’t be able to destroy this dummy or even a C Tier skill…” The Guildmaster muttered under his breath. “Just… how?”

Finally after a few moments of talking to himself, he turned to face me with a weird look.

“Arc this is, I don’t have the permission to award you such a high rank⁠—”

And the door slammed open as the receptionist from earlier walked in. His eyes went wide for a moment seeing the slammed dummy but he immediately turned towards the Guildmaster.

“Urgent news. Ranedale is being besieged by thousands of Lesser Imera Spiders! It’s a C ranked threat! They are already inside the town!”

The Guildmaster immediately began to bark orders, and I simply paused.

The town was being attacked by the spiders I had unleashed into the world two days ago…

I turned to look at Ceylon only to see her evidently looking upset. I wanted to talk with her, but so long as the spiders were here, nothing of the sort would happen. At the same time, people could die from that.

A small sigh left me as I stepped past Ceylon and the Guildmaster.

“What are you doing?” he called.

“I’ll deal with it.” I sighed. “I’ll deal with the spiders.”

Before either of them could say anything, I muttered my skill under my breath.

“[God Step]”

The faster it was done, the better.

And in an instant, I found myself in the center of the plaza, I could already sense spiders in the town and in the vicinity. I didn’t want fame. I didn’t want notoriety. I didn’t want people to know about me. But there was something more that I didn’t want.

For my actions to endanger other people.

My mana coalesced at my hand as a single white bead of ice appeared at my palm. I took a breath as I dropped it, calling my skill.

That was why I was going to end everything in a single attack.

“[Everlasting Glaciation].”

And the bead hit the ground⁠— and erupted. A wave of ice exploded around me, turning everything white in a blink. Everything froze; the streets, the houses, the air, and all of the spiders.

In a single second, it had all become a land of ice. The spiders froze in place, the plants and trees, the doors of the houses. Everything had changed, and at that moment all of the kill notifications came.




[ You have defeated: Lesser Imera Spider. Tier: C. ]

[ You have defeated: Lesser Imera Spider. Tier: C. ]

[ You have defeated: Lesser Imera Spider. Tier: C. ]

…




They had all died.

The Guildmaster ran out of the building. Other people joined him as he gasped seeing the ice-covered town. Ceylon too rushed out of the building, but the first person to speak was the Guildmaster as he trembled, looking at me with a mortified expression.

“J-Just who are you…?”


Chapter. 9: Heroes




An uncomfortable silence filled the street, the ice around me crackled as the adventurers from the guild stared at me with weird gazes. And in front, the person with the most shock on their face was none other than the Guildmaster.

I met his gaze and didn’t reply to his question as his shock turned to a trembling from anger. I found it… annoying.

The Guildmaster trembled. “You⁠— You have any idea of how many people you just killed?!”

“Only the spiders died, nothing else died.” I shook my head. “Don’t mark me as a murderer.”

“How can you prove that?!” he bellowed, balling his fists.

“Like this.” I snapped my fingers and a gust of wind passed. “There, now the ice is melting much faster.” I lazily gestured at our surroundings, where the thick sheets of ice were now visibly dissolving. “I’m not a murderer, you can just send people to investigate if you want.”

My words seemed to bring him somewhat back to reality as he looked at our surroundings. Before finally, he met my gaze with a weird look. And after a few seconds of silence I sighed.

“Look, if talking with me will assuage your worries, then we can talk.” I shrugged. “It’s not like I am entirely blameless either.”

He immediately entered high alert, raising his brow. “What do you mean⁠—”

“We can talk,” I interrupted. “But lower the weapons first, this is unproductive.”

The Guildmaster slowly and skeptically nodded as he turned to look behind him where all the present adventurers were already getting to attack. And with a small nod, they listened. Not a second later, a familiar person pushed in between the crowd of adventurers. Her golden hair fluttered with the wind and her blue eyes met mine with nothing but disbelief.

I met her gaze for a moment before the Guildmaster turned towards me.

“Alright, let’s talk, Arc. If your name is even that,” he said, hostility still present in his voice. “What was that skill?”

I frowned. “I am not comfortable sharing that much information about it in front of so many other people. I am willing to talk with you, but that’s about it.” I shrugged. “As far as I am concerned, I’m done here.”

The Guildmaster gritted his teeth for a few moments, before nodding. “Very well, then let us talk in the privacy of my office.”

“Sure." I nodded.

He then walked inside the building, as adventurers gave him strange looks. The Guildmaster halted in his steps and turned to look at the surrounding people.

"Everyone go check for casualties. I'll deal with this."

""Yes sir!""

And just like that, the crowd rapidly dispersed. Leaving a single person looking at me; Ceylon. I met her gaze and gave her an apologetic smile.

"We'll talk after this."

She slowly nodded and asked. "Can you tell me the truth?"

"You'll get it." I nodded in reassurance. "I'm going with the Guildmaster now."

Ceylon gave me yet another nod as I followed into the man's office. Once more we were there but the air was completely different.

"Again, last time I repeat myself. What was that skill?"

I pondered for a moment. "It's a skill called [Everlasting Glaciation], it mimics an era of ice instantly freezing everything I desire it to within a certain radius. As for its Tier…" I scratched my neck.

If I was honest, I wanted to lie, but I still had to tell some semblance of truth in order to avoid further trouble. And so, I quickly made a decision as I sighed.

"It's S Tier and my strongest skill."

"So you're saying…" he skeptically met my gaze.

"I am an S Tier individual." I looked down at the ground continuing with my lie. "I didn't want too much notoriety, so I chose to keep it to myself for as long as possible. I didn't really harm anyone."

A sigh left me as I turned to meet his astonished gaze. "However this time, as I said: I'm partly to blame for the spiders being here."

The Guildmaster blinked in shock, clearly believing my words. However I could quite clearly tell there was something that still bothered him.

"How are you partly responsible?"

"Well that is—"

And the door opened, just about a minute after the conversation started. An adventurer was panting.

"What is it?" The Guildmaster asked with a frown.

"With the help of the guards we have confirmed that there were no casualties to the ice. However…" The man paused.

"However?" The Guildmaster urged.

"They still wish to arrest the responsible party for the general unrest they caused."

Both of the people turned to look at me before the Guildmaster shook his head.

"Tell them that since the culprit is an adventurer we are handling the punishment."

The man blinked. "But she is not—"

"Just do it." The Guildmaster barked and the man hurriedly nodded before closing the door.

There was a weird silence before I spoke up. it was clear to me that the Guildmaster had no more hostility and had chosen to defend me for it.

"Thank you, I appreciate it."

He shook his head. "Continue with your story."

I nodded. "Like I said, I'm partially responsible. About three days ago I found myself in a cave deep in the Dark Forest. And an Imera Spider attacked me, so I killed it."

I scratched my neck.

"I saw its children flee but I didn't really do anything about it. I didn't think there were that many and admittedly didn't think they would evolve either or attack Ranedale. Sorry."

My apology was half-assed, but now I had learned two things. To not show off in the public eye, and to clean up if I create a mess before it snowballs.

Meanwhile the Guildmaster slowly nodded.

"So you killed the Imera Spider." He let out a long sigh before laughing as if rejuvenated. "That's just great!"

I blinked. "How is it great? It caused so much chaos."

He shook his head. "You don't understand. Ranedale has always been plagued by spider attacks. I've been here for years. And about five years ago, a weird figure arrived in this town."

"A weird figure?" I asked with increasing confusion. "I don't see how this relates to the spider."

The Guildmaster sighed. "Let me finish. This figure in particular was a hero. Or well that's what he claimed he was. After no one believed him, he cursed that this town would be plagued with calamity."

"And? Was he actually a hero?"

"That I don't know. But a day later, an Immature Imera Spider besieged the town. It was close to fully maturing, but thankfully it hadn't reached the threshold of A Tier just yet. We repelled it, but since then its children have been tormenting us periodically. Most that know the tale believe it has to do with this hero."

I blinked. "Oh, huh. But aren't heroes supposed to be like, good guys?"

The Guildmaster shook his head. "There are as many tales of heroes committing good deeds as there are of bad ones. In the end, it's hard to acknowledge them as the 'good guys'."

I raised my brow, using this opportunity to get more information. "Don't they have a holy duty assigned by The System or something?"

The Guildmaster paused in shock, meeting my gaze. "You seem to know more than a normal person about heroes. Are you by chance one of them?"

My expression turned deadpan. "No."

And he started to laugh. "Sorry, bad joke. It is as you said, heroes did have a job assigned by the System."

"What do you mean by, did?" I skeptically raised my brow, my heart skipping a few beats.

"Do they not tell the story anymore? Though I suppose you wouldn't be asking if you knew, it's not like most people connect the dots either." He coughed. "Long ago, it was said that at the very edges of the world, a castle resided. One housing the god we know as the System."

I paused. Like a fucking server room? But before I could say anything the man continued.

"It is said that the Dragon God grew tired and decided to launch an attack with its kin. And hence heroes were born to protect and maintain the supremacy of the System." And he let out a breath. "Of course, this is just a version of the story, some say the demons attacked it, others say abominations of the darkness attacked. But one thing is for certain, as of today there is no dragon god."

I thought for a moment. "Why would they attack the System though?"

"Because the System provided us with the tools and abilities to grow stronger." He shrugged explaining as if it were obvious. "It provided lesser beings a way to catch up to those that are born gifted. A human is born in the F Tier, but if you compare them to an Fairy, a race born in the C Tier then you realize the disparity. Yet thanks to the System there are humans as strong as the strongest of elves."

I nodded. "That makes sense."

"Anyway." He waved his hand from side to side. "Even if my lecture was enlightening this is something you should mostly know. Instead, I just want to thank you for liberating Ranedale from the spiders."

I blinked. "You're welcome." I took a moment to breathe, finally relaxing. "And thanks for the information."

Perhaps the nonsensical duty that the System gave me was related to the attacks on it. Maybe it had been damaged…

I didn't know just yet, but now I felt like I had a lead. Though something else remained in my mind.

Heroes didn't seem to be as good as I initially thought they were. It seemed that I had to be more careful with my identity from now on. However I still had to—

And a chuckle entered my ears. It was from none other than the Guildmaster.

"There is nothing to thank me for, but if you want something to thank me for then it has to be this," he said, bringing up what seemed to be a collar with dangling tags. "You said you didn't want notoriety, but you also wanted to become an adventurer so this is for you."

I received the tags from the Guildmaster as I looked down, reading the inscriptions.




Name: Arc. Registered in Ranedale Branch. Tier: C




"You are officially a C Tier adventurer." He grinned. "Of course, if officials find out your Tier is higher they will naturally readjust your tag and rank to your respective Tier. So be careful with that," the Guildmaster warned.

I felt nothing but surprise as he smiled at me.

"Consider it a secret between us, and also a token of apology for how I lashed out."

I opened my mouth before closing it again, I certainly didn't expect that.

After a moment. I finally spoke up.

"Thank you."

"Of course." He nodded. "Do not lose it, it might look like average metal but it's magically inscribed and is your official identification as an adventurer. Getting a new one will be hard for you."

With those words, he stood up and walked towards the door.

I nodded. "I'll take care of it."

"Alright. I'll go deal with the town guards and the mess you created. Consider it part of my apology."

I nodded this time more slowly. "Thank you."

"You're welcome." And with those words he left as I finally relaxed.

Now I just had to wait until he came back, right?

But not a second later the door opened. It was the Guildmaster.

"Oh right, your companion wants to talk with you. I'll get going now."

Soon, Ceylon entered the room and the door closed once more. She met my gaze, shifting in her spot for a moment before letting out a breath and resolving herself.

“Could you tell me the truth, please?"

A myriad of thoughts flashed through my mind, especially considering the information I had just learned about heroes. But in the end, I didn't want to betray Ceylon's trust.

Though admittedly there was a chance I would regret this in the future. It was a decision following my feelings rather than one of logic, but I was already resolved.

"Arc?" Ceylon asked with concern.

And I lightly nodded. "I'll tell you the truth now Ceylon."

I took a small breath before lightly smiling at her.

“I am a Hero summoned here by the System,” I continued. “The Heroine of Frost.”


Chapter. 10: Revealing The Truth




Ceylon’s eyes went wide as she repeated what I just said.

“The Heroine of Frost…?”

I nodded, not frowning or smiling. “That is correct.”

“So you really are a… hero.” Her shoulders sagged.

Seeing her, I couldn’t help but awkwardly shift. “I’m sorry for not telling you and outright lying when you asked…”

“No, it’s not…” Ceylon hesitated. “It’s not that.”

“Then what is it?”

She turned to look at the ground, slightly shaking, and after a second she finally spoke up.

“You are a hero so… why are you helping me? I mean, you could be doing so many other things, and I’m sure you have duties as a hero⁠—”

“I don’t have duties.” I shook my head, interrupting her. “I just heard from the Guildmaster. Heroes were originally summoned to protect the System, but that's something that has long been fulfilled even before I came here."

"That is…" Ceylon spoke in a low voice. "I didn't know that… but still."

I met her gaze, she seemed nervous. The sight made me chuckle.

“I’m helping you because I want to. Because you’re the first real person I met in this world.” I smiled as I looked at the ceiling. "That is why I’ll help you with your goal of meeting the Hermit and getting their help.”

Ceylon slowly nodded. “That is still a bit hard to accept…”

I smiled. “Then don’t accept it, I’ll continue helping you regardless.”

“Right…” She turned to look at the ground once more. “Thank you.”

I nodded, and just a few moments later she walked to the chair next to me and silently sat down. And after a moment, she took a breath.

“All that ice came from one of your skills, right?” She asked with quiet disbelief. “A single skill killed thousands of C Tier monsters, something that would’ve even killed someone in the A Tier should they have fought them alone. In a second… they all died…”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “When I first arrived here, a spider ambushed me, and upon killing it, hundreds of spiders escaped the cave. The fact that they are here is my fault. That's why I acted the way I did. I already told the Guildmaster this too."

And Ceylon tensed before she snapped towards me. “So the spider that attacked me⁠—”

“It had also escaped,” I spoke with a slightly bitter smile. “I didn’t expect them to cause all of this at the time, so I just let them be.”

“Right,” Ceylon acknowledged, looking at our surroundings, her mind clearly in turmoil. “That is… I don’t know…” She hesitated. “I’ll just keep asking questions. Where did you come from?”

I sighed. “Training. A limited land of ice with little to no respite, run entirely by the System with the sole purpose of making me stronger. That is how I got so strong, and that is why I enjoyed the simple things because those things weren’t there.”

Ceylon had a very weird expression as she digested what I just said. And her voice came down to a whisper.

“So you really are a hero…”

I shook my head. “I’m not a hero Ceylon, even if the System calls me the Heroine of Frost, I am still very much Arc. Besides, if I have no real duties can I even call myself a hero?"

Ceylon hesitated.

“But you are⁠ so strong, and you are a hero, there is no way I can⁠ just ignore that—”

“It’s fine,” I interrupted once more. “You’ve been treating me just fine in spite of knowing I am abnormally strong, just because I’m a hero doesn’t really change that fact.”

“Right, I… right.” She lowered her head. “I never expected this even in my dreams… But, I guess it makes sense.”

I let her take it in, silently waiting for her to digest everything I had just said.

“Arc,” Ceylon finally called as she hesitantly met my gaze.

“Yeah?”

She paused for a moment but ultimately spoke up. “What are your goals?”

I smiled. “To find a home and explore the world.”

“I see.” She slowly nodded. “Thank you for being honest with me Arc.”

“You’re welcome.”

There was a brief silence before she continued.

“Before your training… Did you have a family?”

Her question made me pause for a moment as I had a brief memory of the past. But ultimately, back there, I didn’t have anyone to return to. And so, I shook my head.

“I did, but it doesn’t matter now.”

“Sorry…” Ceylon shrunk back. “I don’t think I have any more questions…”

I thought for a moment. "Do you want to know my Tier?"

Ceylon thought before ultimately shaking her head. "It's a lot to digest right now, give me some time before telling me that."

She carried an apologetic tone but I simply nodded.

"I'll tell you when you're ready to hear it."

"Thank you." Ceylon took a breath. "One last thing, do you know how long you spent becoming a hero?”

“Five years and seven months.” I crossed my arms. “The System told me at the end of things.”

Hearing me, Ceylon awkwardly shifted. “Was that included in your… age?”

“It was.”

There was a brief pause followed by a nod. “I see, thank you for being honest Arc.”

“You already thanked me.” I gave her a small smile. "Are you not worried that I'm a hero, haven't they done terrible things?"

"Well, I haven't seen you do something terrible aside from that one adventurer that went flying." I scratched my cheek and she continued. "So not really."

"I see." I nodded. "That's good."

And then there was just awkward silence. Neither of us knew what to say, that was until I thought of something.

"I became an adventurer." I showed her the tags.

Ceylon lightly smiled. "That's nice. It should help with entering cities."

"Yeah."

And then there was silence once more. If I was honest, I didn’t know how to tread this situation, I wasn’t particularly outgoing before training, and training had just left me isolated from the world. I was just happy Ceylon hadn’t told me to fuck off or something, which granted; would’ve been out of character for her.

Though, it was fair to say I had no social skills, and so, I just waited.

After a few minutes, Ceylon finally decided to say something.

“You know, maybe I should be mad about being deceived, but I owe so much to you that I am not even upset,” she admitted. “It’s just a lot to take in, that is all. How do you feel about being a hero, Arc?”

“I don’t know, it’s just a title I guess,” I said with a small shrug. “I didn’t feel particularly heroic killing all of those spiders. If anything, being a hero seems more trouble than what it’s worth.”

Ceylon chuckled. “It does sound like it.”

“So I don’t really plan on telling anyone else really, and well, since I am technically a C Tier adventurer, I’ll try to not show off my strength from now on either. If it weren’t for the Guildmaster I’d be swamped with endless questions by the town guards.” I sighed.

“Ah, yeah that does sound for the best, so after helping me with my situation will you be an adventurer?” Ceylon’s voice carried nothing but curiosity.

“That’s the plan, I think.” I pondered for a moment. “Though rather than worrying about that, I feel like we should leave Ranedale as soon as we can.”

“Yeah, you’re probably an urban legend at this point,” she said with amusement. “I share the same sentiment. Since I’m tagging along with you, I’m probably not safe from being questioned or bothered either.”

I shifted. “Right, yeah…”

“But, it’s not like I mind.” She smiled. “So hm…” Ceylon pondered for a moment before continuing. “Don’t sulk about it.”

And she laughed as I let out a sigh.

“I wasn’t sulking, I just felt guilty.”

Before Ceylon could reply the door opened, and the Guildmaster walked in only to pause meeting our gazes.

“You girls are still here?”

“I thought we had to stay?” I asked with some confusion.

He shook his head. “No, everything has been handled, though there is a chance the town guards will still try to interrogate you, so be careful.”

I nodded. “Alright, well, we are leaving Ranedale today if nothing else is needed.”

The Guildmaster blinked with surprise. “That is fast. You said you didn’t want notoriety, so I ensured that most people wouldn’t know it was you who saved this town. Though, from me to you…” He bowed. “Thank you for saving Ranedale.”

“Right, you’re welcome.”

There was an awkward silence until he lifted his head, at which point I just gave him a small nod, before I then turned to Ceylon.

“Let’s go.”

“Ah, right…”

And with that, we left the adventurer’s guild. The outside was still a bit of a mess, so we immediately just headed to our room in the inn, where Ceylon paid for a second night before finally, we found ourselves alone once more.

“So, when do you want to go?” I asked, sitting in the bed.

She pondered for a moment. “I just want to buy a few things and well, get going. But…” Ceylon paused. “When do you want to leave?”

I thought for a moment, before replying. “So long as it’s today or tomorrow morning, I don’t really care.”

She nodded walking to the door. “Alright, then I’ll just go buy stuff and let’s leave as soon as I get back, okay?”

“Alright.”

She stopped by the door and turned to look at me with a small smile.

“Thank you, Arc. I know you don’t want to be a hero, but you certainly are my savior.”

I blinked, but before I could say anything she left.




* * * * *




Dergan sat in his office with closed eyes. He had been a Guildmaster for so long, and yet he still found it hard to imagine the display of power he had witnessed. Then again, Arc was in the fabled S Tier, the fact that the appraisal stone broke was proof of it.

S Tier individuals were far and few across the world.

And the fact that one was here in Ranedale, at such a time was nothing but a miracle. Even if she had caused the disaster herself, the fact that she had disposed of the Imera Spider was a blessing.

He would forever be grateful for this.

The town had been saved from calamity. So many casualties avoided. And he had the chance to make acquaintances as well.

Though, he still had to finish his report for the guards, something that he wasn’t exactly looking forward to, but he didn’t mind going a long way so that Arc didn’t face trouble.

Dergan stood up from his desk, only to notice that the spear embedded in the wall was still intact. In all of its crystalline glory, but…

Wasn’t it made out of ice?

Shouldn’t it have melted? He approached it and immediately grabbed it⁠— it was cold, but solid. It showed no signs of melting, or even being wet for that matter, and upon removing it from the concrete, Dergan realized.

“This is…” He felt it in his hand. “A magnificent spear…”

Its weight, its center of gravity, even its length; they were all perfect. But it was still made out of ice. Out of curiosity, he swung it against the wall only to have the wall itself break apart. And that’s when he had another realization.

Maybe… just maybe… this spear is…

He stared at the weapon, his heart rushing from cautious excitement.

A magic artifact…

Made by an S Tier no less…

At that moment, he knew he needed to see the [Appraiser] of Ranedale.




* * * * *




It was night and Ceylon was yet to return. I had made myself comfortable with a small fist-sized block of ice as well as a knife to carve it. It was my way of passing the time, but now, I couldn’t afford to wait anymore.

With a sigh, I stood up from the bed, the now duck-shaped ice block melted into my hand as I headed for the door. In the back of my mind, I felt worried and a bit anxious, but first I decided I’d look for Ceylon before thinking of anything else. I expected her shopping to take one or two hours, but it had been double that or more.

I took a step forward and opened the door of the room, only to pause feeling a familiar presence enter my perception range, and not a second later, Ceylon rounded the corner of the hallway.

She was sweating a bit, and was dressed in the same clothes as before. She didn’t seem to be carrying anything either.

“What took you so long?”

She hadn’t fully recovered her breath as she breathed out an apology. “Sorry…” She took another breath. “It took me a long time to find…” And took another one. “What I needed…”

I could tell she wanted to continue but I shook my head. “Recover your breath first.”

“Right…” She nodded, still breathing for a few moments.

It took a few seconds of awkward silence before she looked up with an apologetic look and began to speak.

“Sorry, it took me a long time to find this.” She raised her hand towards me, as I noticed a black ring. “It’s a storage ring, it doesn’t have much space, but that’s the main reason. I can store food and other things in a pocket dimension and bring it up when I please. Though meat will still rot and stuff…”

“I also had to avoid the guards…” she added as I looked at the unassuming ring.

And a moment later a system notification appeared.




[ Storage Ring. Tier. E ]




“That makes sense, since it’s only E Tier.”

And Ceylon paused, looking at me strangely. “How do you know it’s E Tier?”

I felt some confusion. “The System just told me.”

“But, wouldn’t that mean…” Ceylon’s eyes widened in shock. “You have the [Appraisal] skill?”

I shook my head. “When you look at monsters don’t you get their Tier? It’s not a skill, I’ve been able to do it since the beginning.”

“What? No!” Ceylon shook her head with surprise. “Monster Tiers are confirmed by people with Appraisal and subsequently cataloged. That’s how we know what Tier something is!” She met my gaze. “Yet the System just tells you?”

I scratched my neck. “I guess?”

“Right…” Ceylon sighed. “Why am I even surprised…” She took a breath before meeting my gaze. “Sorry for making you wait so long, Arc. But now we should have everything to set off.”

“That’s good.” I lightly smiled, holding out my hand. “Then are you ready to leave, Ceylon?”

“Yeah.” She nodded somewhat enthusiastically as she got a hold of it. Though there was mostly confusion on her face as she continued. “But aren’t we inside of the inn still, don’t we have to be outside?”

I smiled. “It doesn’t matter where we are. I’m using the skill now⁠— [God Step].”

And just like that, we left Ranedale without anyone noticing.


Chapter. 11: Acceptance of Circumstances




After using [God Step] a second time, we were far from Ranedale at that point. Instead, simply surrounded by the Black Forest, and the twinkling of the vast welkin that was the night sky. However, just as I was about to use [God Step] a third time, Ceylon stopped me by tugging on my jacket.

“Can we take a break…?”

I blinked, noticing she looked slightly pale. “Yeah, are you alright?”

“I think I am…” She nodded. “It’s just, your skill is quite an experience, that is all.”

“Right, I understand.”

We stood in the middle of the road shimmering under the moonlight. All while Ceylon collected herself, but it only made sense. Unlike me, she was the lowest Tier; F Tier. Expecting her to be able to keep up with my skill usage was unreasonable.

While [God Step] did have a cooldown of about a minute, it was basically teleportation with a distance limit. So, for the normal person, as Ceylon had said, it was quite an experience.

It took a few more moments, but Ceylon eventually recovered, as she started to move forward.

“Let’s just walk for a bit.”

I nodded and followed after her, feeling a bit guilty. “Sorry, it's so taxing.”

She shook her head. “It’s fine, I mean, the skill literally has the word god in the name, it ought to be powerful.”

“Right, I guess so.” I looked down the road.

“What I’m saying is.” Ceylon pulled on my sleeve to get my attention, meeting my gaze. “It’s not your fault I’m weak, Arc. So in reality I should be the one apologizing.”

I slowly nodded, unsure of what to reply before Ceylon let out a chuckle.

“It’s a bit funny that a hero constantly apologizes to me even if they are not technically at fault.” And then she smiled. “But it’s fine, I understand, as you said, I’m the first person you had a real conversation with.”

“Yeah…” I scratched my head, but Ceylon continued.

“And well, I’m glad that that is the case, part of it is the selfishness to know that you saved my life.” She gave me a wry smile. “The other part is, I’m glad you’re looking out for me, and that hopefully, I’ll be able to return the gesture in kind soon enough. I just feel lucky, that’s all.”

Towards the end, she sounded a bit insecure, and her expression kind of said it all. It made me smile.

“It’s fine, I will help you because I want to; there is nothing to return Ceylon.”

“Well, then, I’ll return the kindness because I want to.” She stuck out her tongue for a moment. “Call it selfish closure.”

Her childish gesture made me smile before turning to the stars.

It was a pretty sight that I still admired from time to time when I had the chance. We continued to walk for a few moments before Ceylon spoke up.

“I am still having trouble digesting your identity, but it also puts me at ease,” she called from my side. “Even though we are traveling through the Black Forest at night, I feel safe. Granted, we are at its edges, but still.”

I grinned. “Of course, no monster here can rival me⁠.” I thought for a moment. “But if they could, it’d be nice too.”

“Uh huh.” Ceylon acknowledged weirdly. “Do you like fighting?”

“I do, it’s a realization I had in training.” I nodded. “Though I don’t seek it out either. But fighting is nice I suppose, it makes me excited, I guess? Saying it out loud does sound a bit weird…”

“I see.”

And then there was silence, she clearly wasn’t going to understand it past that. Which, well, I didn’t mind. We walked for another minute before Ceylon spoke up once more.

“I think I feel better now.” Ceylon nodded with certainty. “But just in case I’ll ask, do you have another movement skill that’s not so extreme?”

I thought for a moment before remembering a skill I hadn’t used in a long time: [Quick Step].

“I do, want to give it a try?”

Ceylon took a small breath before nodding. If I was honest, since [Quick Step] was fundamentally different from [God Step] I didn’t know if it would even work, but I still extended my hand for her to grab.

“Again, it’s my first time trying this, so brace yourself⁠— [Quick Step].”

In an instant we crossed a couple hundred meters with a gust of wind and an explosion of dirt. Rather than teleportation; it was closer to running there. Ceylon let go of my hand blinking.

“It still feels… weird, but it’s infinitely more bearable than your… [God Step], skill.” She paused for a moment. “Still, to have a skill with such a name, just what Tier is it even?”

“Do you want to know?” I smiled but she shook her head.

“No, I’m not ready to hear it yet.” Ceylon sighed. “I can barely wrap my head around the word hero, let alone your actual strength or Tier.”

“It’s fine,” I reassured her, extending my hand once more. “Shall we continue on our travel? We should arrive at the next town in an hour or two I think, depending on how far it is.”

Ceylon nodded and grabbed my hand with a small smile. “Let’s continue.”

“Alright, prepared?” I asked as I got a nod. “[Quick Step],”

Instantly we crossed a ludicrous distance once more, Ceylon’s hair was slightly messy as she arranged it. Looking around with some surprise.

“As I thought, it’s like… very fast movement is it not?” she asked with curiosity.

“It is, [God Step] is closer to just appearing in the destination spot. While [Quick Step] is closer to running.”

Ceylon nodded. “So that’s why we didn’t need to leave the inn.”

I nodded.

“Wait.” She paused. “I just realized, that skill is called [Quick Step]?”

I nodded. “Yeah, is there an issue?”

She blinked. “The same E Tier [Quick Step]?”

“Yeah, it’s that same skill, mine is just a higher Tier,” I said with confusion.

“That is…” Ceylon looked behind us at the trail on the dirt, working her jaw. “I really can’t understand how [Quick Step] can be so superhuman…”

Her reaction made me chuckle. “It’s fine, you’ll get used to it.”

A long sigh left her. “Ha, I guess so. You’re a hero after all…”

I raised my brow. “Are you sure you don’t want to hear my Tier?”

Ceylon let out a dry laugh. “I’m good. But if I feel like shattering my reality, then I’ll ask.”

Her response was amusing, but I decided to leave it there as I extended my hand. However, Ceylon shook her head much to my surprise.

“Is it straining as well?” I asked slightly concerned.

“No, it’s not that.” She shook her head with a smile before skipping ahead, gesturing at the surrounding trees. “Look around us, we are in one of the most dangerous regions in the continent, and yet it’s nothing more than a pleasant trek.”

I gave her a weird look, but I guess there was no way for me to understand where she was coming from. Instead, I just saw she was enjoying herself and nature. I was too, but…

I looked at the lush trees, heard the chattering sounds and rustling wind.

Was this forest really that dangerous?

It was known as the Black Forest, but even as an A Tier, I wouldn’t have been too concerned. It’s not like the Imera Spider was all that strong; not from what I could tell.

Ceylon kindly smiled at me. “This is my first time traveling alone actually, or well; with another person aside from my guards.”

“Am I not your guard?” I blinked in confusion.

“Perhaps, but it's different.” She shook her head. “You don’t treat me as if I’m fragile, don’t look up to me either, you just treat me like a human.”

I paused for a moment, thinking. “Was the life of a noble that bad?”

“It’s not that it’s bad, but the freedom isn’t there.” She turned to look at the road ahead, and at that moment, I felt a presence in the darkness; it moved fast and determined. “But now thanks to you, I don’t have to⁠—”

[Quick Step]!

I instantly appeared next to Ceylon and raised my arm as a chittering noise echoed. And in an instant, the monster hit. My boots dug onto the ground, an explosion of dust billowed as Ceylon squealed, and before it could even clear, I immediately backed off with another use of [Quick Step].

I appeared dozens of meters away holding Ceylon. And finally, off in the distance, I saw the culprit. It had eight ghastly legs, reminiscent of blades. Its body was thin as it was aerodynamic, with sharp surfaces, and at its face, along with a pair of mandibles, there were four pairs of glowing scarlet eyes.




[Emera Spider. Tier: A]




“Why is it here?”

And Ceylon spoke up. “Every mother needs a partner to produce offspring…” She swallowed for a moment, regaining her wits. “An Emera Spider, the male counterpart to the Imera Spider, faster and stronger, much more aggressive.”

I blinked. “So that so-called hero brought two of them?”

The spider hissed and spat a ball of acid our way, but I quickly used [Quick Step] to dodge again. Meanwhile Ceylon blinked at what I had just said but she immediately recovered.

“Nevermind if it’s the machinations of someone, you have to kill it, Arc,” she spoke resolutely. “If it escapes from here, it could be a tragedy for Ranedale.”

I nodded. “I knew that, but, you know, it’s not very strong.”

“It’s an A Tier monster, of course it’s strong!” Ceylon immediately protested, and the Emera Spider hissed, immediately rushing towards us with an explosion of dirt. “It could spell doom for a small town like Ranedale, and even certain citieees⁠—!” Ceylon squealed as I jumped into the air, still holding her.

“No, from my perspective, it’s not really an opponent.” I shook my head and raised my hand, ice beginning to coalesce at the palm. “I’ve faced much scarier things, and this…” A spear of ice formed. “Is nothing!”

And I threw it. All while Ceylon screamed in my ear. The spear blurred, and in an instant, it exploded⁠—impaled the Emera Spider onto the ground with a burst of flesh and gore, akin to a watermelon bursting.

Its ghastly limbs flew through the air, and into the forest, its core eviscerated, and as I landed, all that remained of the terrific Emera Spider, was a splatter of blood in the middle of the road.

Ceylon finally opened her eyes, only to immediately gape.

“W-Wait, it’s⁠— it’s dead?!” She looked at what remained of the Emera Spider. “I-I mean, I didn’t get to see what you did back in Ranedale, but I guess⁠— I guess…” She trailed off. “No what am I saying, you’re a hero, that much is expected…”

And she went silent for a moment, choosing to murmur after a second.

“But, still, to think it’s just dead from a single spear throw…”

Ceylon was right, it hadn’t been fancy magic or anything like that. But, if I was honest I didn’t enjoy her looking at me as if I was an alien either. I mean, I was willing to tell her everything.

After a moment. I spoke up.

“Do you want to know my Tier?”

Ceylon opened her mouth before closing it again. I was sure this was strangely bizarre to her, but I didn’t want her to fear for her life with every encounter we had. For better or for worse, through hellish training, the System had turned me into a hero, and through it, I became strong. And that was a fact Ceylon had to understand.

Finally after a second of waiting, she nodded and spoke up.

“I think I’m ready to hear it, Arc.”

“SS, that’s my Tier, above S Tier,” I kept it short and sweet.

And at that moment, her mouth opened only to not close. “That⁠— that…” And she went into silence once more. I could see her look at me before turning to the spider on the ground, the process was constantly repeated until finally she swallowed.

“I don’t…” She began. “I don’t think there is a single publicly known SS Tier. I mean… it is said some heroes are SS Tier, and some ancient monsters too…”

“So, I’m not the strongest?” I asked with increased curiosity.

“No, but you’re pretty close…” She scratched her neck. “Above SS, there is SSS, but it’s a Tier of legends, and nothing more than a hypothetical thing. In the history of the world, nothing has been confirmed to be that Tier, no person, no beast, no item, no⁠— nothing.”

“Huh…” I tilted my head. “Well, I think that’s something to be excited about, at least for the future. Running into another SS Tier should make for a fun fight.”

My comment made Ceylon deeply sigh. “Ha, I don’t understand you, Arc.” And after a moment she turned to look at the spider. “Still, you saved my life once more… I appreciate that.”

I nodded as she continued.

“And well, I won’t tell anyone your strength Tier, you have my word.”

“Thanks, I guess?” I looked at the spider as well. “I’m just telling you the whole truth, that is all.”

“I know.” Ceylon sighed.

“Still, so not all heroes are SS Tier?”

“I don’t think they are, but I would take my information as non-factual...” She shook her head, as I nodded. “And well, as for the supposed hero that brought these spiders into the Black Forest. I am glad you dealt with them.”

“Yeah.”

I thought for a moment.

“Do you feel better knowing everything now?”

Ceylon slowly nodded. “It does feel better to know how strong you truly are. I’ll try to relax next time a big scary monster appears.”

A laugh left me hearing that, and she smiled at me, clearly in a better mood.

“Let's continue to the next city?” she asked with a small smile.

I nodded, and instead of offering my hand we just began to walk, taking in the atmosphere once more. This continued for what felt like an eternity, no words were spoken as we just appreciated the forest.

“You know,” Ceylon began. “I feel even safer now.”

And then she laughed, and I just smiled, finally offering her my hand.

“Alright, we can’t just walk all the way there or it’s going to take multiple days. Are you ready to go?”

Ceylon immediately nodded and took hold of it.

“Let’s go.”

I nodded. “I’m using the skill now⁠— [Quick Step],”

Instantly we crossed a ludicrous distance once more. We stopped for a moment, to rest before I extended my hand towards her.

“Ready⁠—”

And screams echoed in the distance. We both paused, as the presence of people entered my senses as well as…

Monsters.

There were multitudes of them. I hesitated for a moment, but Ceylon quickly grabbed my hand as she made a plea.

“Can we save them?”

My hesitation turned into resolution as I smiled.

“Of course. Get ready.” My smile became a grin. “[Quick Step].”




* * * * *




Nightmare Wolves.

One of the apex predators in the outer edges of the Black Forest. Unlike other dangerous threats in the Black Forest, their terrifying nature relied on numbers. Their fame; known far and wide amongst adventurers for their terrifying teamwork and unrelenting nature, they are notorious master hunters with a keen sense of smell.

And today, it was no different. The Nightmare Wolves surrounded the travelers, attacking their carriages and quickly disposing of the guards, carefully herding them together in order to swiftly take all of their victims at once. Every Nightmare Wolf was well coordinated, working like a well-oiled machine to achieve their goal, each and every one of them serving their purpose, and just like its kin, it also followed.

The Nightmare Wolf snarled, herding a human man towards its ending destination. Nightmare Wolves were careful to a fault, and this carefully woven plan was the key to success. The Nightmare Wolf growled, goading the man closer to its final position.

The screams of the humans resounded in its ears, as its fellow kin also did their job.

“I told you all this was a terrible idea!”

“Why did I even agree to this!?”

“We’re all going to die!”

The man before it was quaking, shivering in fear, aware of its own mortality looming so ever closer. The Nightmare Wolf took another menacing step forward, just a bit more and⁠ everything⁠—

Two female human travelers appeared from thin air. Intruders?! The Nightmare Wolf readied itself to fight and⁠— it was punched. Its maw broke as it was sent flying through the air at ludicrous speeds shrieking in pain, unable to understand what happened.

Its kin quickly gathered to take down the intruder, all while the cracking of knuckles and a small harrowing chuckle resounded through the air.

“This is going to be fun.”

And the Nightmare Wolf died crashing against a rock.


Chapter. 12: Traders




I dodged the wolves, luring them away from my companion.

“Ceylon, get the man to safety and gather the other people,” I commanded.

“On it!” she called, and the wolves attacked once more.

This time however, I counter-attacked.




* * * * *




Ceylon did as told, quickly helping the man get up ⁠— some sort of trader or traveler she assumed ⁠— and quickly called the rest of the people over as they all huddled together. All while, she ensured no one was critically wounded.

Finally, the last person arrived. It was a woman that was the best dressed out of everyone, her hair was brown and she was average looking. And not long after she arrived, everyone started walking. However, before Ceylon could assuage the worries of the surrounding people, the woman turned to her.

“Thank you for saving us, but we should run.”

Ceylon blinked. “Wait, why?”

“Your companion can stall for time, but they are all Nightmare Wolves, C Tier Beasts.” The woman shook her head. “There is no way for a single person to defeat them⁠—”

And at that moment a yelp broke through the air accompanied by a gust of wind. Ceylon blinked as a rock shattered, and what she saw was; a bludgeoned monster embedded in it; dead. The woman looked at the wolf with wide eyes.

“How did that happen⁠—” And she paused looking at the battlefield.

Ceylon turned only to see a spectacular sight.

Arc was just evading the wolves with a wide grin, no matter how many times they pounced at her, they seemed to always miss. She wasn’t moving particularly fast, but it was as if she had eyes on the back of her head, or even just predicting the future.

The woman stared with bulging eyes. “How…?”

Even the other five people had stopped talking as they stared at the impossible feat. Ceylon still found it hard to comprehend herself. And then, after a moment, Arc took a breath, and punched.

A wolf went flying into the forest, breaking into a tree, and once more, instantly died.

Ceylon blinked for a moment. Well, that was expected… somewhat… Meanwhile, the other people couldn’t work their jaws as she too gasped.

Arc then punched another, and another, and another. The dry hits echoed through the air along with the yelps of death as they all instantly died. And before long, only one wolf remained, and Arc effortlessly dodged as she let out a sigh.

“Way too weak.”

And her elbow collided with the skull of the wolf, bludgeoning it into the ground for an instant kill. Ceylon could see that Arc seemed a bit disappointed, then again she did say she enjoyed fights. That was…

A bit hard to digest, but eventually, she hoped to be able to help her find fights if necessary too… All in order to repay her.

However, the people behind her were too preoccupied just… staring.

Arc shook her bloodied hand as mist poured from it, to the confusion of everyone, but Ceylon quickly noticed the filth was being completely frozen off. And before long, she turned towards them, and everyone but Ceylon flinched.

Arc blinked.

“Is something wrong?”




* * * * *




Ceylon shook her head at me.

“They are just surprised. I am sure it’s not common for C Tier monsters to die in a single punch.” She awkwardly chuckled. “But you know, it makes sense seeing it’s you.”

“Yeah, that’s fair I guess.” A sigh left me. “I’ll keep that in mind for the future.”

I just wanted to have some fun with the wolves, that was all. I needed to let out some steam after what happened in Ranedale. I had also hurried to kill the Emera Spider as well, so I couldn’t enjoy myself then either.

Before I could try to communicate with the group of people, the brown-haired woman and seemingly their leader, let out a small cough to get my attention.

“Thank you for saving us, mighty warrior.” She gave me a polite smile. “We’d like to compensate you, but…” Her smile turned bitter, looking at our surroundings. “We have incurred heavy losses on this trip.”

“Are you people traders?” I asked, raising my brow.

“Yeah, we were a caravan, but our guards died to the wolves.” She gestured to the bodies. “Such business expenses are expected when traveling in the dark forest after all.”

Ceylon frowned but said nothing.

“Alright.” I nodded. “Well, good luck with that.”

I turned to Ceylon.

“Let’s leave?”

She hesitated but ultimately nodded, and just as she was about to grab my hand, the woman called.

“Wait, you’re leaving just like that?” she asked with surprise. “Aren’t you going to escort us to town or something?”

“Am I supposed to?” I asked, confused.

“Okay, wait!” she called. “We are transporting very important cargo, allow us to hire you? We will pay you handsomely upon arrival.”

The people behind quickly nodded.

“Yeah, I’ll chip in!”

“Me too.”

“Make that three!”

And soon, all five people had agreed to pay me. But I was still hesitant, I did need money, but I also wanted to help Ceylon first and get to the next town.

“I’ll…” I sighed. “Let me talk about it with my companion first.”

The woman nervously nodded as I dragged Ceylon to the side. She hesitantly met my gaze as I asked.

“What do you think?”

“I…” She looked to the ground. “I know this isn’t very logical, but I suddenly have a bad feeling about this. The way they just leeched onto you, and also talked about it just being a business expense…” She shook her head, meeting my gaze. “I don’t like it.”

I nodded. “Yeah, they do seem like red flags.”

“But at the same time, I don’t want to feel responsible if they die.” Ceylon sighed. “Let’s just help them? I mean, you are more than strong enough to, you know, protect us if necessary…”

I slowly nodded at her statement.

Perhaps, I should have just left. I did mildly care if they died because of me not helping them, but I wouldn’t be losing sleep over it. I mean, if without my help they would’ve died anyway⁠—

I stopped myself, realizing I was starting to sound like a psychopath. Perhaps it just had to do with training, that I didn’t know. I nodded at Ceylon.

“Alright, let’s help them.”

I walked back to meet with the woman, and at first glance I could tell she was nervous; awkwardly shifting and tapping her interlocked fingers with each other.

“So, what is your reply?”

“I’ll accept the hiring request, however I must also know what type of cargo you’re transporting that is so valuable.” I crossed my arms. “Otherwise, it’s not really worth my time or Ceylon’s for that matter.”

The woman blinked. Looking behind her where she got some nods and some headshakes. Which only made things suspicious before the woman seemed to come to a decision.

“It’s best if I just show you.” She sighed.

One of the men behind immediately spoke up. “But if you do that⁠—”

“And if we don’t do that, then we’ll just fuckin’ die,” she growled. “If y’all value money over your lives, then you can fuck right off.”

The other traders immediately went silent as she approached the only standing wagon. Ceylon and I followed right behind her. After a few moments, we arrived at the back which was covered with a tarp. Then, taking a sharp breath, the woman opened it.

“This is what we are transporting.”

Ceylon and I blinked.

“Dirt?”

But Ceylon immediately narrowed her eyes. “Wait, that is not normal dirt.”

And soon enough, the System told me what it was.




[ Earth of the Black Forest. Tier. C ]




I raised my brow as Ceylon immediately frowned. “What⁠— why are you transporting dirt from the Black Forest? The inner area no less!” she hissed. “All this thing does is attract monsters! Dispose of it!”

Meanwhile, it finally made sense to me why it was C Tier in spite of it being dirt. I mean, I don’t know, it sounded a bit odd that dirt out of all things could be higher than F Tier, but here we were. The trader woman immediately recoiled from Ceylon’s words.

“What would a girl like you know about its uses?!”

“I know that it’s used as a lure for monsters by adventurers, I also however know that transporting it in large quantities is nothing but begging for death!” Finally, Ceylon snapped, continuing. “No wonder you people didn’t care about the deaths of your guards, you were already planning for them to die!”

The woman gritted her teeth but said nothing, turning back to me as her expression softened.

“We are almost out of the forest, about ten kilometers to be exact. The town at the entrance, Blackcrest, awaits us.” She met my gaze. “It’s not a long distance and the journey is just a couple of hours, can you please escort us there?”

I shook my head. “I can’t help but feel like you’re using me as your cover-up for your failed operation here.” I gestured to the wagon. “At the same time, just walking away would be cruel.”

The woman slowly nodded, not quite sure if she was following, but I just continued without care. 

“That is why, I will offer an alternative.” I took a small breath. “I can escort everyone here to town without the dirt. And when we get there, you can just hire other people to rescue the carriage, come back for it, or whatever you need to do.”

The woman slowly nodded, thinking to herself. “I’ll discuss it with the others.”

With those words, she walked off. I simply nodded as a sigh left me. Ceylon had a small frown too, so I decided to speak up and apologize.

“I wish I could just use [God Step] and take them to town and get it over with, but if I show off too much, it might come back to bite me. Sorry, we’ll be stuck like this for longer than needed.”

Ceylon slowly nodded. “I didn’t expect you to do so. I’m just upset they got people killed over their greed.”

“Right… it’s a shitty thing to do.”

“It’s just scummy.” Ceylon sighed. “But, I guess there are all kinds of people out there. Not the first time I have seen something like this.”

I nodded. “I do hope it’s the last.”

Ceylon gave me a small smile. “It probably won’t be, but it’s just how life is. With the death of King Credence, the Kingdom of Draliz is in a highly unstable position.

“I forgot to mention, but the Prince died just a year prior. Right now, the Kingdom’s secretary is preparing to hold a grand ceremony in which the wealth of each noble family will be recounted. And whoever comes out on top… ”

“Will be crowned?” I asked.

Ceylon nodded with a bitter smile. “However, things aren’t so simple. The surrounding Kingdoms are said to be preparing to war against Draliz. Even once a new king is elected, turmoil will follow. People like these traders will be everywhere, because if I’ve learned anything it is that difficult times breed and fester the worst in people.”

I slowly nodded. “That is…”

“That is why you should leave Draliz after helping me, Arc.” She met my gaze. “Don’t get me wrong, adventurers don’t get caught up with guards, for their affiliation is neutral. But the people will be affected, and well…” She looked at the ground. “Since you’re trying to see the world and find a home. I feel that it might be a much more enjoyable experience to go to places that will be untouched.”

“I see.” I frowned pensively. “I’ll hm… I’ll think about it.”

Ceylon awkwardly nodded. “Yeah. Draliz is just not in a good situation right now. That is all, I felt like you had to know that, since I feel like I haven’t been doing a good job at being a guide or anything like that.”

“It’s fine.” I waved her concerns away. “If I have questions I can just ask you.”

“Right, please do.” She nodded.

And at that moment, the trader finally came back.

“We have all agreed to leave the carriage behind, however we ask for a few minutes to gather our possessions before setting off.” She lightly bowed before walking away once more.

“So, I guess we’ll travel for another day or so by foot?” I massaged my neck. “It sounds a bit tiresome even though I already expected it.”

“Right… Well, it’s not like we are running late.” Ceylon lightly shrugged. “And besides, it’s not like we have to spend our time talking with the traders.” She turned to me. “So, let’s just try and enjoy things just like we did on the way to Ranedale? I can also use this chance to tell you more about things.”

I nodded. “Yeah, that would be nice.”

And moments later, the trader woman approached us, nodding.

“We are ready to set off.”

“Alright, then let’s go.” I gestured towards Ceylon, already walking forward, before turning to the trader. “Follow behind us.”

She nodded, and just like that we started the journey.

“Oh before I forget,” Ceylon called to me, walking by my side. As she handed me a small wooden box. “It’s for you, Arc.”

I blinked, holding the box as I slowly removed its lid. “What is this?”

“You mentioned how good the soup was, and well… considering you had only eaten raw meat up until that point…” Ceylon gave me a shy smile. “I got you some candy. It’s the best I could find in Ranedale.”

Finally, as I uncovered the lid, I saw snow-white beads inside of the box, all of them sparkling like pearls. For a moment, I was surprised before I slowly covered the lid, intending to enjoy them whenever we stopped for a break. Even then, I couldn’t stop my smile. 

“Thank you, Ceylon, I appreciate it.”

She enthusiastically nodded and then, we headed into the night.




* * * * *




Dergan went to see the [Appraiser] of Ranedale. He wished he could’ve asked Arc for the ice spear that was being appraised, but she was nowhere to be seen, her companion had been briefly spotted a few times but never actually found. It was clear to him that they had left the town by this point.

And so, after making his decision, he now waited at a desk, sitting across from the [Appraiser]. An old man with no hair whatsoever and elongated robes. It had been close to an hour since the appraisal process had begun, and it had yet to finish. The old man in front of him was sweating, still casting his skill over the icy weapon.

The more time that passed, the more nervous he felt, until finally he decided to ask.

“How much longer?”

And at that moment, the [Appraiser] let out a long breath. The man looked emptily ahead, reading what the System had to say, and froze. Something that made Dergan’s heart jump a few beats.

“What Tier is it?”

The man was shaking as he looked at the screen. “It’s⁠— it’s…”

There was a silence before the man continued in a low voice.

“S Tier…”

Dergan felt white noise overwhelm all of his senses before he finally registered what the [Appraiser] just said.

“What?!”


Chapter. 13: Bittersweet




He had been a Guildmaster for a decade, he had gone through indescribable hardships, seen horrendous and heinous things, even met multiple individuals at the pinnacle of humanity, and yet…

A spear made out of ice was a blessed artifact? A spear that was created before his very eyes was valuable enough to be a family heirloom for  high-ranking nobility? What⁠— just, Arc was indeed S Tier, but he had just assumed she was at the beginning of that Tier, she was young and impressionable after all, but he had been wrong, so very wrong.

Still, at the back of his mind, he still couldn’t believe what he was being told by the [Appraiser], it was… too much. They were in Ranedale, the town of the Black Forest, a place that hardly saw any visitors or trade, and yet⁠— and yet⁠—

Dergan sucked in a deep breath, asking something utterly stupid.

“Are you sure?”

The [Appraiser] was in as much shock as he was. Breathing heavily. “I… it has to be.” The man looked down at the spear on the table. “My appraisal skill just said: unable to identify… What else but S Tier could it be?”

“Y-You are right…” Dergan stuttered.

Had he just stolen an S Tier weapon from Arc? Had he just made an enemy out of her?! He was certainly at fault, for not thinking about seeking her out. He had thought it was just an ordinary ice spear, but that clearly was much farther away from the truth.

“I think…” the [Appraiser] began. “I think this is best kept between us.”

Dergan slowly nodded. “Yeah… I think it’s for the best.”

“Still, what do you plan on doing with it?”

“Wait for its owner to return…” He closed his eyes, still shaken.

There was an awkward silence, before an unexpected question came Dergan’s way.

“And if the owner does not return?”

His expression twisted for a moment, as he looked at the ice spear lying on the table. There were so many things he could do with it, but in the end, it belonged to Arc. Finally, after thinking for a moment, a long sigh left the Guildmaster.

“I don’t know… Let’s hope she does.”




* * * * *




We walked for what felt like an hour before the traders gathered to discuss something. And after a minute, the woman approached me.

“We’d like to take some time to rest.” She gave me a bitter smile. “We’ve been through a lot.”

“Sure that’s fine.” I shrugged. “If you’d like to sleep you can go ahead as well.”

The woman blinked in surprise. “We will take you up on that offer, thank you.”

And after a few minutes a camp was formed, though again, Ceylon and I kind of just stepped away from it. Or rather, I did and Ceylon followed after me. Soon, we found ourselves sitting under a tree, looking at the moon.

“Are you not going to join them?” I gestured towards the encampment behind us. There was no campfire, but the sense of community was there.

“I’m not.” She shook her head. “I don’t really know them.”

“Well you don’t really know me either,” I said with some awkwardness. “So what’s the difference?”

“Hey, I’ve known you for three days.” She crossed her arms. “And I saw you cry once, and you also saw me cry, I’m sure that's worth something.”

A dry laugh left me. “I didn’t see you cry, I heard you,” I corrected. “But yeah, I suppose you’re right.”

“Also, hm, I am unsure if I should say this. But I guess, I feel like it’s my duty to be as hm, friendly and nicest to you as humanly possible knowing I’m the first person you met…” She looked at the ground. “I mean, I don’t think my niceness is fake or anything, but I am more inclined to trust you and talk to you, I think…”

I nodded very slowly.

“Sorry, I guess, it’s not nice to hear.”

But I ignored her apology. “I think I feel the same, but I am not sure.” I turned to look at the moon. “However, I do think I’ll look fondly at the time we spent together.”

“Yeah…”

And then there was silence. I didn’t regret saying what I had just said, in the end it was the truth. Ceylon was the child of a noble family, and she had her duties to uphold. Meanwhile, I had my own goals, in the end, we would go our separate ways sooner or later. It was a melancholic thing, but something I had come to terms with.

Finally, after a minute, Ceylon spoke up. “I’ll remember you for years on end Arc, thank you. But let’s not get caught in this grim atmosphere, you should try the candy. It’s meant to be eaten cold too, so I’m sure you’ll enjoy it a lot.”

I blinked, digging into my pocket. The wooden box was much colder than the air temperature, but her words just made me look forward to it. Slowly, with Ceylon by my side, I opened the lid to see the snow-white beads. This time mist came from within the container, and the candy seemed to already have small dots of frost condensed on it.

Ceylon blinked. “Is your body temperature that low?”

“Well, my clothes are made out of ice, so…” I looked at the candy some more. “It makes sense.”

And Ceylon laughed to herself for a second. “And here I thought nothing would surprise me anymore, I mean, your clothes are extremely cold,” she said as she felt the fabric of my jacket. “But, the fact that they are made out of ice? Now that is new to me.”

A smile crept up on my face as I replied. “Don’t worry, there will be a lot of surprises throughout this journey.”

“I’m sure there will be.” She smiled before lightly shaking her head. “Anyway, you should try out the candy.”

I nodded, grabbing a white bead, before offering the box to Ceylon so she could help herself to one as well. I didn’t know what it was made of, but I still held the white bead in my hand and marveled as it sparkled under the moonlight. It was, dare I say, quite pretty.

I could see more flakes of frost begin to form on the surface of the bead, as I continued to admire it for a few more seconds, before finally bringing it close; it didn’t smell like anything in particular, and so with burning anticipation, I placed it in my mouth.

At first, it was like eating an ice cube, but the ice slowly peeled away to reveal a rather soft sweetness, it was… distantly familiar. In spite of the fact that my body was devoid of warmth, at that moment, I felt it; a comforting warmth that filled my body. It tasted like… vanilla. I wasn’t entirely sure, but all my senses told me so.

It was… very nice.

Compared to the bland taste of raw meat, or even the soup, it was different. At the same time, it had a very soft sweetness, not an overwhelming one; subtly flavorful. And yet, in spite of how nice and soothing the taste was, I found that my hands were trembling and that my eyes were becoming teary.

It was just a piece of sweet candy that tasted like very soft vanilla, and yet it was something that made me emotional. I hadn’t had anything nice for so long. But now, that I got to taste it, it was amazing⁠—

I found myself becoming increasingly more sentimental, but just as I was about to start shedding some tears, a cacophony of roars shook the forest. I paused, instantly frowning as all my senses sharpened once more and my emotions dulled, I sensed it. Dozens of monsters were rapidly heading in our direction. Intently and with the desire to kill.

Ceylon too paused as I just swallowed the candy and stood up, there was no joy left, and my enjoyment had been interrupted. Perhaps I was overreacting, but I found it truly annoying.

“Why now out of all times?” I grumbled as I started walking back to the trader encampment.

In just a few seconds, I found all of the people panicking and huddling together, that was until the trader woman saw me and immediately called out.

“Monsters are coming! Please stall them for time while we escape!”

I blinked almost innocently. “Stall?” And then I shook my head. “I’m going to kill them all.”

And then my expression changed as I turned around with a gust of chilly air.

“They’ll pay for ruining my moment…”




* * * * *




Ronan regretted his choices. He regretted his greed. Now for his own stupid mistake, everyone was going to die. He had filled his backpack with the dirt of the Black Forest, it was too valuable to be left behind. Just with the backpack alone, he’d be able to feed his wife and kids for six months; with the carriage he transported it would have been years.

Draliz was not in a good position, and so he sought to do everything in his power to ensure his family would survive these harsh times. However, his very own actions were now going to be his undoing; and he would drag everyone along with them… He regretted it.

All he could do was shiver behind a tree as the monsters approached, the escort woman that they had hired had stepped up, her calm and cold demeanor had reassured him for a moment. Her actions reassured everyone in the group really. He could see the rest of the people huddled in the distance, all while he hid behind a tree.

Ronan clenched onto his backpack, unsure if to run or not. But at the same time, the monsters had been lured because of the dirt. Still⁠— their escort, a white-haired girl, had killed a bunch of Nightmare Wolves with nothing but her fists, surely she could deal with the upcoming threat⁠—

And then Ronan immediately lost all hope as he saw the first monster of the tide.

The monster walked on two feet and had rough blue skin littered with scars, it resembled a human except for its distorted ugly face with protruding fangs and hate-filled eyes. Its nethers were covered with nothing but a mesh of leaves, and dangling from its hand there was a crude wooden club.

Ronan recognized it instantly, how could he not?

It was a monster at the peak of C Tier, much stronger than a Nightmare Wolf, the evolution of a goblin.

A Hobgoblin.

And behind the one he observed, there were dozens. Even the white-haired girl paused, shaking in fear. It was too much for everyone. Ronan could feel the air itself grow cold; a clear signal of his impending death.

The white-haired girl just watched on, shaking as the temperature kept dropping. She watched as the hobgoblins roared and marched at a fast pace. At first, they were dozens of meters away, but now; in just a few seconds everyone would die.

Ronan swallowed, before finally, the white girl spoke.

“This is it…?” Her chilly voice echoed for everyone to hear. “Just a bunch of… deformed humanoid creatures, interrupted me?”

Ronan couldn’t understand as he kept shivering, but rather than fearful, the girl sounded, angry. And then, she scowled and the temperature became even colder. But he could see his misty breaths dissolve into the air, all while the hobgoblins marched on. Finally, she shook her head.

“Still, I suppose you people cannot see what I’m about to do,” she said without turning to regard the traders behind her.

Ronan didn’t understand her, but she flicked her fingers, muttering something under her breath, and he saw the impossible. With a wave of air, the people behind her paused, froze, all their movements halted as if stopped in time. And finally, the white-haired girl looked ahead towards the hobgoblins, her expression cold and uncaring.

She raised her arm, preparing a finger flick with her index finger and thumb. Ronan instinctually shivered as she spoke the following words with a misty breath.

“Disappear.”

And she flicked.

The forest exploded. Everything in a cone was wiped with a glacial burst of ice spikes. Chunks of hobgoblin flesh burst in all directions as Ronan gasped. It was as if a whole iceberg had formed, consuming every living being in its radius and killing it in an instant with a roaring boom.

And at that moment, Ronan realized he was looking at a monster.

He shivered, his teeth clattering to the cold as he attempted to back off. But as soon as he took a single step, her head snapped in his direction and her cold gaze met his. Fuck⁠— he felt his skin prickle all over as she walked towards him with a small frown. Her light blue eyes stared right into his soul.

“So you saw, didn’t you?”

Ronan fell over and stuttered incoherently as the white-haired monster walked towards him with a small frown. And then, just as sudden as she started walking, she stopped. Her gaze landed next to Ronan’s feet where she saw his fallen backpack. Then, she turned back to him.

“So it was your fault…” she spoke with a darkened gaze. “It was your fault that all those useless hobgoblins showed up.”

Ronan backed off, crawling on his back as he pleaded. “P-Please, I-I did it for my family⁠— please don’t kill me!”

Meanwhile, she started to walk again, each of her strides freezing the ground she stepped on. Ronan couldn’t understand how it even worked, how she even froze the other people, how the hobgoblins had died with the flick of a finger⁠— she was a monster.

He backed off, begging.

“P-Please!” His heart threatened to stop at any second. “Please, I-I have a family!”

Then hit a tree with his back, allowing her to finally reach him. The young woman towered over him with a cold gaze. Ronan knew it was a prelude to his death. Yet, he kept on pleading.

“I’ll do anything, please spare me!” And he slammed his head against the ground. “Please!”

“Anything you say?” Her voice rang in his ears with unbelievable coldness, then she tilted her head for a few moments, seemingly thinking, until finally she nodded. “Very well.”

And Ronan raised his head only to see her grinning, a maniacal grin of pure madness that sent shivers to his very soul, and she continued speaking.

“Then, you’ll have to give me lots of nice and tasty food.”

Ronan paused.

“Wait… what?”


Chapter. 14: Traitor




Ronan could only stare at the young woman hearing that.

What? Had he just heard right?

Her expression hardly changed, instead her grin became nothing more than a calm smile. Something that immediately made him feel more alarmed rather than give him any sense of reassurance.

There was no way he had heard things properly.

Ronan could still remember how she had blasted the Hobgoblin horde with a single flick from her index finger; it had been an ice explosion of a magnitude he had never seen before. Everything had instantly died following the command of her chilly words. Ronan shivered just thinking about it.

And now, he had just heard something unbelievable from the woman, Ronan understood that in reality she was a monster, there was no way she would say that. Even just being near her made him feel the coldness of death gripping onto his heart.

“C-Can you repeat what you said again…?” Ronan shivered asking once more.

She frowned much to his dismay. “I said I want nice food from the next town over.”

There was… no way he had misheard this time right…?

“Food… right?” he asked with a pause.

The woman nodded, this time raising her brow in confusion.

“Are you alright? Yes, that's what I said. I want you to procure the best food you can find in the next town over and present it to me,” she said demandingly. “At least if you don’t want to be punished for your actions.”

Ronan shivered hearing her cold tone at the end and fervently nodded.

“I just have to get the best food for you, right? And all will be forgiven.”

“It will,” she agreed, but then she immediately frowned as her demeanor turned the air cold. “However, tell a single soul about me and⁠—”

“I get it!” Ronan sputtered. “I’ll keep your power a secret, please spare me.”

She nodded before handing him a small ice crystal.

“Break it when you’ve fulfilled the request, you only have for as long as we are in the next town.”

“R-Right!”

She extended her hand. “Well, let’s go to the next town now, shall we?”

He blinked in confusion but hurriedly took her hand, however nothing could’ve prepared Ronan for what he was about to experience.




* * * * *




Ceylon felt concerned, Arc had yet to return and not too long ago an explosion shook the land with tremendous power. Deep down, she understood that Arc was angry just based on the expression she wore. Not only that, but Ceylon also knew that Arc was very particular when it came to food.

While she couldn’t fully relate to what just happened, she could empathize. But still, what could Arc possibly be doing that would take so long? That she didn’t understand, and that’s why she made the decision to stand up from her spot and go towards the traders.

However, as soon as she did, she saw ice. Her eyes went wide. In the distance there was a barrier of frost encompassing a large part of the forest, almost like the glaciers she had once read about in books. The scale was immense and terrifying, craning her head up Ceylon could barely see the top of it, towering even over the trees. There was no doubt; it was Arc’s power, and also the reason for the explosion.

Ceylon tilted her head, observing its length where she saw limbs, frozen blood, and even a wooden club inside the ice. She had never seen an attack like that, but then again, Arc had also wiped all of the spiders inside of Ranedale with a single attack. And the reason was simple.

It was because she was a hero.

Ceylon sighed and turned away from the distant block of ice and instead headed towards the encampment. Even after this delay, Arc was not back, and she couldn’t help but worry. Yes, Arc was a hero, but… deep down, she felt that something was wrong, as for what; Ceylon couldn’t tell.

She walked forth, trailing next to the mountain of ice. It took just a few moments, but she saw the traders in the distance and felt immediate relief. They were all huddled together, but also quiet, peaceful perhaps. Ceylon strolled forward with a smile, she couldn’t see their expressions but perhaps they were just relieved that the danger had been dealt with considering the silence.

However, as she loomed closer and finally reached the clearing, it was still as quiet as ever. She looked around only to see no trace of Arc, all while the traders were looking at the pillar of ice. Suddenly, the relief Ceylon felt disappeared as she asked.

“Hey, where is Arc…?”

Her soft voice rang hollow through the forest, passing right through the ears of everyone present, only for no one to turn. No one regarded her or paid her any mind. Instead, the eternal silence permeating the forest was still present.

The unease turned to nervousness as she slowly approached the group. She expected them to turn at any second, but her footsteps simply echoed as the silence of night permeated everything. And finally, Ceylon reached them only to see them not even looking at her, but instead at the ice pillar.

There was fear, shock, crying⁠— and yet, every single person was frozen. Stopped mid-action. The wind blew, and yet everything that was alive had been stopped in time. Ceylon took a step back.

“What is… happening?”

Her heart was rushing, Arc was nowhere to be seen, and she was alone with frozen people. Things were bad⁠—

And a strong gust of wind swept through her. Ceylon tensed, she immediately turned only to see Arc stepping onto the ground with a small sigh. Then she immediately perked up and met Ceylon’s gaze with surprise.

“Sorry I had to take care of something,” Arc said with her usual carefree tone, before pausing and looking over Ceylon. “Is everything alright?”

Ceylon blinked, looking at Arc and then at the frozen people. Finally, her panic reached a certain calm of disbelief and she managed to ask.

“Why are the traders frozen?”

“Oh.” Arc let out a small sound of surprise. “I froze them.”

“Ah, I see.” Ceylon nodded. “Yes, that makes sense.”

The people were frozen because of Arc, and Arc had left to go do something else. That was how things were, and Ceylon wasn’t planning on questioning it. It’s not something that her brain could actually handle.

Freezing people in time? Of course!

She just accepted it all while Arc raised her brow and then continued. “Well, now I will disperse the ice, and also dispose of the troll monster things. Ceylon do you think you could calm down the traders? Maybe gaslight them?”

“Gaslight?” Ceylon’s ears perked, feeling nothing but confusion. “What does that mean?”

“Coerce them,” Arc added.

She blinked. “L-Like convince them that nothing happened?”

“Maybe?” Arc scratched her head. “I just don’t want trouble, I’m already using more than half of my mana for this, at the same time I don’t want them to know my power. Having fame or any type of renown would be troublesome…”

“Right.” Ceylon awkwardly nodded as she thought. “I may have an idea, give me a minute to prepare. Let’s just say you made the monsters chase you using the earth of the Black Forest.”

“One of the traders did bring a bag full of it,” Arc mused.

Ceylon tensed and immediately nodded. “Then we shall use him as a scapegoat, where is… he?”

Arc blinked. “Oh, he’s gone.” Ceylon tensed, and Arc continued. “He won’t be heard of ever again from these people.”

So, he’s alive. She untensed.

“Then let’s go with that.” With a nod Ceylon prepared herself. “You should go dispose of the trolls and then don’t return, just give me a signal that the people will be unfrozen.”

“Alright, thank you Ceylon.”

With those words the ice in the distance cracked, quickly falling into the ground as Arc walked away. And Ceylon was left to prepare her speech. With a small sigh, she muttered to herself.

“This is going to be hard…”




* * * * *




Lydia jolted her body shivered all over⁠— the Hobgoblins⁠— and she blinked seeing there was no one there. The screams of the people resounded, as a weird confusion filled her⁠—

“We have to run!” A girl shook her⁠— it was the escort’s companion. “Arc lured away the monsters, one of you was carrying a bag full of dirt from the Black Forest!”

Lydia’s heart skipped several beats as she regained some grasp of the situation; the Hobgoblins were gone, one of them had taken a bag, and now they too had to leave before it was too late. Immediately she nodded and turned, barking orders at the rest of the group.

“Let’s run, the Hobgoblins were lured away, we must reach a safe location!”

“But how were they lured, they basically disappeared?!” someone asked.

“I don’t know!” Lydia screamed. “Not the time to think about that, now move!”

With that command, she reached for her things and hastily stood up, all while the blonde girl nodded at her. In just a second everyone got ready and the escort’s companion spoke once more, already running.

“The road is nearby, let’s go!”

Lydia felt her heart rushing while following after the blonde girl. Everyone did. The air felt cold, almost gripping as if it was a premonition of death. The forest was deadly quiet as if it was a prelude to the storm. And so, everyone ran, not questioning the strangeness of the events.

Lydia could not remember anything, but she had been leading caravans for many years and she knew that now was not the time for anything. And so, she ran along with the rest of the group, it felt like an eternity as they stepped down the road and continued.

Their breathing grew ragged, their complexion grew worse, and just when they felt like giving up, the blonde girl stopped panting.

“We should be far enough now…”

Lydia nodded and immediately sat down in tiredness. “So, what happened exactly?”

The girl in front of her thought for a moment with a grave expression. “Someone lured the monsters with their greed, they took the dirt against everyone’s will and this is the end result.”

Lydia immediately nodded and turned only to count heads and immediately notice that someone was missing.

“Ronan…” She gritted her teeth. “That traitor, where is he?”

“We don’t know, he disappeared,” the blonde girl answered softly, a clear worry in her voice. “For now, let’s wait for Arc to come back…”

And hearing that someone from the back snorted. “There were dozens of Hobgoblins if not hundreds, she won’t be coming back! Besides, how did they even disappear?!”

At that moment, mutters amongst the traders broke out, and Lydia shook her head. There was certainly a gap in her memory, but there was no explanation for it. It felt like she blinked and suddenly it was a different time.

“Do you know what happened? Why did the Hobgoblins disappear in a blink?” she softly asked the blonde girl, the escort’s companion.

“No, it’s the same for me.” She sighed. “Let’s just be glad we are alive…”

Lydia nodded. “Yeah, let us be glad⁠—”

And the nearby bushes rustled, everyone tensed and backed off, only for a familiar figure to walk out. It was the adventurer that was escorting them, and she was… uninjured? Lydia blinked seeing the woman’s clean clothes, she wore strange black leggings, a white jacket that matched her hair, and yet in spite of all the white, there was not a speck of dirt on her.

“Ah, I finally found you guys,” she said with evident relief. “The monsters were pretty hard to lose, I just tossed the bag of dirt somewhere in the forest, hope that’s fine.”

“That’s fine, but…” Lydia looked at her all over. “How are you so… clean?”

“Oh, I don’t know, I'm just like this.” The woman shrugged. “Anyway, we should continue our journey a bit longer and find a different place to rest.”

Lydia slowly nodded to what the adventurer had said, but there was something that irked her. Perhaps it was the carefree behavior after just having a deadly encounter with dozens of Hobgoblins, or perhaps it was the fact that the adventurer did not even look tired in the slightest, she didn’t know.

But well, she supposed that she should be happy to be alive, and that there was only one potential casualty.

With a sigh, Lydia prepared herself for a deluge of questions and protests from the other traders.




* * * * *




In the end, we couldn’t set off right away since the traders had something to discuss, but at least I got some private time with Ceylon. We just sat at the edge of the road, looking at the moon before finally Ceylon asked.

“Why did you not dirty yourself like I asked?”

I shook my head. “I tried.” I grabbed a fistful of dirt before rubbing it onto my jacket. “But, it just falls off.”

And as I said it slid off, falling back onto the ground not leaving a single stain.

“Even if it was dirtied, the filth would freeze right off just like when my skin itself gets dirty,” I said with a small shrug. “I suppose, it’s a nice perk of being unbelievably cold.”

“Right, I just hope the traders don’t suspect anything,” Ceylon said, sighing.

“They won’t.” I shook my head. “Their time was frozen, it was a blink to them. They have no way to explain it. They won’t be stumbling upon the corpses of the monsters, nor will they be finding their trader friend either.”

“What did you do to that man?” Ceylon raised her brow.

“What did I do?” I thought back on things and shook my head. “Let’s just say I gained something while ensuring that my secrets would remain. Because unfortunately, he saw everything.”

There was a pause as the air stilled, I could see Ceylon become suddenly tense as she asked.

“You didn’t kill him… right?”

“No,” I answered simply. “Anyway, not something to think about.”

“Right.” Ceylon nodded. “Will you continue eating now?”

“Also no.” A small sigh left me. “Not in the mood right now.”

Then I turned to the sky, thinking back on the trader I had let go.

I really hope I didn’t make the wrong decision.

Then I shook my head. “Anyway, what was the name of the next town again? I think the trader woman said it.”

“Oh, its name is Blackcrest...”




* * * * *




Ronan shakily stood before Blackcrest with the bag of dirt over his shoulder. He had spent probably the last twenty minutes throwing up, but now he was finally ready to fulfill the strange request he had received.

What he had experienced with that woman, would stay between her and him as agreed, all for his life and all for a brighter future. He was to never meet those traders again either, that’s what the woman told him after bringing him here.

“Hopefully this will be a new start…” he muttered to himself as he looked at the distant town walls.

With a deep breath, Ronan walked forward to fulfill what had been asked of him. 


Chapter. 15: Blackcrest




Ceylon spent close to an hour explaining things to me about the next town; Blackcrest. Apparently, it was considered one of the border towns, so while trading was somewhat prominent, it wasn’t really like a city⁠ or even close to that. In a sense, it wasn’t much different from Ranedale. Which also sadly meant that I wouldn’t be tasting the best delicacies the world had to offer.

And that was fine. I didn’t want to rush things, nor just indulge in hedonism while seeking out to eat all of the food I could possibly get my hands on, or whatever other pleasure I found throughout my travels. However, I was still looking forward to things, even if it meant that Ceylon would no longer be there.

I didn’t know how many stops we had until we reached the fabled Hermit, but considering that Ceylon had traveled through the Black Forest, her journey was probably over halfway through at this point, and that meant that my mission to her was almost done.

A sigh left me, as Ceylon turned to me.

“Are you alright Arc?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I said, shaking my head, before looking up. “Do you think they’ll be finished any time soon?” I gestured with my head towards the traders.

Ceylon frowned, looking in the direction. “No, I don’t think so…”

Their discussion had grown heated, and sure it wasn’t too hard to ignore, but the thing is; we had places to be. Yet here we were, waiting for a bunch of people to finish arguing in the Black Forest, the supposed land of death that people didn’t dare to linger in for too long.

The thing with their argument is that it couldn’t be explained; it was in regards to the Hobgoblins, one side seemed to think it was best to ignore the fact that they vanished in a blink, and the other side argued that it was impossible and something must be up. Except, the side of impossibility seemed to be incredibly stubborn and was now escalating things.

I shook my head. “Well, I guess I’ll have to intervene.”

“I don’t think you should…” Ceylon meekly said. “They’ll probably just blame things on you instead…”

I thought about it for a moment and nodded. “If it makes them shut up and get going, then sure.”

I got a small nod from my companion, and with that I headed towards the small crowd that seemed to be arguing for no reason. A total of five people, three on the side to let it go and two on the side to find out the mystery that had occurred. The argument had no right to last this long.

As soon as I got closer, one of the two annoying people pointed at me.

“It was her fault!” a bald man with a belly screamed. “She must’ve schemed this!”

I raised my brow. “What?”

“Just look at you,” he harrumphed. “You supposedly lured away the Hobgoblin, yet you showed up in no time without bruises, scratches, or even so much as dirt on your clothes, you clearly planned all of this!”

“Why would she even plan all of this?!” the trader leader interjected.

“Because she wants to be paid for easy work!” he bellowed. “I don’t know what tricks she used⁠—”

“That makes no sense,” I interrupted.

The man hearing my retort immediately strode up with a glare, standing the same height as me, breathing on my face.

“I don’t know what you’re hiding, but I’ll expose you, I’ll expose you for risking our lives, and for messing around in the Black Forest, justice will be served, Arc.” He aggressively emphasized my name. “Now let’s stop wasting time and go to Blackcrest.”

With those words he strode past me, his shoulder bumped against mine but I didn’t budge as he nearly stumbled. The other four people stared with confusion, and the trader woman in particular immediately sneered.

“Talk about wasting time.”

I just shook my head as everyone got ready to depart once more. Finally, I reunited with Ceylon after a minute as she too readied herself to leave.

“How did it go?”

I thought for a moment before shrugging. “Could’ve been worse.”

And at that moment the fat and bald trader passed and spoke to me with hostility.

“I’ll make you pay for what you’ve done and avenge Ronan.”

With those words he marched forward, Ceylon raised her brow as a sigh left me.

“This is going to be annoying…”

“Try not to… kill him,” Ceylon advised from behind.

“I’m not a murderer. Though I hope that I don’t have to use force either…”

I shook my head and began to walk forward into the night, followed by Ceylon.

We traveled for what felt like three hours or so before finally, the trader leader had decided to call it a night and an encampment was set up. I was planning to sleep, though unfortunately I was asked to stand guard, which wasn’t something that I expected, but I supposed it made sense.

After saying goodnight to Ceylon I climbed onto a tree and waited, enjoying the stars as the time passed. I couldn’t rest, but I still found the whole experience relaxing.




◇ ◇ ◇




The sun rose, and some minutes later, some people began to wake up. It didn’t take long before everyone was fully awake, and that’s when I finally hopped down from the tree.

Ceylon greeted me as everyone else readied themselves to depart, the trader that had been annoying yesterday gave me glares, but he didn’t actually start a fight or anything of the sort, which was a relief. After everyone packed, we left for Blackcrest, no breakfast to be seen.

The journey was uneventful. Ceylon and I led the traders forward, and eventually I struck up a conversation with her.

“So, once you get backing from the Hermit, and the Grand Duke backs off, what happens then?”

“Well, that is a bit… I don’t know.” She scratched her head. “It’s not, I don’t know what happens after. I was supposed to be learning politics, and I guess trading in order to be the next successor of the family, though it got shifted as soon as my youngest brother was born about four years ago.”

“So now what are you doing?” I asked, raising my brow.

“My parents are interested in an arranged marriage with a lesser family so we can absorb their wealth I guess,” Ceylon said with a small yet exasperated shrug. “But I’m not really interested in marrying someone I don’t love. There is also the fact that things went south with the death of King Credence, so now I am out here trying to save my family.”

I followed along with her words, but there was something that I didn’t fully understand.

“Do you love your family enough to give your life for them?”

“I⁠⁠— it’s my duty.” Ceylon shook her head. “As the daughter of Arlow I have to give everything to the house that raised me⁠—”

“Do you love your family enough to give your life to them?” I emphasized and Ceylon tensed.

Then there were a couple of seconds of silence, before she finally let out a small sigh. 

“I never thought about it. For a noble, something like that is akin to betrayal, so I guess I don’t want to think about it either. Though I suppose I could always give up my name and live the life of a commoner, but it’s not what I want either…”

I watched Ceylon’s behavior, and couldn’t help but wonder. “What do you want?”

“I don’t really know.” She shook her head. “Hopefully I figure it out before the whole marriage thing happens.”

“Right…” I observed Ceylon’s somewhat downcast expression. “Well, I hope you can figure it out, Ceylon.” I smiled at her. “I think these few days you haven’t been exactly living as a noble but you’ve enjoyed them, so maybe forfeiting your title isn’t that bad.”

She nodded slowly, taking in what I had just said.

“I guess so… though the stigma around it…” she trailed off, before continuing. “I’ll think about it...”

We walked in silence for what felt like ten to twenty minutes, Ceylon had a small frown the entire time, seemingly thinking before a breath left her. Then she turned to me.

“I think, I want to travel with you Arc.”

My thoughts briefly halted before I immediately shook my head. “You’ve known me for three days, maybe four with today, you⁠— or I for that matter cannot make life-changing decisions so easily.”

Ceylon paused and chuckled. “Yeah, that’s true. I’m sorry Arc, it was very impulsive.” She turned to me with a meek smile. “You know, all of this is new to me, so I was just a bit self-absorbed. I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine, I think such thoughts sometimes are normal,” I said, shaking my head. “But I suppose as your… friend.” I coughed. “I cannot really allow you to continue those thoughts, for your own good.”

Ceylon slowly nodded, following along. “Thank you, Arc⁠—”

“Blackcrest is in sight!” one of the traders interrupted.

We both turned to look ahead, where we saw the forest ending, and off in the distance there were dark town walls that were lined with towers, and in the middle of everything was an imposing black gate filled with spikes.

I raised my brow in mild surprise, it was bigger than Ranedale by a margin, not only that but it was a lot more intimidating too. I didn’t bother to pick up the pace, nor did Ceylon, however, the same couldn’t be said about the traders that quickly sped past us.

All of them but one passed, and that was the trader woman who stopped to lightly bow at us.

“Thank you for the hard work,” she said as she handed me a bag of coins. “This is what we could chip in, sorry it’s not much more.”

I blinked, receiving the bag. It wasn't particularly heavy though it did jingle with each movement. And peering into it I saw silvery coins, though I didn’t understand how many of them were there other than dozens, and their value was also unknown.

“Sorry, I know it’s really not much.”

I raised my head to look at the woman who now had a bitter smile, and I simply nodded at her and shook my head.

“This much is fine, thank you.”

She slowly nodded in acknowledgment. “If there is anything you need don’t hesitate to reach out, you’ll be able to find me with the name of Lydia of the North.”

“Are you a noble?” I asked, more confused than anything.

“No, it’s just a nickname.” She chuckled, before nodding at me. “I have to get going now, I hope to repay you some time, Adventurer Arc. See you.”

I paused, but before I could say anything she was already walking away. I simply blinked as Ceylon gave me a small nudge from behind.

“Well you got your first payment, congrats Arc!”

“Well… I guess?” I said stuffing the bag into my pocket, barely paying attention. “I don’t even know anything about currency, for all I know the coins in there could be pennies.”

“Pennies?” Ceylon asked in confusion. “What are those?”

I shook my head and smiled, already beginning to walk towards the town gates. “Don’t worry about them. Explain currency to me later, okay?”

“Ah, yeah!” She enthusiastically nodded as she followed after me.

Then, at that moment I paused as the bald fat trader glared at me from the gate with hostility. His eyes narrowed as they met mine.

“Arc?” Ceylon asked with confusion.

I shook my head. “It’s fine.”

And I continued walking.




◇ ◇ ◇




Getting into town had been a new experience since apparently, they required a fee, but showing my adventurer’s identification seemed to solve that. However, unfortunately Ceylon still had to pay to enter.

After that, we headed to an inn and just relaxed, all while Ceylon explained currency to me. Which wasn’t actually that complicated. It followed precious metals ⁠— because apparently they were a thing here just like server rooms ⁠— their order was, copper, silver, gold, cobalt, and platinum.

Though, I was unsure if cobalt should be worth more than gold, but I didn’t give it much thought. I simply accepted it, and decided to nap, much against Ceylon’s wishes. She woke me up at night, when it was time for dinner, except…

“We are not having dinner here.”

She blinked. “But I already paid…”

“It’s fine, it will be on me.” I nodded. “But for now, we have to leave.”

I extended my hand towards her, Ceylon paused, her eyes widened for a moment before she sighed, her golden locks of hair dangling.

“Do we really have to do it?”

“Of course.” I smiled. “Always.”

An exasperated breath left her as she grabbed my cold hand, and with a nod, I used my skill.

“[God Step].”

And we vanished from the room, appearing in a random alley of Blackcrest.




◇ ◇ ◇




It hadn’t been too hard to arrange a meeting spot, and now…

I clapped my hands with a smile as Ceylon just stood gaping in the middle of a large warehouse. At the center of everything, was a large table filled to the brim with delicacies and strange food.

Meanwhile the trader, Ronan, stood to the side with an amicable smile.

“I’ve done my best to procure everything Blackcrest has to offer Miss Arc.”

I nodded with a smile.

“I’ll be taking my leave now.”

Ronan left the building, and then I took a breath smelling the wonderful aromas that filled the large space we stood in. A large glass chandelier loomed over the entire table, all for a vibrat beautiful ambience, and at one end of the table there were two chairs. I stood there for what felt like minutes, until finally, my companion spoke up.

“What is… this…?” Ceylon blinked. “What⁠—”

“It’s fine, I’ll explain later.” I interrupted her with a smile. “Let’s just enjoy this to our hearts’ content.”

Ceylon slowly nodded, as I also excitedly stepped forward. It was a bit weird to realize it, but my heart was rushing. It was an incredible excitement I rarely if ever felt, it also strangely ran in parallel with the adrenaline I felt whenever my life was in danger⁠— it was thrilling. Looking at all the food was a thrilling thing for me.

I sat down with a smile as Ceylon followed, and the first thing that was in front of me seemed to be some sort of steak. Its juices dripped, all while displaying a wonderful brown crust that glistened in the lights from the ceiling, and it smelled amazing.

I gulped a mouthful of saliva as I grabbed the utensils too afraid to freeze the food. And slowly, I cut a single piece of the unbelievably soft piece of meat and brought it to my mouth. It was steaming hot, and for a moment, I was awe-stricken by its pleasant smell.

This is everything I could’ve asked for and more.

I brought it into my mouth⁠—

A shrill sound echoed, and the chandelier fell on the table with an explosion of glass and food⁠. My eyes went wide as the doors of the warehouse exploded, a war cry echoing in my ears.

“It is time for your death, Arc!”

And at that moment I clenched my teeth and the fork in my mouth shattered into pieces as I saw red. 


Chapter. 16: Monster




Alric resented everything, for the past months now his worth had been in a decline. And finally after having enough, he had decided to embark on a gathering journey. He decided to gather the infamous dirt of the Black Forest. Most adventurers are unable to procure it in a safe manner, due to the gathering locations being deep into the death zone.

But the caravan had done it, and they would have succeeded had they not gotten unlucky with a pack of Nightmare Wolves. Much to their luck, an Adventurer had saved them, however, they were forced to dispose of the dirt that they had worked so hard to obtain. And that only represented one thing for Alric.

Poverty.

He didn’t have many resources left, not enough to recover at least, and even though he was aware of it, he was pointing all his anger and resentment towards a single person. The adventurer that had saved them; Arc.

She was weird, aloof, and uncaring. Not only that but she was strong. And that, even if it was an irrational feeling, made Alric resent her more. He didn’t understand what she had done with the Hobgoblins, but at this point, he didn’t care. He just knew, his heart knew, his whole being knew that he resented her.

Whether it was as a scapegoat or her personality, whether he was using excuses to unload his resentment or legitimate reasons, didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was that after this, he was going to be broke, and his future⁠— his life was over.

Which is why, he laughed.

He laughed as the assassins he hired exploded the doors of the warehouse. He had even seen Ronan the traitor leave, but Alric didn’t even care about that, he didn’t even truly register it in his mind. Right now, there was only catharsis.

“It is time for your death, Arc!”

They were two B Tier assassins, right from the Black Market! Given the job was on the same day, and easy to execute, the fee had been just barely affordable for him. And now, all there was left was for Alric to enjoy the show.

He watched as the pair of killers dashed into the warehouse, one with a pair of twinblades a [Shadow Assassin] and the other holding nothing but daggers, a [Knife Dancer]. The two masters went in, and the glass-filled cloud of dust immediately cleared with a gust of cold wind.

In the middle, stood the familiar white-haired woman with a terrible frown. She spat to the side a bunch of metal pieces and a chunk of something as she coldly watched the assassins rush at her.

Alric just grinned. “You will regret everything!”

The [Knife Dancer] threw a volley of daggers at her, and when they reached her they⁠— exploded, flying across the room with the sounds of chattering glass and a shrill noise.

And then, the [Shadow Assassin] pounced, in an instant they appeared with a flash of black right behind Arc and swung both of the swords upon her neck. They collided and exploded into thousands of fragments like glass, and at that moment Alric finally paused, his eyes widening.

It⁠— what was that⁠—

“You know, normally it’s pretty hard to make me angry, last time it happened I hadn’t slept for a week and a Monolith Wolf destroyed my house, but now I’m pretty fucking upset.” She shook her head as the ground began to freeze. “Of course, it's unreasonable to be livid over this, but I will make you all pay.”

The temperature began to drop following her chilly words, the two assassins stepped back for a moment shaking their heads.

The [Knife Dancer] shielded his eyes. “This is not what I signed up for!”

The [Shadow Assassin] appeared right next to Alric, whispering to herself.

“Too… dangerous…” She turned to Alric. “The mission is canceled⁠—”

And at that moment, a gust of wind blasted through the room, and Alric paused. The [Shadow Assassin] had been frozen in an instant, and Alric raised his hand to touch his face, only to feel the skin on his cheek completely frozen. His heart rushed⁠—

“What is this!?” the [Knife Dancer] shouted their feet bound in ice, all while Arc turned towards him.

Alric’s heart rushed as he slowly backed off from the white-haired woman that was slowly striding up to him. Each of her steps shifted the icy mist and cracked the frozen ground. He met her gaze only to see two light blue eyes that were staring right into his soul. His heart felt cold, yet it was also working overtime.

His body stiffened as he fell on his butt, and Alric realized what he was feeling. It was such a strong and chilling emotion, one that he had never truly felt before, but now he knew it.

Primal fear.

But also, regret. He shivered in his spot, pleading.

“I-I’m sorry, Adventurer Arc for⁠—”

“Shut up,” the white-haired woman hissed as she reached him.

Alric trembled, but before he could do anything she grabbed him by the scruff, effortlessly dragging him up to face her. And then she spoke.

“Why did you do it?”

“W-Why?” Alric panicked. “I wanted revenge, I wanted to-to blame you over my losses! The dirt of the Black Forest was my last chance to not be poverty-stricken, b-but you made us leave it behind!”

He stuttered, his emotions a mix of panic and a hopefulness of being justified. But she just met his gaze as her face lost almost all emotion.

“So, you just want more dirt from the Black Forest, huh?” She tilted her head as if musing. “That way you’ll have more money and never get in my way again.”

“R-Right, y-yes th-that is it!” Alric stuttered.

“Oh, how simple. There is no way you can pay for all the food, right?” she asked with a cold unfeeling smile.

Alric shivered as he looked at the hall, he hadn’t noticed it, but now he could see it. There were hundreds of pieces of meat, fruits, and other delicacies, all lightly frozen and laid to waste by the attack that had occurred. He turned back to her.

“I-I’m afraid not.”

“Well after you get some money from selling the dirt of the Black Forest you can repay me,” she said calmly. “And I know where you can just find some.”

Alric felt his heart skip numerous beats as hopefulness welled within his being.

C-Could it be that I’m being let go?!

Arc smiled at him, as Alric spoke up.

“Where would that be⁠—”

The world blurred around him as a tremendous amount of nausea hit him. Alric was let go, as he plopped onto the ground as the world spun around him. The sounds of insects resounded in his ears, as he finally saw the moon and the sky overhead.

And it clicked.

“W-Where am I…?”

Next to him, Arc spoke. “Look at your feet.” Alric followed only to see patches of grass and black dirt. “It’s the dirt of the Black Forest, it’s what you wanted, no?”

Alric blinked, grasping the black grains of earth. “Y-Yes.”

Is t-this real…? His eyes wandered to the surroundings seeing the towering dark trees. W-We are in the Black Forest…

He turned to Arc as she smiled at him. And at that moment, the feeling of relief he felt turned into panic. That⁠— that smile wasn’t right. None of her expressions had ever been right. Her eyes remained empty and uncaring.

She was⁠— she still wanted to kill him!

Alric scrambled to extend his hand towards her⁠—

And she vanished.

Alric froze⁠—

He had just been abandoned in the Black Forest.




* * * * *




Rayder didn’t understand, he was panicking⁠— he was a B Tier assassin, one of the few in the Black Market and he was panicking! The ice at his feet wouldn’t break no matter what he did, and the woman⁠⁠— the woman that had caused all of this was⁠—

And he blinked, she was nowhere to be seen, nor their contractor. However, Ilma was… she was frozen, and probably dead…

Rayder wasn’t too acquainted with her, but he liked her. He had seen her face just once, and he had been smitten⁠, but now it didn’t matter. He gritted his teeth and turned to the ice at his feet, its coldness was almost nonexistent, but it wouldn’t bulge.

He slammed a dagger into it and⁠— the tip snapped.

Rayder clicked his tongue. Would he have to request help? To use the emergency orb in order to have his ass saved? He didn’t want that, not yet⁠, though he still felt the blue orb in his pocket.

Shaking his head he turned to look elsewhere only to see a girl hiding behind some curtains looking at him, she was trembling. From a first glance he could tell she was a noble, whether it was her delicate features or golden locks of hair, however…

Where had she come from⁠—

And he remembered just when the explosion happened. The girl had been tagging along with their target. She was the target’s companion. This was an opportunity for him, an opportunity to get out of here. Rayder took a deep breath and regarded her.

“Noble lady, please help me!”

She shrunk back as he continued, putting more of his feelings.

“Y-Your companion is clearly dangerous, we both should run!”

Yet she didn’t reply as he felt a mix of anger and frustration. Rayder took a breath.

“She is a monster that easily disposed of two B Tier assassins, not only that but she clearly lost control!” He gestured towards the frozen surroundings. “For your own good you should at least run, she is a monster!”

“A-Arc isn’t a monster…” she replied with a feeble voice. “D-Don’t talk about her that way!”

Rayder paused, the girl was shivering and yet she slowly stepped past the tarp to glare at him. Slowly walking towards him with an increasingly confident stride.

“She is kind and understanding, she has just had a harsh life,” she said slightly trembling.

And that’s when Rayder saw her leg bleeding, an object embedded into it, but the girl still walked with an almost perfect gait. And finally, she paused before him.

“You wouldn’t understand just even a bit of what she went through, so don’t call her a monster!”

Rayder blinked, shocked that a defenseless girl would stand up to defend someone, let alone walk in front of him. However, her words rang differently. Not understanding what she went through? Had his life been any less hard than that of that monster?!

And out of all people that could tell him that, it was a noble girl that didn’t understand what hardship even meant?!

He had lost his family at six, at nine he became a mercenary, at ten he lost a leg and didn’t get it back until thirteen when he was finally able to pay a high-level priest. And during those three years, he still had to carry out missions, struggle for his life every single day, some days he thought he would die from hunger, and yet⁠:

He didn’t understand?!

Gritting his teeth, he instantly raised his hand to strangle the blonde girl and⁠—

A chilly touch stopped him, a pale hand grabbed his wrist as a gust of cold wind swept through the warehouse. Rayder blinked only to see the monster⁠— a white-haired girl, one that was… beautiful, yet her gaze was completely dead, one of a killer.

Rayder shivered before he could react, she clutched⁠—

His wrist snapped, instantly mangled as a scream left him.

His mind entered disarray as his other hand went into his pocket and gripped the orb with all his strength⁠— the item cracked, sending a signal to the Black Market, then Reyder felt it, the ice around his legs suddenly vanished, and he knew he had a chance⁠—

Gritting his teeth he headbutted the white-haired woman and⁠ a head-splitting pain spread through his head. And before he could react, he was punched in the stomach, his organs rearranging as he was launched back, nearly throwing up.

The world around Rayder spun as he tried to stand.

It didn’t make sense⁠— why⁠—

And he was kicked on the chin, sending him rolling through the ground as pain burst around all his body. The white-haired woman wasn’t even using skills, she was beating him up, it was humiliating. He was a B Tier assassin, he was the one that should be in that position!

He gritted his teeth as the woman went for another attack, but this time he swiftly dodged as he dug into his coat. He could barely use his other hand but it didn’t matter, he was going to use everything.

B Tier individuals were far and few, the fact that there were two of them in Blackcrest aside from the leader was nothing but a coincidence. They were strong and worthy of respect, and by extension, he too was worthy of respect. Even if his opponent was A Tier she was still looking down on him.

He was worth more respect than that!

Rayder urged his mana, generally skills were only learned through level-ups, but on rare occasions they could be learned or even created. And he had his own skill, one that could even threaten A Tiers and now…

It was time to make his opponent regret it⁠—

Rayder managed to dodge once more as he screamed.

“I’ll make you regret beating me up⁠— [Death Maelstrom]!”

At that moment hundreds of knives flew at her with scintillating flashes of light. Rayder smiled, it was a technique that would terrify any A Tier, every single knife was charged with his mana, able to slice through anything, and now it was her turn.

“[Glaciation].”

And she flicked her finger⁠— all of the knives were instantly blasted into the walls of the warehouse and Rayder was glued against the wall as his eyes bulged in confusion.

How is this possible⁠—

“You know, I was thinking of letting you live, but…” The woman shook her head. “You really just have a death wish, and so I shall grant it. Ceylon look away.”

Rayder watched the noble follow as instructed, and the white girl conjured an ice spear. He felt insulted.

Did she think that was enough to kill him⁠—

And she threw it⁠— the wall of the warehouse exploded, killing Rayder instantly.




* * * * *




A small sigh left me. I was angry, not unreasonably so, but I was still at the very least upset. I didn’t care if the merchant I left in the Black Forest lived or died, and now everything was solved for the most part.

I turned to Ceylon as pieces of the wall fell behind me. I saw her turn back to me with a weird expression, but at that moment, I finally saw it. The blood on her leg, the metal object embedded in it, and I paused.

“Wait you're injured, but… how?” I stared in disbelief.

Had I really failed at my duty that badly?

Ceylon shook her head. “It’s fine, don’t worry A⁠—”

And at that moment, I felt danger in our direction as I immediately extended my hand towards Ceylon and gripped. I caught an elongated black stake as my companion’s eyes grew wide and she let out a delayed yelp. I turned in the direction of where it had come from only to see five hooded figures.

Lots of things passed through my mind, disappointment, anger, sadness, however there were two thoughts in my mind.

To protect Ceylon.

And,

To kill these people as fast as possible.


Chapter. 17: Black Market




Syd didn’t think he needed to go and check on the emergency, especially not today out of all days. However, he always was a diligent person, even though he was only the leader of the Black Market of Blackcrest, he had great ambitions, which is why he always did things properly.

Though when he arrived at the location, he didn’t expect a wall to explode and bloody chunks of flesh to fly from the other side. And so that’s when he entered serious mode, directing the people and his first command was to kill the weakest target first.

Syd watched as the archer took aim, their presence was hidden, no words were spoken. It was simply put, the epitome of a perfect assassination, and the archer shot.

The white-haired girl immediately grabbed the black arrow mid-air and turned to them with a frown, it was a simple gesture but one that somehow made Syd’s heart skip a beat, he immediately turned to the nearest person.

“Retreat⁠—”

And they exploded. A burst of ice sent Syd flying, the world spun around him as he hit the building behind him with a grunt. Dust billowed around him, as he plopped onto the ground, he could barely register what just happened.

Syd shook his head and broke out of his stupor, raising his head he saw… death. A land of frost with small mountains where limbs jutted out and bodies were frozen inside. For a moment, he stared in disbelief, and then he heard the ice crackle.

His gaze trailed through the frozen ground, seeing the weapons of his comrades until he saw the white-haired woman slowly walking towards him holding a sword. The mere sight made Syd shiver⁠.

He had to escape⁠—

Syd thrashed only to fail to move from his spot, his heart palpitated as he realized that his hands and feet were encased in ice. What⁠— and the crackling of the ground brought him back to reality, the enemy was closer than ever, he had to move somehow⁠— he tugged to no avail as the crackling rang in his ears, thrashing desperately as he felt his muscles tearing.

And then he heard a much more distinct crack, one that brought him back to reality where he saw the woman standing over him, she slowly raised the blue sword in the air as Syd panicked.

“P-Please don’t kill me!”

However, his words fell on deaf ears as the woman continued to lift the weapon up, yet he couldn’t stop pleading.

“I-I’m the head of the Black Market, I have more usefulness alive than dead!” He saw no change, panicking, he continued. “I can source you anything from that place, all you have to do is spare me!”

She met his gaze as the sword reached the apex and that’s when Syd realized, whatever he had said wasn’t enough.

“P-Please, I’ll do absolutely anything, even if it means being subservient to you⁠— eek!”

And the sword was brought down, Syd screamed and⁠ a shattering sound resounded. There was no pain, there was nothing. His eyes slowly opened only to see the white-haired woman looking right at him, no sword to be seen.

“You said you’d do anything right?” she coldly asked.

Syd’s heart dropped as he slowly replied. “I did…”

The woman nodded and turned around, Syd’s heart palpitated as the ice around his feet and legs dissolved. He was free to escape, yet he knew it was the worst mistake he could possibly make.

And so, he waited for the woman to come back.




* * * * *




I had dealt with the threat as effectively as I could, and now I could relax, at least as far as anger went. I still felt guilty, especially as I saw Ceylon standing there looking at me with a concerned gaze while I walked towards her. It was odd to me that she didn’t flinch all that much to death… Though I still felt it to be a responsibility of mine to ensure she didn’t see that many things.

And in this case, while I had blocked her vision with a pillar of ice, she could still see the aftermath of frozen bodies. But that small guilt was nothing compared to seeing the injury on her leg, it was akin to a sinking feeling; it was the feeling of failure.

Though, fortunately I knew better than to just feel bad about things, and so I had a number of priorities in front of me. The first one was healing Ceylon and ensuring something like this doesn’t happen again, the second priority was to apologize and the third was to… really really ensure it doesn’t happen again.

I shook my head, logically speaking I was just overly fond of Ceylon which made me feel much worse than what I would normally feel. It was just how feelings worked, fortunately or unfortunately.

Finally, I reached her as she spoke.

“Are you alright?”

“I am,” I answered simply. “But you are not, and we need to take care of that.”

“It’s really a small injury.” Ceylon shook her head. “And it occurred because of one of the throwing knives that exploded, it just hit me, that’s all.”

“Then that just makes it even more of my responsibility,” I said. “So we will have that taken care of, and ensure it doesn’t happen again. Also, limping for a few weeks isn’t a small injury, Ceylon.”

She went silent for a moment before quietly nodding.

“I guess I was trying to downplay it…”

I sighed. “It doesn’t matter, let’s just get you treated.”

She nodded, and took a step only to flinch.

“Sorry, it’s a bit hard to walk right now…”

I shook my head.

“It’s fine, I’ll just carry you.”

Ceylon blinked as I approached her. “Wait⁠, what⁠—”

And I hefted her upon my arms in a princess carry, all while she blinked in confusion before hurriedly flushing and speaking up.

“It’s fine, I can⁠— I can force myself to walk, no need to carry me like this⁠—”

I ignored her pleas as I immediately began to walk to the door, where the assassin Black Market leader nervously waited. He blinked seeing me approach with Ceylon in my arms, but didn’t say much more as I simply informed him.

“She’s injured, so we need to cure her,” I said simply.

He nodded. “I can get some potions for you.”

“I also need an item or something to protect her from attacks.”

“I can get a protection artifact.” The Black Market leader nodded once more. “Anything else you’d like⁠— ah of course, I’ll always be in your debt. This is just for the time being.” He coughed.

“I also want the finest food you can acquire in Blackcrest, a dinner.”

He blinked and nodded. “That is not a problem, though today might be…” And he shook his head. “No, it’s not your problem to deal with.”

I raised my brow but he simply started to walk away.

“Do follow me, M-Master…”

“Just call me Arc,” I said. “I don’t care about humiliating you.”

“Right, thank you, Miss Arc.” He stiffly nodded. “Right this way.”

And with those words, he began to guide us to the Black Market.




* * * * *




Syd didn’t know if he was making a fool of himself, if he was making the mistake of his life, or something else. He simply followed his instincts which was to follow his word.

As for whether he would regret it or not, he didn’t know.

He shook his head. It was no use in thinking about whether it was the right decision⁠— he had survived and that’s all that mattered. All he could do was try to get out of this situation as soon as possible, and so, he guided the extraordinarily terrifying woman to the lair of criminals.

Could she wipe the entire place out should she want to?

Absolutely!

But he didn’t care. That was the thing. He was just saving his own neck, it didn’t matter if the Black Market suddenly burst into flames, which would actually be happening tonight. Hell, it didn’t matter if the noble girl was being carried as a princess by the monster or instead riding on her back like a kid as they were right now.

Syd only had one directive, and that was…

Survival.




* * * * *




I was carrying Ceylon on my back now, after she insisted for me to do so instead. The journey had taken more than I would’ve liked, but eventually, we stood before a dilapidated building. One that looked unassuming with torches illuminating the outside. There was a small pause from the Black Market leader before he approached the wooden door and slowly picked it open with some pins.

After a few seconds, it creaked open and I heard a faint constant background noise. The Black Market leader gestured us in and we ventured into the building. It was broken down akin to a church except there were no chairs to be found, and in place of a podium there was a broken-down staircase.

One with no lights, just a gaping hole of shadows in the ground.

“The Black Market has many entrances, but it can be said to be an underground cavity outside of Black Crest, so all of its entrances are in the west,” the man said.

I raised my brow. “Wouldn’t people asphyxiate?”

He talked as he descended the stairs. “There are a lot of hidden vents, also artifacts that purify the air. However, in spite of being supported there is still a chance of the place collapsing.”

I nodded and followed after the man, igniting a flame behind us much to everyone’s shock. Though the first one to speak was Ceylon.

“I thought you said you had no way to cook things…”

“Yeah, the flame just freezes them,” I said without pause. “I still cannot cook them without a lighter.”

“Oh…”

The Black Market leader said nothing as we descended the stairs, the noise of a bustling market reached our ears and after half a minute, we saw an orange light. I extinguished the blue flame at my hand, and soon enough we stood at the side of what seemed to be an ever-extending flea market.

Yellow lights lined the ceiling, tarps and tables filled the cavity under the earth as I just stood there in awe for a moment. The Black Market leader walked forward.

“It’s impressive if I say so myself, though we aren’t here for that, please do follow me. We’ll be getting everything you requested in order.”

I nodded and followed after him, all while Ceylon looked around with surprise. We trekked through the market, seeing numerous weird things, and other disturbing things, all while being under the scrutiny of the shoddy bystanders whenever we were too close.

The most surprising thing to me however, was the occasional gore, especially body parts of humans for potion making. Yet, Ceylon didn’t react to it.

We eventually found a stand of potions, I just stood by as the Black Market leader bought a couple for us. After storing them in a ring, we headed to a different part of the Black Market, and at that moment I made conversation with Ceylon.

“Ceylon, I can’t help but notice you’re very numb to killing, corpses, and all these other things. Wouldn’t most people be startled, especially if they see it happen before their eyes?”

She let out a small chuckle, though it sounded rather empty. “I guess so, but well, I’ve seen… things. I suppose. Sometimes you can startle me, but for the most part, everything else is.” She shook her head. “Not something that bothers me.”

I slowly nodded, thinking about what Ceylon could’ve possibly seen. Though, she was still a bit of a scaredy-cat when it came to attacks or monsters, so it was a weird polarity.

“I’m sorry for what you had to see.”

“I mean… it’s still horrifying to see you freeze people to death,” Ceylon said meekly. “It’s just, organs or gore, the death of my guards, it’s not something that unsettles me. I suppose that torture would⁠—”

A scream echoed across the Black Market, the leader paused as we turned to look in the distance where we saw a man being dragged. Then, he disappeared into one of the tunnels before some screams resounded and abruptly ended. I blinked, as seemingly everyone else went about doing their business.

“Now, that’s pretty unsettling…” Ceylon quietly said, "let’s hurry to get everything done."

I nodded as I turned to follow the man once more. Who bowed lightly.

“It’s a pretty normal occurrence here, please don’t let it bother you. I’m sorry you had to see that.”

He got a few weird gazes but no one said anything as I nodded.

“Right, let’s just hurry.”

And with that, we resumed the trip. It didn’t take too long before the man stopped at another stand and immediately began to negotiate for the best protection relic. After a negotiation, some threats, and a beat-down, we went somewhere private where he handed us two rings.

“This is what I promised, my name is Syd, if you need anything more don’t hesitate to contact me.” He nodded as I looked towards the rings.




[ Storage Ring. Tier. D ]

[ Ring of Protection. Tier. C ]




I handed Ceylon the first ring. “This is a D Tier Storage Ring.”

I held the Ring of Protection within my fingers for a moment, before I inwardly chanted.

[Blessing of the Ice God]...

The ring shone blue for a moment, as it revealed what it was to me.




[ Ice Blessed Ring of Protection. Tier. C ]




“And this is a C Tier Ring of Protection that I blessed.”

She blinked while receiving it. “C-C Tier…?” She breathed for a moment before her shoulders slumped. “I guess I'm forced to take it, huh…?”

I nodded. “It’s so that it doesn’t happen again.”

With a small sigh, she slid both rings onto her fingers. And then activating the Storage Ring one of the health potions was brought out.

“Now I have to…” She sighed.

“I’ll remove the metal from you,” I said decisively as I crouched. “It’ll take just a moment.”

Ceylon nodded for a moment, and⁠— I instantly yanked it with a burst of speed. Ceylon let out a small yelp as her wound began to bleed once more, but immediately drank the potion. I saw a rather instant effect of the injury recovering.

I stood back up, Ceylon meekly thanked me and then, I heard a small cough from Syd, the Black Market leader.

“Now that she’s cured, we can go for the third request, the finest food, which means leaving the Black Market as soon as possible since we don’t have much time left.”

I nodded, though couldn’t help but note the weird way he said things. I gestured for Ceylon to get up on my back once more. And, an explosion occurred at the center of the Black Market.

I heard a sigh come from behind me as black armored knights stormed from a hole in the ceiling.

“I was really hoping it wouldn’t happen while you were here…”

And at that moment, an arrow with a misty purple aura was shot at us.


Chapter. 18: Elite Dark Knights




To my surprise, Syd jumped in and with a flick of his sword, he deflected the arrow into a wall⁠⁠— the wall exploded and he rapidly spoke.

“They are the Elites of the Kingdom, we’ll fight them away, don’t get involved!”

With those words, he jumped into battle as I saw hundreds of people enter a deadly brawl with the black knights. I stood there for a moment, confused on what to do.

Then Ceylon spoke.  “I think it’s best for us to leave…”

“I guess so⁠—”

And an arrow was shot at me. I moved Ceylon out of the way along with me as the wall behind us exploded with chunks of dirt and rock. I turned only to see one of the black knights stowing away his crossbow and rushing at me with a sword.




[ Elite Dark Knight of Draliz. Tier: C ]




And a sigh left me as I flicked a finger, the man was wrapped in ice unable to do anything, I forced him to look at the ceiling just out of sheer skepticism, perhaps he hadn’t seen us clearly so I wasn’t going to give him the chance. I didn’t actually want to kill him because he was a knight of the kingdom.

The sounds of battle and death echoed across the now chaotic Black Market as I turned to offer Ceylon my hand to leave. However, she wasn’t even looking at me anymore, but instead at the chaos.

“Can we stay here? I think, I just want to see what comes from it,” she said pensively. “The Dark Knights rarely act.”

I blinked and nodded, taking this opportunity to see what was actually happening. The first thing I noted, and was already aware of is that no other enemies were nearby, and the second thing was that the Black Market people were actually pushing the knights back.

“Why are they even here?” I asked in confusion.

“I don’t… know.” Ceylon thought. “The Elite Dark Knights is a private brigade under the King of Draliz, they act in the name of order and security of the Kingdom, so I guess the Black Market must’ve done something quite… bad.”

“Right…” I nodded, watching as people died. “This is a bit… odd.”

Ceylon agreed. “That it is, I’d expect the people of the Black Market to flee rather than to fight back.”

And at that moment a whistle resounded, the knights began to hastily retreat and it didn’t take long before they left. Or well, before almost every knight left. There was still the ice-bound one. It didn’t take long before Syd arrived back to us, though the first thing he did was draw his sword at the knight and swung⁠— the ice around the knight grew protecting him as the sword bounced.

“You can’t kill him.”

Syd nodded slowly before turning to me. “I should warn you that not killing him, given he’s seen you, will cause problems in the future.”

I shook my head. “I’m an adventurer, I’m not even affiliated with the Black Market, this whole conflict doesn’t relate to me, if they do come for me after this then I’ll deal with it how I see fit.”

Once more, the Black Market leader slowly nodded. “Then I’ll make a suggestion, block his vision and free him outside.”

I nodded. “Sure, we can do that.”

Syd then called people over and a bag was placed over the knight’s head. And then, just before he could even suggest that they’d take him away I spoke.

“Alright, let’s leave with the knight.”

Syd blinked. “I highly advise against that, as soon as you set him free he’ll get an even better image of you, or maybe even⁠—”

“It’s fine,” I interrupted as I walked towards the knight. “Ceylon come here, and you too Syd, we’re leaving now.”

Ceylon’s eyes went wide for a moment. “Wait, are we doing that…?”

I nodded, as I held Ceylon’s hand, then placed my other hand on the knight’s shoulder. Syd arrived in confusion.

“Touch my shoulder.”

He nodded and did so as instructed, he flinched for a moment before making full contact. And finally, I spoke.

“We are going now, everyone brace yourselves.”

And with a breath, I chanted in my mind⁠— [God Step]!

In an instant, we found ourselves standing in a random alley not too far away from the Black Market, the knight let out a muffled groan, Ceylon let out a very elongated breath and Syd…

“Holy shit⁠—” he fell on his back stumbling. “What even is that, and why are you so damn cold⁠—” And he paused. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that…”

I shook my head, and extended my hand towards Ceylon, offering the same to Syd. He hesitated for a moment before grabbing it.

“Let’s go now⁠— [Quick Step].”

And we vanished as I commanded the ice on the knight to melt.




* * * * *




The Elite Dark Knights had a constant mission, and that was to deal with the Black Market, to whittle down its wealth to stop the corrupt nobles from using underhanded means to become king. That had been King Credence’s last command, and what caused a constant never-ending hunt for all the black markets across the land.

It was hard to say whether it was an organization, or a phenomenon that happened naturally. However it did loosely work like an organization, and hence it was treated as a collective that had to be dealt with by the dark knights. Casualties occurred every so often, however the main focus was to instill chaos and destroy goods, and like any other knight in his position Blake followed that command.

Except this time, he had nearly died. He slowly removed the bag from his head clutching his fists. He remembered the white-haired woman and the companion. He remembered his actions, and anger consumed him for a few moments, he had been foolish. However, he had been saved.

He was a Captain, a Commander inside the Elite Dark Knights, he had to know better, he had to follow an example, but more than anything he had to acknowledge when the right things were done.

Perhaps giving her that would be too much, but…

He shook his head, he was sure that she stood to benefit more from it, and it was also a repayment from him. Taking a deep breath, Blake resolved himself.

He was going to find her.




* * * * *




We ended up far away from the knight, enough for us not to worry about things. Syd massaged his hand as he spoke.

“Sorry that you had to deal with that, those fuckers started to show up about two months ago, they would always retreat after some time, but it’s been a logistical headache.” He shook his head. “They show up every two weeks too.”

We stared at him for a moment before he shook his head and addressed us once more.

“Well, now it’s time for me to uphold the last request. The best food in Blackcrest…” He thought for a moment. “I think I know where to find it.”




◇ ◇ ◇




Syd took us around, thankfully, it wasn’t too late at night yet so places were still open. We found ourselves before a grand building where well-dressed people came in and out of it, meanwhile there was us.

Ceylon wore what was best described as casual clothes with blood on them, I wore a winter jacket that while fancy did not fit anything in this world, and then there was Syd dressed in basically rags, needless to say, we caught everyone’s attention.

He coughed. “If you’ll excuse me I’ll go arrange some stuff inside since the place is reservation only.”

We blinked as he confidently strode into the building and a… small argument ensued, something about knowing someone and wanting a manager. It was a bit awkward, but eventually after things escalated and Syd went elsewhere to talk. Then a couple of minutes later a happy manager came up to us.

“Miss Arc and Miss Ceylon, yes?”

We blinked and nodded as he massaged his hands.

“Wonderful, we have just the right table for you.”

And in spite of our clothes or everyone’s gazes, we were guided inside. Where Syd nodded at me.

“You know where to find me, enjoy your night Miss Arc.”

Then, he left, all while we took in the atmosphere, the looming chandeliers, and the inner balcony of the restaurant as well as the candlelit tables. It wasn’t particularly full, but the man still guided us to the second floor where we were sat overlooking the entire restaurant.

And after handing us menus, he smiled.

“I’ll be back in a few minutes, your meal has already been paid for.”

He smiled and with those words, he left.

Looking around on my seat, I voiced out my thoughts. “This is surprisingly modern…”

“Modern?” Ceylon asked with confusion. “It is quite elegant, not something that would be high class in the Royal Capital but certainly still a place worth visiting.”

I looked at her strangely before she shook her head.

“Sorry, that was a bit weird…” she meekly said. “Still sometimes you say things I don’t really understand.”

“Just things from my world, I suppose,” I said, shaking my head. “A lot of my memories are blurry but at least I can tell the differences and similarities.”

“Oh, how is it different?” She asked with curiosity.

“Well it’s more technologically advanced, considerably so, but also there is no mana or even magic…?” I said with doubt. “Not that I'm aware of.”

“Wait, and how do you people deal with the monsters then?” Ceylon asked in confusion and some alarm.

“There are no monsters,” I said, picking up the menu and going over the options. “All conflict is born from humans.”

“That is… no interracial conflicts? For example, dwarves?”

I shook my head. “There are wars, perhaps things born out of hatred for other people’s appearance or origins, but all intelligent races are humans.”

She blinked. “That, I guess it does happen here too…”

I nodded. “Anything else you’d like to know?”

“What was your role in that world, Arc?” she asked and I paused.

A small sigh left me. “I was a student, I was studying to do art.”

“Art… student…?” Ceylon asked uncomprehendingly. “Like you studied how to do paintings…?”

“I guess so,” I said with a shrug as I refocused on the menu.

“That… huh.” She tilted her head and at that moment the manager came.

There was a weird silence as he stood before us with a small notepad.

“What would you like to order?”

Ceylon panicked, but I simply began to order as normal, and by the time I finished, she did so too. After that the manager left, and Ceylon pointed out something.

“You ordered a normal amount of food.”

“Well…” A sigh left me. “I think I want to have measured enjoyment rather than one blissful experience that I’ll never have again. Also, it’s kinda ruined in my mind with what happened.”

“Yeah what happened was stupid,” Ceylon huffed. “The trader really just wanted to blame you for his misfortune.”

I nodded. “Though no use in lingering on it, the man might be dead by now.”

“What did you do to him?” Ceylon asked skeptically.

“I abandoned him in the middle of the Black Forest.”

Contrary to my expectations, Ceylon laughed.

“Well that’s just great.”

I smiled. “It was very satisfying, you know?”

“I bet it is,” she said chuckling. “Happy we can finally enjoy dinner, after everything that happened.”

I nodded, and continued chatting with Ceylon about rather unimportant stuff, such as whether it was better to sleep on hide or on grass, and her simply saying that it's silly and that beds are better. They were unharmful conversations that allowed us to get to know each other better.

And after a few minutes, the food finally came.

I was served the exact same steak that I had seen explode over an hour ago, and now it looked better than ever. And Ceylon had some type of salad. I could barely contain my excitement while the manager was here, but as soon as he left I grabbed the utensils and cut onto the juicy meat.

Once more I saw it glistening with juices, a perfect medium rare, steaming hot, all under the cozy orange atmosphere. I took it in for a moment, before eating it.

The warmth spread across my tongue as I savored the tender meat, its juices spreading in my mouth as I tasted the buttery fat and I simply smiled in bliss. It also had a somewhat sweet sauce that complimented it. It was lukewarm by the time I swallowed it, but it still left a somewhat warm feeling inside my mouth which was unexpected but also, welcome.

Its flavor was amazing, and I found myself deeply enjoying the dish as I ate it. I didn’t cry, but it was still a wonderful experience, one that made me feel incredibly happy and fulfilled, and by the time I finished I was simply put: satisfied and also a bit teary-eyed.

I hadn’t had proper food for so long, and the fact that I knew that this experience was just one of many made me feel a deep sense of satisfaction.

I had so much to live for.

Ceylon too finished eating at the same time as she looked at me and smiled. This time she didn’t show concern, she was just happy for me. I smiled. I liked Ceylon, and I would certainly miss her by the time she was gone, but for now, I’d enjoy her company to the fullest.

The manager came and took the plates and once more we were told that it was already paid and to enjoy our night.

And so, we slowly left the restaurant, wholly satisfied, however something seemed weird. In spite of people still giving us attention, most people were looking outside instead, confusion filled me but when I approached the entrance I understood.

Standing outside was a platoon of Elite Dark Knights holding their weapons at the ready. I blinked with a sigh as I stepped outside, and the knight commanded.

“Halt! Adventurer Arc, for your actions⁠⁠—”

This was… I got ready to fight, but the knight continued speaking and suddenly he knelt displaying a golden pin.

“We’d like to award you a Medal of Bravery.”

What…?


Chapter. 19: Medal of Bravery




I blinked looking at the five knights standing guard, all while the centermost one knelt before me offering what seemed to be a small golden pin, one whose design was two golden wings taking flight. The man continued much to my confusion.

“This is a pin that represents your integrity for upholding your ideals even during the most difficult times,” he explained. “Even though you’ve just recently become an adventurer you have stood for what’s right and saved the life of a knight.”

I slowly nodded as Ceylon finally got to my side, she simply stared with surprise.

“A Medal of Bravery…?”

I raised my brow. “Is it a big deal?”

“It’s⁠—”

“It’s one of the highest awards that can be given outside of the military,” the knight said, standing up. “Saving me even though it risked your life is an act of kindness and integrity, it’s an act of bravery.”

“You’re the knight I saved?” I raised my brow as he nodded in response. “Do you still think I was in danger?”

He shook his head. “You chose to spare me even though I attacked you, you saved me from the scum of the Black Market in spite of the possibility of triggering their animosity, that is integrity, and that is bravery. All I ask is for you to not get involved with those of the Black Market any further.”

I shook my head. “I can’t do that.”

The other five knights immediately raised their swords on guard against me, and Ceylon pulled my sleeve.

“Arc!”

Though I paid no attention to anything as I waited for the knight in front of me to say something, and after a moment, he spoke up.

“Why can’t you, are you involved in their affairs…?”

“No, the leader of Blackcrest’s Black Market is indebted to me, I intend to keep that connection for whatever I may need in the future, whether it is an artifact, a weapon, food, or supplies. As for whether he is part of the Black Market or a saint, I don’t really care.”

The man slowly nodded, and with a wave of his hand, the weapons were lowered.

“For now, you’re clear of being affiliated with the Black Market, but you should be aware that that connection might cause misunderstandings in the future,” he said with an odd tone.

“I’ll deal with them when the time comes, for now the connection is not detrimental to me. If the Black Market becomes a detriment to me then…” I shook my head. “I’d also deal with it.”

“I see.” The man nodded, walking up to me. “Then that just shows you are indeed a person of integrity and have the bravery to stand by those values, as for whether our ideals or goals are different from others, we shouldn’t be ashamed of that. Will you accept this medal?”

“Does it give me some kind of privilege?” I asked, raising my brow.

“It gives you recognition by those that see it,” he solemnly answered.

“Then no⁠—”

“Arc!” Ceylon reproached me.

A sigh left me. “Fine, I accept the Medal of Bravery.”

The man nodded and immediately got close to my bosom, holding my jacket and trying to pin the golden medal, only for him to fidget with the ice cloth for a few seconds, unable to secure it. I shook my head as I nudged the ice to become softer and finally, he fastened it to my jacket.

He nodded, unfazed by the ten-plus seconds of awkwardness.

“Thank you for your actions, with that we shall take our leave.” With a nod, he turned as the knights opened a path for him to walk through.

Then, the whole platoon left as I just stood there with Ceylon, right outside the restaurant. To be honest, I didn’t know what to think of it. Shaking my head I took a piece of vanilla candy and plopped it into my mouth. The soft taste brought a small smile to my face.

“You know, I think any other person would be considerably happier to get a Medal of Bravery than to eat a piece of candy…” Ceylon said with a small sigh.

“Well… I’m not any other person,” I said with a smile. “Besides, awards aren’t my kind of thing.”

“I can see that…” Ceylon shook her head. “I guess, it does bother me how easily you got one, I did dream of getting one once upon a time, so now I guess the dream doesn’t feel as magical.”

I thought for a moment on what Ceylon said, she also seemed sad. I didn’t think that my actions would make her feel that way, and at the same time, I hadn’t apologized for her injury even though it was my responsibility to protect her.

With a small smile, I knelt in front of Ceylon and took the pin from my jacket much to her surprise.

“Ceylon, I do think you’re just as brave as me. So when you get your own medal, give me this one back.” I pinned it to her shirt, as her eyes grew wide. “But for now this is your medal, and also an apology for failing to protect you. I’m sorry you got injured.”

She slowly nodded. “I⁠— thank you… This is a bit…”

I could see her getting a bit emotional but I shook my head as I stood up.

“It’s fine Ceylon, you can give it back when you get one.”

She slowly nodded. “I’ll… do my best…”

I smiled. “Then let’s go back to the inn, and tomorrow hm…” I thought. “We prepare to leave Blackcrest?”

“I think… we should explore the town for a bit tomorrow before leaving, it’d be nice for you too. Plus it’d be nice to see you paint something.”

I raised my brow. “Sure, are you not hurried on your side?”

“Well…” She scratched her head. “I mean, considering we can travel at lightning speeds with your skills, not really…”

“Alright, then let’s go back to the inn.” I extended my hand and Ceylon shook her head.

“Can we just walk?”

I blinked but ultimately nodded, and so we just headed to our place for the night. On our way there Ceylon got a surprising amount of stares, and it was all due to the Medal of Bravery, which surprised me. Then again, I didn’t know how important or prestigious it actually was, but she seemed happy.

It didn’t take long before we got back to the inn, where as soon as we entered we were met with nothing but confusion by the receptionist. However, nothing was said as we went to our rooms, and found food there.

“Oh…” Ceylon blinked. “I forgot to cancel the order…”

On the table there were two bowls of soup that seemed to be lukewarm at best. Ceylon seemed to be contemplating something before nodding, and sitting down at the table in the middle of the room.

“Are you going to join me?” she gently asked me.

I nodded, and joined her to eat the soup.

It was enjoyable to me, food was enjoyable. It didn’t matter if it was a delicacy or something that commoners ate, anything was better than the raw meat from monsters. It took a few minutes but we both finished our plates and at that moment, Ceylon removed the pin from her shirt.

“You know, I really cannot accept it,” she said bitterly as she slid it to me. “Not only was it awarded to you, I also haven’t done anything to actually deserve it.”

I nodded, taking it and stuffing it into my pocket. “It really isn’t something I’d wear, but if it’s not something you can accept, then it’s fine.”

“Thank you.” Ceylon smiled, then she stood up, taking my plate and hers outside of the room.

And she returned, yawning. Just like that the day ended as we gave each other goodnights, and turned off the lights.




◇ ◇ ◇




I dreamt of clouds, of buildings that touched the skies, I dreamt of a quiet plain full of gravestones, I dreamt of seeing my grave⁠—

I woke up somewhat startled, I rarely if ever dreamt, but now it seemed to be common. It was logical that I’d be considered dead back on earth given my disappearance, though getting a grave…?

I shook my head. “No way…”

And a long breath left me as I relaxed.

“Arc, are you okay?”

I turned and saw Ceylon staring at me from her bed, looking at me with some concern and also confusion. There was a moment of pause, as I felt lost, maybe somewhat unstable, but taking a breath I finally calmed.

“I’m okay, just a strange dream.”

“Right, let’s just leave and enjoy the day then?” Ceylon asked. “That way you can forget about it.”

I nodded. “Let’s do that.”




◇ ◇ ◇




It took a few minutes to go outside, even though I was always ready to travel at any time that wasn’t the case with Ceylon. Though it wasn’t something that bothered me. Before long, we were walking down the bustling streets of Blackcrest.

We got some stares, or I did, my clothes seemed to have an infinite draw of attention, but I wasn’t planning on changing them. Or it was probably because of how white I looked, but at the end of the day it didn’t matter too much.

Instead, we swung by a street vendor and bought what seemed to be skewered meat, which I enjoyed with much happiness. Ceylon also said it was great, which was a bonus.

And after that, we simply wandered around, taking whatever landmarks there were such as a statue at the center of Blackcrest. It was one made of black metal. It portrayed an armored man whose protection was lined with felt, a long flowing cape, and a smile that looked towards the sky, all with a greatsword sitting across his shoulders.

And at the base, it read:




Hero of Arlas, Uwell




I blinked.

“What is Arlas?”

Ceylon was surprised for a second but quickly explained. “It’s the name of this world. Uwell is the hero that saved it from extinction many centuries ago. I don’t know the full extent of it, but this is a story from over five-hundred years ago. Legends say he was at least SS Tier.”

I nodded. “Huh, so he’s probably dead.”

“I mean, I do hear that B Tier individuals live over a hundred years, so I wouldn’t be so sure,” Ceylon said with a small frown. “Huh, must be nice to live that long.”

“I can help you gain levels,” I said, raising my brow. “B Tier shouldn’t be a problem if we can find the monsters⁠—”

“It’s fine, it was just a passing thought.” Ceylon shook her head. “Besides, that overextends the commitment of helping me find the Hermit.”

“Right.”

I wanted to say it didn’t matter, but it was clearly something I couldn’t force onto Ceylon either. And so after that short conversation, we moved on to explore different places, but in the end, I found myself holding a small notepad and a pencil. All while Ceylon smiled.

“You should try drawing me, Arc.”

I nodded, somewhat awkwardly. For a moment, it felt like I was back on Earth, drawing in class and people trying to see what I was sketching, only for me to never want to actually show them. It was the same kind of feeling. Awkwardness.

But still, it had been years. It wasn’t something I should care about now, even if my drawing was bad, it was to be expected.

Taking a breath, I began to sketch, first I drew a circle, then a cross to show where the face was facing and where the eye-line was. I loosely extended a line downward and drew the simple shapes, then proceeded to draw in the details; chin, shoulders; the general body.

Then, I drew more and more until…

“Huh…” I blinked.

It was… kinda bad. Deformed. I had been sculpting through the five years, it was a mindless process that I was actually quite fond of, and more than anything I would also say I was good at it. So the fact that my drawing disappointed me was a bit… bothersome.

Ceylon took the notepad from my hands and her eyes went wide, and she immediately chirped.

“This is really good!”

“Is it…?” I asked not believing what she was saying and she just nodded.

“It really is!” she piped up. “Thank you, it’s much better than I could’ve imagined.”

I blinked. “Right, you’re welcome, Ceylon.”

If I was honest, it still bothered me, but there wasn’t much I could do about it. Especially given the fact that I didn’t really like drawing all that much in the first place, or rather the enjoyment came and went. It was a very weird thing. In the end, perhaps I’d give it another try, but it would take a while.

A small sigh left me as I stood up. “Well, we should go to the Adventurer’s Guild, even if we leave tomorrow, I’d like to figure out how it works.”

“Oh, yeah.” Ceylon nodded. “I’ll explain what I understand from the guild on our way there, then.”

The guild was in the central plaza with the statue, but we were near the edges of Blackcrest, which was the place where we bought the notepad. So there was a lot of information that I learned.

First was that adventurers had two sources of income, selling monster parts, and the other was requests. Monster parts weren’t actually that valuable unless the monster was at least C Tier, and even then it depended on the monster. At the same time, certain branches wouldn’t even buy materials from a monster that was too high of a Tier.

So if I tried to sell the legs of the Emera Spider here, I’d be met with a hard resounding no.

And so, that left requests, which were basically posted across the land. They could range from escorting to killing monsters. There were a variety of them, and according to Ceylon you could even send a request asking for someone to take care of your house should you go on vacation, or even find a lost pet.

Almost everything was possible to request, which I found interesting.

And now, I entered the guild along with Ceylon, though looking around, I couldn’t help but raise my brow as I saw no request boards or anything of the sort. So, with no choice I headed to the nearest receptionist, this time a woman that seemed to be in her 50s.

“Hello, how may I help you?”

“I’m looking for a request? Hopefully one that involves killing monsters, in…” I turned to Ceylon. “Where are we heading?”

“Northwest,” Ceylon answered awkwardly.

I turned back to the receptionist. “A request that involves killing monsters in the northwest.”

She nodded. “Those are in high demand right now, but let me see if I have something.”

With those words she began to look underneath the desk. I noticed that next to me was a hooded person, one that was taller than me with their arms crossed clearly waiting for something to be processed. And at that moment someone from the back stood up, he was clearly drunk, yet clearly was heading towards me.

“Why is a girl like you trying to take ourr work?” he slurred as I turned in horror.

Not again… I tightened my fist, this time telling myself I’d only knock the person out rather than send them flying across the guild.

“Where are youur parents? Where are you taking yourr sister, huh?” He finally reached us, as he frowned. Almost pushing against me and bumping into the hooded person by accident. “Whaaat, are ya not going to reply⁠—”

And the hooded person reached for the man's head and instantly slammed him against the counter with an explosion of wood and blood.

Ceylon squeaked in horror and I blinked processing what just happened.

Then the figure turned to me, a woman.

“So you’re Arc, huh?”

And they too reached for my head.


Chapter. 20: Request




Without hesitation I gently slapped the hand away, there was no hostility in the action but I wasn’t going to take any chances with the person. There was a pause, from the woman as I spoke up.

“Yes, I’m Arc, don’t try that again.”

She massaged her wrist for a moment before shaking her head.

“Sorry, I guess my intentions were misguided,” she spoke softly. “Don’t mind what I was about to do, I just wanted to reassure you, but I was also curious about you.”

“Curious?” I raised my brow.

“Rumors spread very fast, everyone is talking about the person that got awarded a Medal of Bravery, though from the looks of it, you’re no longer wearing it. Did you lose it?”

“I didn’t lose it, I have no use for a shiny pin. I don’t need to be told I’m brave to know I’m brave.” I shook my head. “Besides what was the hand for?”

“I told you, I wanted to reassure you.” She shook her head with a sigh. “People rarely seem to get it. Sorry for startling you, I would’ve dealt with that man either way.”

I decided to ignore whatever weirdness was in her head in regards to reassuring me that way and simply spoke the obvious.

“You know I could’ve knocked him out just as easily, right? I need no reassurance.”

She chuckled. “Of course, you got a Medal of Bravery for a reason, that’s not why I did that to him.”

Then she turned to the man on the counter as her voice turned cold. 

“He has been harassing women in the guild for a couple of weeks now and I guess since it's my last day here, I just had about enough.”

She shook her head and opened her hood up only to reveal a red-haired woman with green eyes.

“Sorry about that, I’m Rory, a B Tier adventurer, sorry for earlier.” And she extended her hand towards me.

I nodded and gave her a very gentle handshake.

“Arc, C Tier…”

She raised her brow as I let go of her hand, and she examined it. “You know, I would’ve thought you were the same Tier as me, a Medal of Bravery at C Tier isn’t a common thing, on top of that I have resistance against all elements, and I’m certain that if I held you for too long I’d get frostbite.”

Then her mouth turned to a smile.

“Well it’s nice to see you’re such a powerful mage.”

Before I could say anything an old man came back to the counter; the Guildmaster based on his attire. And he seemed to have business with the girl I had just met.

“Rory, your request has been processed, submit proof of completion at any branch of the Adventurer’s Guild.”

She nodded, and immediately turned around covering her head with the hood again. “Well it was nice meeting you Arc, should fate want it, we shall see each other again. Hopefully next time you will want to be reassured.”

And with those words, she left the guild, waving farewell to me.

“Huh.” Ceylon was the first one to speak. “She’s surprisingly nice—” And the man on the ground groaned. “Except for that…”

I shook my head. “She’s weird, that reassurance she wants to give me, I think I know what it is, and I certainly don’t want it.”

Then I turned to the plastered man on the counter and couldn’t help but notice that no one was doing anything about it. I regarded the Guildmaster who seemed to be getting ready to leave.

“Is no one going to do anything about it?”

The old man chuckled. “Of course not.”

And with those words he grabbed whatever papers he needed and left, entering a door. Then, the receptionist finally stood up. I could see small splinters of wood on her hair, much to my confusion. Then laying out papers on the desk, she smiled at me.

“Sorry with the splinters it was a bit harder to look through requests, but here are two of them.” With that she pushed forward the two requests. “Though…”

“Though?” I asked with some confusion.

“I overheard that you are Arc, the person who was awarded a Medal of Bravery just yesterday.”

I nodded. “Does literally everyone know?”

“Medals of Bravery are registered on the magical database of Draliz, they include a brief description of the subject and their feat. Those with access to it will be in the know, of course, the list has hundreds if not thousands of names, but new entries aren’t something that happens daily.”

“So temporary fame,” I mused.

“That is correct,” the receptionist beamed. “But well, that’s not really relevant. You saved a Dark Knight from the clutches of the Black Market.”

“Right…” I nodded.

“That is something only a very strong individual can achieve, someone at B Tier at least, but you’re not that. And that can only mean one thing.”

For a moment, I felt the smallest tinge of nervousness. But I still managed to not react.

“What is it?”

“Would you accompany me to see the Guildmaster? There is perhaps one more request you’d be interested in, though it’s not offered to everyone.”

I raised my brow, now more interested than anything. “Sure, but only if Ceylon can come.”

I gestured to my side, my companion shrank for a moment under the scrutiny of the receptionist, but the woman just nodded.

“Of course.”

Ceylon shook her head. “It’s fine, I can stay here really, it seems like something that shouldn’t be public information anyway⁠—”

“No, you’re coming,” I said with a small frown. “You might have that ring now but I still don’t trust it.”

Ceylon blinked, and then slowly nodded, knowing that she couldn’t refuse. Then with a small cough, the receptionist called our attention.

“Do follow me.”

We nodded in unison, and she led us to the door behind the counter. There was knocking, before a gruff voice called us in, and the office was quite⁠— unassuming really. It was akin to a square with decoration on the walls and a single desk with two chairs for guests.

Ceylon and I took a seat as the Guildmaster scrutinized us. And after we got comfortable the receptionist spoke up with another cough.

“Sir, I believe that the white adventurer, Arc, is suitable for that request. She is looking for requests in the northwest.”

The old man raised his brow and nodded. “Very well, I’ll consider it, you may leave.”

The receptionist nodded and left the room, and with that we were alone with the old man. He sat there, his bald head shining, his sunken eyes gazing at us as he grabbed his hairless chin thinking. Finally, after a moment, he asked.

“Who are you?”

I blinked. “I’m Arc?”

“I know that.” He shook his head. “I mean to ask, for what reason did you get a recommendation for this request?”

“Oh, I don’t really get it either, for this I guess?” I said taking the golden pin out of my pocket. “Seems a bit… dunno.”

The Guildmaster raised his brow and nodded. “I see, so that’s why you’re here.” Then he shook his head. “But with this request you may die.”

And then there was silence as he waited for my reply. Finally, after another two seconds, I had enough and massaged my temples.

“Okay, but what is the request?”

“Did you not hear me? I said you might die,” he said, shaking his head. “Young people are so rash.”

His comment made me frown as a sigh left me. “Look, if you don’t tell me the request I will have no clue how I’ll die. I could have a brain aneurysm and drop dead right here. That doesn’t mean I should stop leaving.”

“Brain aneurysm…?” Ceylon asked with confusion.

The man blinked. “Brain… what? Is that a new slang?”

At that moment, I plopped on the chair and asked somewhat exasperatedly, holding onto the armrests. “Will you just say the details? More bullshit and I’ll leave.”

“So rash⁠—” And the armrest cracked. The Guildmaster paused. “The request is to search for clues of a dragon at Mount Arlais. An A Tier zone.”

“Dragon? I asked with confusion.

“Dragons, being of legends, yada yada.” He waved his hand. “They range from S Tier to SS Tier, it’s not something we can afford to startle, but at the same time we do require intel. With proof of course.”

I tilted my head. “Wait, if it's that simple, where is the chance of death?”

“You⁠— are you deaf?” the Guildmaster asked, this time ticked off. “A Tier zone, and the possibility of a monster of legend, what⁠— there is a real chance that you die right then and there even if you go into its vicinity!” he growled.

“I mean, yeah I guess… but if it’s information I should be able to do it.” I shook my head. “Though I don’t even know if I want this request or not, what happens if I fail it?”

The old man blinked. “Are you asking me if there are any specific consequences to failing this request, or what happens if you fail a request?”

“Both I guess?” I asked with confusion.

“When did you become an adventurer?” He asked with a frown.

“Two days ago, is that a problem?” I asked, raising my brow.

“I suppose not.” The old man sighed. “Failing over five requests a year will have your license revoked. As for specific consequences to failing this, not really. But why are you not sure about not taking the request if you are confident in being able to do it?”

“Well to begin with, I’m not confident about gathering information,” I sighed. “And also.” I turned to Ceylon. “Does the destination cause any conflict with where we are going?”

“Oh.” She blinked. “Our destination is Mount Arlais.”

There was a pause before I nodded, and turned back to the Guildmaster who seemed more confused than anything.

“We want the request.”

He shook his head. “Not so fast. Why are you rushing through everything?”

“Well, am I missing some detail I’m unaware of?”

“How about the payment, or maybe even the time you have to do the request?” he asked before letting out a sigh. “You are helpless…”

“Oh, I mean, what do I even get and what’s the time period?”

“I was getting to that,” he said exasperatedly. “The payment will be scalable, from one gold coin all the way to ten cobalt coins depending on how good and accurate the intel is.”

“I see, sounds nice.”

“It’s pretty nice actually,” Ceylon whispered to me.

The Guildmaster continued. “And as for the time period, you will have three weeks to deliver any relevant information to an Adventurer’s Guild. The fact that you have undertaken this request will be logged in the database of the guild. Failures and completions will too be logged, as well as your Tier should it go up, etcetera.”

I nodded. “I see, anything else I should know when undertaking this request?”

“Don’t be overconfident,” he said, closing his eyes.

“That’s not possible.” I shook my head.

“That just sounds like overconfidence, but don’t blame me if you die.” The Guildmaster sighed. “You young people are so stubborn really. If I had been that rash during my life, I would’ve never made it to A Tier.”

Ceylon paused. “Wait, you⁠— sir you are A Tier?”

He nodded slowly, grabbing his chin in thought. “Indeed, though it has been decades since I saw battle. I should probably give it one last try, it gets my heart going.”

I raised my brow, and he continued.

“It’s a feeling unlike happiness, unlike excitement, it’s adrenaline. It’s a feeling of victory, of triumph, of power. It’s an addictive thing that makes you want more, but sadly the more bodies that are at your wake the more disappointing each fight feels, yet you yearn for more, for those challenges that take your everything to overcome.”

Then he smiled.

“It’s everything I yearn for.”

And this time I interjected, speaking to the old man.

“It’s not something I thought I’d love, let alone live for, but I found myself without choice, and at some point I started to enjoy it. That thrill, that feeling of pride and superiority, and now I seek for more. To grow stronger, to overcome my limits over and over again. But now, I desire a normal life, I’ve fought enough, I should look for something else.” I met the old man’s gaze. “Are those not your thoughts?”

He nodded slowly. “So you feel the same way?” Then he shook his head. “Your struggles are nothing compared to mine⁠—”

I interrupted. “It’s not about struggles, it’s not about who suffered more. It’s about you.”

“How is it about me?”

“You’ve given up on this passion, otherwise you wouldn’t have spent decades without fighting,” I said as I stood up. “If your younger self heard about giving up on it, what would he think?”

He blinked, and before he could say anything, I sighed.

“No, it’s not right to say it, but I will say this; you won’t ever be that happy, nothing else is a replacement for that feeling. If you feel unhappy now, it won’t change.”

He chuckled. “Yes you are right, I know that, but what would you know? You’ve never seen something that felt impossible, an insurmountable barrier.”

“Oh, but I have.” I chuckled, letting my feelings take a bit too much control as the chair began to freeze. “However, this is not about me. You can do what you want to do, old man, I cannot force you to pursue your dreams once more.”

He blinked looking at the chair, and then nodded.

“I’ll keep those words in mind, Arc.” Then he reached for a paper under his desk and promptly handed it to me. “Take this to a receptionist so the request is officially accepted.”

I grabbed the paper and stood up. Heading for the door.

“Let’s go, Ceylon.” She nodded and quickly caught up to me. Then I turned to the old man. “Thank you for the request.”

He laughed. “No, thank you. You are a hero, aren’t you?”

“Well, I did save a dark knight, so yeah, I guess so?” I agreed with confusion.

And he shook his head, chuckling as he met my gaze, his eyes narrowing.

“No, not that. You are a hero aren’t you? The Heroine of Frost.”


Chapter. 21: Last Day




I paused holding the door handle, so many things passed through my mind but in the end, I couldn’t help but start laughing. What had even made him guess that? I had so many questions, but in the end, it didn’t make sense.

“You’re crazy,” I finally said after a long breath. “But if me being the Heroine of Frost will make you move your ass from the chair, then sure Old man.” I smiled. “I am the Heroine of Frost.”

And he started cackling.

“Good good, then Miss heroine, do defeat the dragon if you stumble on it.”

“Ha?” I raised my brow. “I’m a C Tier adventurer, I’m not suicidal.”

“Are you sure about that?” he asked with a smile.

“Yes,” I answered without missing a beat. “Wouldn’t fight something I can’t beat after all.”

“Of course.” The man chuckled. “That wouldn’t even be an enjoyable fight either, perhaps an enjoyable escape though.”

I thought for a moment and shook my head. “That definitely isn’t my kind of thing, but if it gets you going then, go for it too.” I opened the door, waving the paper. “Thank you old man, hope you can reach S Tier in a couple of years.”

He smiled widely at me.

“I definitely will.”

And then, I left along with Ceylon.




* * * * *




Raynell was sure of it. She definitely was a hero. The Heroine of Ice, or as the system called the element, the Heroine of Frost. He didn’t guess because of her demeanor, her uncaringness, or even due her rather cold body temperature; it wasn’t because of her confidence either. No, it was due to a feeling.

A simple feeling he had felt once before, and the very thing that made him give up in the past. That feeling of insurmountability, of grandeur, but also it was something else. Something that Raynell didn’t have a complete perception of, but it happened when the chair was frozen. A sense of depth, like the ocean, unknowing how far down it truly goes.

He saw it in her eyes, the way she spoke, it was clear that Arc had gone through a lot. Whether she was a hero or not, it was the same feeling that he felt back then.

The same feeling that that hero gave him.

Raynell gritted his teeth. He remembered it vividly, he had risen up to the challenge unknowing of the terrors that awaited him, he wanted to save people, but when he arrived all he saw was a burning town.

Flames hot enough that they threatened to melt his skin, a fiery landscape so incandescent that it was blinding, and an atmosphere so devoid of life that it might as well have been a burning desert.

That was until he saw him.

Raynell only made eye contact then, no words were exchanged. There wasn’t even hostility, but even then, he knew how helpless he was, how out of depth he was, and that broke him.

The man he met then, was none other than the Hero of Flames.

And now…

A long breath left him.

He had felt the same feeling just now with someone else, except this time, the way that person looked at him was different. It was a challenge…

And Raynell was going to crush it.

Whether she was a hero or not, it didn’t matter to him. All he knew was that he wanted to see how far the rabbit hole went, he wanted to see the bottom of that ocean for himself.

Arc, huh…?

He smiled.

“May we meet again, young one.”




* * * * *




Accepting the request had been very straightforward. The receptionist simply asked for my adventurer tag and after receiving it and reading some information she nodded and gave it back; then sent us on our way.

I got to keep the request paper for me to reference, which was kind of nice. And with that, we left the guild, though as soon as we were outside Ceylon tugged at my sleeve and turned to me.

“Do you think it’s alright?”

I blinked. “The thing that happened with the Guildmaster?”

She slowly nodded. “Wouldn’t it be troublesome? The fact that he knows?”

I shook my head. “He has no proof, and he doesn’t know, I can be whatever to him. He just…” I pondered for a moment. “Looks up to me now I think.”

“How does that even make sense?” Ceylon asked with confusion.

“Well, it’s complicated,” I said, scratching my head. “Mostly due to his gaze, he didn’t seem fixated in confirming the thing either.”

“I guess so…” Ceylon thought for a moment before frowning. “But you should still be more careful and not outright admit it even if sarcastically!”

I blinked and sighed. “If I become touchy around the topic then I think it’s honestly more likely for the truth to be out, it’s best to treat it with sarcasm and lies. Not like lies are good, but sometimes they are necessary.”

Ceylon thought for a second before speaking.  “I agree with that. I guess I just wasn’t seeing it the same way you were, sorry for that. Though you should still be more careful with the ice part.”

I nodded thinking back on it. “Yeah, that was quite the slip up…”

“Well, yeah, maybe I should’ve interrupted too.” Ceylon sighed. “I was so caught up just listening to what you both were saying. I mean, you said you like fights which I didn’t understand, though I think I got a better picture now.”

I smiled hearing that. “That’s great, you should try⁠—”

“But it’s definitely not for me,” Ceylon said, shaking her head. “I know that for certain, the feeling of my life being threatened is not something I can stand.”

I paused and nodded. “Yeah, I can see that, you are quite the… scaredy-cat.”

Ceylon paused and then laughed. “I guess so. Still, I’m glad to have heard that perspective from you Arc. We should just enjoy the rest of the day, then depart in the morning. Ah, we should depart from the town-gates, I think it’d be a nice experience for you too.”

I blinked. “You think so?”

“Yup.” She nodded. “I really do.”

“Huh, let’s do it that way then,” I agreed and Ceylon pulled me along to continue exploring Blackcrest.

We ended up simply taking in the town and the architecture; it was rather medieval but germanic? I had no idea, they were houses with white walls and wooden supports. It was nice.

Then, we had dinner and the day ended shortly after.




◇ ◇ ◇




I was woken up to gentle rocking, my dreams nothing but a mystery, all while my companion greeted me in my morning haze. It was strange. I felt like I had dreamt something important, something perhaps relaxing, but I could remember nothing; and at the same time, I also felt like I dreamt of nothing and simply had a nice sleep.

I slowly sat up as Ceylon greeted me with a shy smile.

“Good morning, sorry if it’s a bit too early.”

“Too early?” I asked, confused for a moment before noting the rather blue hue in the room.

It was the early morning, the sun was just beginning to rise, but it was still not there yet. Letting out a very small yawn, I nodded.

“I guess it is a bit too early, but I’m used to getting no sleep.”

“Well, it’s not something you should be used to…” Ceylon said awkwardly. “And you look a bit tired, but ignoring that, we should get ready to set off.”

I nodded and slowly got up from the bed, this time I wasn’t wearing my jacket but rather just my shirts. And without a second thought I reached for my jacket that was on a coat hanger and slung it on.

I was a bit tired, but I knew that my body was just getting used to this new life of mine.

“Though perhaps, I shouldn’t let my guard down…” I murmured.

Ever since arriving here I had been relaxing, taking things with much less seriousness than I normally would have. And perhaps, that was the right thing, but if five years of non-stop fighting had taught me anything it was that being too comfortable could be dangerous.

I shook my head as Ceylon finished putting on a cloak, and with that, we set off.

The receptionist was sleepy but still bid us farewell, however the town had hardly anyone present aside from the guards. The atmosphere was peaceful and calming, the wind was chilly, and the sun was still nowhere to be seen.

We trekked at a leisurely pace, until finally we reached the northern gate only to see another person waiting. The hooded figure turned to regard us, only to let out a small sound of surprise as a familiar voice spoke up.

“Oh, it’s you two!” she chirped. “It seems that mother fate wanted us to meet on this fine morning.”

“Oh, it’s Rory,” Ceylon said with surprise.

“Is that her name…?” I quietly asked, only to get a small nod in reply.

It didn’t take more than a few seconds for us to reach her, and she shook Ceylon’s hand before offering me the same thing. Just like yesterday, I gave her a handshake.

“Cold as ever, I see.” She chuckled. “What’s got you two leaving so early?”

“I took a request, and we are also in a hurry.”

“Is it the dragon intel request?” she asked with a smile.

I blinked. “Yeah, I guess…?”

There was a moment of hesitation from the woman before she let out a small sigh.

“Are you not going to ask how I know or something?”

“Not… really?” I asked in confusion before Ceylon nudged me. “I mean⁠— how did you know?”

“I took the same request,” she said, shaking her head. “You know, it wouldn’t kill you to be friendlier.”

“I guess not.” I sighed, unknowing of how to interact with the woman. “Is this the part in which you say you want to tag along with us?”

She smiled. “Good guess, and that is the case indeed.”

“Not happening,” I said simply. “We are in a rush⁠—”

“Actually, we have enough time to just go there by foot, it wouldn’t really affect me,” Ceylon interrupted. “I think you should consider her request Arc.”

I blinked, suddenly feeling confused. “Is that alright for you?”

Ceylon nodded much to my surprise. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

I took a small breath, before grabbing Ceylon by the hand and dragging her somewhere more private to talk. There were⁠— multiple reasons to refuse Rory joining, but I wanted to hear her reasoning to let her tag along.

And so, after I made sure we were far enough, I finally asked Ceylon.

“Why?”

She frowned slightly. “What do you mean why?”

“Why are you alright with her joining?” I asked.

Ceylon’s frown deepened. “Isn’t it obvious? It’s normal for adventurers to travel in groups, there is a base-level of trust around it. So she won’t cause problems in that front given she is B Tier, not only that but she is nice.”

“She’s weird,” I said, shaking my head, before finally getting to what I really thought. “Is it because you want to spend more time with me before the mission is fulfilled?”

My companion paused, she opened her mouth once and closed it, her expression was a bit hard but finally after a moment she sighed.

“That is part of the reason but not the entire reason.”

“Then?” I pressed.

“The reason is you Arc,” she breathed. “What will happen with you when I’m gone? No offense but you are terrible at interacting with strangers. If you don’t have any other people to even socialize with, what will you do? I doubt you want to be completely alone all of the time.

“I understand that Rory is definitely not someone you normally want around, but I think at least just for the experience perhaps you should just give it a try…?”

There was silence as my brain took in everything she said, before finally, I let out a sigh.

“I guess… I’ll give it a try.”

Ceylon was the only person that I had talked with in-depth since coming here, and even though Rory had somewhat been open to a conversation I made not even the slightest attempt to know about her, or how to deal with her even.

While I could say that I’d deal with things once Ceylon was gone, it was undeniable that perhaps it was best for me to start a network of acquaintances beforehand. Perhaps I could travel along with Rory for some time if she proved to be nice enough, but if I never gave her that chance then it would never really happen.

As for me being a hero, that knowledge would remain exclusive to Ceylon, but that didn’t mean I had to shy away from interactions as a whole.

Finally, I nodded.

“Alright, but if it’s too troublesome we’ll leave her behind.”




* * * * *




Rory felt… dejected. Arc was a peculiar person that she’d certainly like to get to know more. Part of the reason she became an adventurer was getting to know people. Of course, it wasn’t the whole reason, but it was a large part of it. And unfortunately, from how things had gone, it didn’t seem like the white-haired girl would open up to her.

Not only was her coldness peculiar, but her demeanor was too, and more than anything her appearance, whether it was her clothes or her youthful appearance, Rory wanted to find out more⁠. Though it seemed that it wouldn’t be happening.

Arc hadn’t excused herself, she had just dragged her companion along for a private talk, so…

Rory shook her head and got ready to depart. She had been waiting for ten minutes for someone to show up just to get that tiny bit of interaction before heading out on her journey.

“Though I guess, I can’t expect everyone to like me,” she mused with a small smile.

Arc was another person in the world, one out of many to meet. She was sure that someday, she would meet someone extraordinary, but today wouldn’t be the day⁠—

And she heard footsteps approaching. She turned only to see Arc coming back with a weird expression along with her companion, and before Rory could say anything, Arc spoke up.

“I’m sorry for earlier…” She scratched her cheek. “If you’re still interested in joining us, then do so by all means.”

Rory blinked. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah I’m sure.” Arc nodded.

“Are you really really sure?” she asked again.

“I am really sure, yeah,” Arc replied with hints of regret.

And Rory smiled, before hugging Arc⁠— or she tried to as the woman got out of the way.

“I’m not letting you do that however,” Arc said with a sigh. “Let’s go, you too Ceylon.”

With those words Arc turned around as the blonde companion tried to reassure her.

“Sorry, she’s a bit… awkward around people.”

“It’s fine, I’m sure your companion will prove to be very interesting.” Rory smiled.

She looked at the white-haired girl with strange clothes. It was an irrational feeling, but perhaps this was one of the extraordinary people she dreamt of meeting.

And with that, they set out on their journey, one that Rory would never forget.


Chapter. 22: Tremor Bear




Heroes.

Not much was known about them, each of their personalities distinctly different, their powers even more so; from being able to control gravity, to elements, or even certain kinds of monsters. Hero powers were as varied as the stars, something that Rory found incredible.

She liked meeting people, ever since she was young she hadn’t had a home, of course, that didn’t mean that her childhood was bad. Instead a group of traveling mercenaries took her in and taught her, new people came and went into the group, and some sadly died.

At some point, no one of the original group remained. Rory during those times had been extremely saddened, but the fact that she still found familial love from people that were once strangers taught her many things. And also, made her open to many things, which was meeting people.

Sometimes, Rory wondered what it would be like to meet a hero, how would they be like? What would their powers be? How strong would they be? So many questions that she had, and so little answers, though unfortunately heroes were something that people rarely met. They were rare existences.

Meeting a hero during one’s life could be considered a blessing, that’s how rare they were.

Rory held hope, but she also understood that she probably would never meet one. Though, that wouldn’t exactly stop her from her goals, because in the end, meeting and getting to know people was something she enjoyed.

She smiled looking at the white-haired woman next to her. Arc. She was a prime example of the unique people that Rory so desired to meet. She may not have been a hero, but she sure was an interesting individual.

Rory was looking forward to seeing more of her.

And that didn’t take long.

A monster showed up, and not any monster but a C Tier monster.




[Tremor Bear. Tier: C]




A Tremor Bear. A beast that resided near mountains and could shatter the earth with its sharp claws, its hide known to be tough and hard to deal with. It could be considered to be a monster at the peak of C Tier, something that even an experienced party of high ranking D Tier adventurers would be unable to take down.

Rory had to intervene, but somehow, her instincts told her not to. She blinked and Arc let out a sigh, as she stepped forward.

“Protect Ceylon.”

She nodded on command, and readied herself pulling out a staff from a storage ring. One with a red gemstone atop of it, and then Rory watched what her new companion would do. First thing the white-haired girl did was summon a sword of ice which was…

Weird.

Ice wasn’t the strongest of elements, and especially when it came to creation. Its true strength lay in its ability to freeze, that’s why ice related magic was categorized as frost. But, Rory didn’t question it as the bear pounced.

Arc dodged the swipe and with incredible agility slashed at the bear⁠.

That wouldn’t work⁠—

And the Tremor Bear squealed, blood spluttered onto the ground as Arc went for another swipe. Rory blinked as two diagonal slashes appeared across the bear’s belly, then it landed shattering the earth. The monster immediately turned towards Arc, its claws glowing and swiped.

Arc took the full brunt of the attack using the sword, an explosion of dust billowed as she was sent crashing against a tree, and then, the monster turned to Rory.

The fight had ended, however…

She looked at the Tremor Bear that was bleeding heavily, its steps shaky as it turned to her. Even though Arc had lost, she had put an incredible amount of effort, and had exceeded any expectations Rory could’ve placed on her to begin with.

And now, it was her turn to take care of things as the higher Tiered individual.

Rory took a breath looking at the Tremor Bear. She wasn’t just any B Tier adventurer, but someone that was nearing A Tier, so something like this was easy. She pointed her staff and the crimson gem lit up.

“[Extinguish⁠—]”

And a spear hit its head, blowing the Tremor Bear’s brains out with a small explosion of gore. The grand body of the monster was swung right into the ground along with its impaled malformed head, and all Rory could do was… stare.

Her mind bounced for answers as she looked at the blue weapon sticking out of the corpse. It-it didn’t make sense⁠— who?

At that moment she heard footsteps coming from the forest, Rory turned in a hurry only to see Arc, who was massaging her shoulder, and the young woman was…

“Impossible…” Rory muttered.

Completely unscathed. There wasn’t even so much as sweat on Arc. She looked indifferent, almost annoyed as she reached the group once more.

“Sorry about that, thank you for protecting Ceylon.” She nodded before turning to the Tremor Bear. “It was a bit stronger than I thought, but nothing I couldn’t deal with.”

“What do you mean nothing you couldn’t deal with, aren’t you C Tier…?” Rory asked with confusion. “That’s a Tremor Bear!”

Ceylon let out a sigh, and Arc raised her brow.

“It’s C Tier is it not? Why wouldn’t I be able to kill it?” Arc asked with confusion and some annoyance. “It certainly hit pretty hard, but it wasn’t strong enough.”

“Hit pretty hard…?” Rory paused. “You got flung into a tree! How are you even okay?”

“Oh, I have a lot of protection artifacts,” Arc said, tilting her head. “Is that strange?”

Rory thought for a moment. “I guess not… but you should still be more careful.” She sighed. “Still, that Tremor Bear is at the peak of C Tier, almost no C Tier individuals should be able to kill it.”

“Well, but⁠—”

Rory shook her head. “The thing is, that.”

She pointed at the corpse, whose blood was staining the ground.

“Those wounds shouldn’t be possible to make with an ice sword, and that spear… it just blew its head off.” She paused once more in awe, replaying the moment in her head before turning to Arc. “Which can only mean one thing.”

Arc for the first time in the conversation, paused. Rory smiled looking at her reaction.

“You must be B Tier!” She chirped. “You’re just keeping your promotion a secret!”

The white-haired girl blinked as her expression softened. “Yeah, I should’ve said something earlier, but I didn’t want to risk a forced promotion. Sorry about that.”

At that moment, Ceylon let out a sigh as Rory chuckled.

“It’s fine, I did the same too for my C Tier promotion, we all have our reasons, from not wanting to leave our old adventurer party to not wanting notoriety.” She smiled. “Still, you really did a number on that Tremor Bear, you must be at least in the middle stages of B Tier.”

“Well, not that advanced, I just used a very powerful skill.” Arc shook her head. “I’m pretty tired even if it may not seem like it.”

“Oh, is that so?” Rory raised her brow.

She examined Arc, but aside from her uncomfortable body language, there really wasn’t anything that told her the woman was tired. If anything her gaze was sharper than ever. But in the end, she also knew she would get no answers if she continued pressing.

With people, it was best to push a bit and then give them time, at least that’s what Rory believed.

“I see, it does seem pretty tiresome to fight like that.” She nodded.

Arc immediately agreed. “Yeah, let’s go now, and walk as much as we can for today.”

Rory blinked. “Are we just going to leave the corpse here? Ignoring the material, bear monster meat can be very good.”

And the white-haired woman frowned. “I’m not going to eat raw meat.”

Ceylon paused, and so did Rory. After a tense moment, she couldn’t help but ask.

“Who said anything about raw food?”

Arc blinked. “Do you have a way to cook it?”

“Of course.”

Without even wasting time, Arc walked to the monster and with a knife of ice began to dismantle it, piece by piece avoiding organs and somehow getting almost all of the cuts just right. Then, with the snap of her fingers all of it was encased in ice. The handiwork was impressive, and so was Arc’s ice magic.

Then without care, she turned.

“Who is storing it?”

Ceylon paused and looked pleadingly at Rory. She was already planning to store the meat, but everything⁠— this entire event was incredibly confusing to her. For starters, was Arc a magic swordswoman? No, that wouldn’t even work, she had used a spear. But maybe she was a warrior with great ice creation abilities, that would answer a lot of questions.

As for the name of her class?

Rory had no idea.

With confusion, she stored the meat and they went on their way. She wanted to know more about Arc, but for the first time ever, she felt stumped, and so, she simply focused on thinking.




* * * * *




That night, we ate roasted Tremor Bear, it was really good, so good to the point I couldn’t hide my happiness from our new companion, Rory. However, contrary to my expectations, she didn’t bombard me with questions.

It was weird really, she had been mind blown by the fight, and I could tell she had a lot in mind but she didn’t ask anything, instead she relegated to watching. Something that I found a bit… uncomfortable. She’d still talk with me and Ceylon, but I could tell her priorities lay elsewhere.

However, as for what she was trying to accomplish, I had no idea. Same thing happened the day after, where we traveled, and encountered a few monsters I easily killed. Of course, it was in a much less flashy way, but irregardless of what I did I was placed under intense scrutiny.

We still ended up eating delicious monster meat, it certainly didn’t compare to what we ate in Blackcrest for dinner, but it undoubtedly made traveling all that more enjoyable. And to some extent, I wanted to go hunt monsters just to see what they tasted like. But I couldn’t act on that desire, let alone try it.

Rory was… measuring me up somehow.

I didn’t understand it really, until finally, the day after I told Ceylon to wait and dragged her to somewhere more private.

“What is your problem?” I asked with annoyance. “You’re acting like a detective.”

“Detective?” She asked, evidently confused by the word. “Where did you learn that word⁠—”

“That’s not the point,” I said with minor annoyance. “Why are you scrutinizing every single one of my actions, do you think I’m blind or something?”

She blinked. “Is it that obvious?”

“Yes!” I said exasperated.

There was a small pause from her, her green eyes meeting mine with some confusion before there was regret. Her expression changed to a crestfallen one as she let out a sigh.

“I just don’t… understand you Arc.”

“Understand me?” I asked with confusion.

“I don’t understand where you even got your clothes from, what your class is, why you seem to enjoy food this much even though it's okay at best,” she said, clearly tired. “There is nothing I understand about you other than that you care for Ceylon. I find it a bit frustrating, talking to you is like talking to a wall.”

I paused, remembering what Ceylon had said, and also just the experience part. I was unsure if I wanted Rory as a friend. A sigh left me, as I told myself I’d give it a try.

“Fine, ask anything and I’ll answer as truthfully as I can.”

“What does that even mean?” She asked with confusion.

“It means that I’ll answer truthfully unless it's information I don’t want anyone to know,” I said, massaging my head. “Now ask away so you stop acting weirdly.”

She nodded. “Alright, what is your class?”

“Can’t say.” I shook my head. “Next one?”

“Okay, where are you from?”

I thought for a moment. “The US.”

“The… U… S…?” She asked in confusion. “Where is that?”

“Can’t say, next?”

Rory nodded, this time more determined.




◇ ◇ ◇




“This sucks…” She groaned. “Most of the things I ask are, ‘can’t say’!”

“Well, maybe if you didn’t want to know my backstory that badly.” I shrugged, though I certainly found her reactions amusing. “At least you’ve found out that I like fighting, I like sweets and food in general, I plan to travel the world, what else do you want?”

“I just don’t understand how you reach those goals… adventurers get to travel the world already.” She massaged her temples. “Even when I asked truthfully if you were B Tier you said can’t say, what’s that even supposed to mean?”

“Hey, you wanted the truth,” I said with a small but amused frown. “There you go, that’s the truth.”

“That’s…” Rory sighed. “I guess so, but I’m not giving up.”

She protested and began to go back to Ceylon. And I simply smiled in amusement. Rory was a silly person, and that brought me some joy. Teasing her was enjoyable.

I smiled and joined the group to resume our journey.

Unfortunately for her Rory would never find out I was a hero, and it was all for the better.




◇ ◇ ◇




And the next day we arrived at Mount Arlais. We stood at its base as we talked about more details.

According to Rory, it was going to be an extremely hard mission, but I never would have expected to just get the intel immediately for the request⁠. A roar shook the skies, and craning our heads we saw it.




[Dragon of Flames. Tier: ???]




That’s strange⁠—

And then, it dove right at us, firing a crimson deluge of flames.


Chapter. 23: Dragon of Flames




I had two options, one was to block the attack and expose myself or the other one was for me to grab everyone and run.

The choice was obvious⁠—

Rory hurriedly pulled out her staff and screamed.

“[Mass teleport]!”

And she slammed it, in an instant we were shrouded in a crimson light before appearing hundreds of meters away. Then, Rory collapsed panting. Ceylon hurriedly rushed to her and at that moment, part of the forest exploded into a blazing inferno. I heard death, hundreds of monsters die, and in the air the dragon faced down upon the fires before snapping its gaze in our direction.

“Consider this a warning.” His voice echoed in my head. “Stay away from this place and my territory, hero of the system. I shall not deal with the likes of you again.Your kind does not belong in this world.”

The dragon turned and flew back to the mountain in the distance. To be honest, I was interested in the dragon; he had known I was a hero at just a glance. Perhaps he had the so-called [Appraisal] skill. However there was also the fact that he said I didn’t belong in this world, which made me want to know more.

I turned back to Rory, who was now sitting upright with deep breaths. Ceylon seemed to be tending to her, giving her water and helping her with whatever else. Moments later, she finally recovered herself to speak up enough.

“So there really is a dragon…” She sighed. “I don’t know why it didn’t continue attacking us, but we should consider ourselves lucky.”

I nodded. “Yeah, it seemed strong too.”

Though, dragons were supposedly only S Tier or SS Tier… I looked at the sky. Why the question marks then?

“All dragons are at least S Tier,” Rory said with a weird tone. “Thankfully, we now have information. So the request can be considered completed.”

“What about proof?” I asked.

“Oh, that…” She shook her head. “Aside from eyewitnesses, there are crystals of memory. We can use those to show a specific memory to a person. They can be a bit pricey, but they are certainly worth the concrete evidence and have a lot of limitations such as the memory has to be one week old at most⁠—” Then she paused. “Well you should know all of that.”

“I don’t know about it,” Ceylon said from the side. “Where can you even buy one?”

“Most magic shops sell them,” Rory said with a chuckle. “Their use is rather easy too, so it shouldn’t be a problem to claim the money from the request.”

“Do these crystals include sensory things like what we heard or thought?” I asked from the side.

“They do.” Rory nodded, her smile bitter. “It’s unfortunately part of the tradeoff.”

I blinked. That’s… troublesome.

She laughed. “You know, plenty of secrets have gotten out because of them, they are rarely the first choice for evidence due to it, but right now I do feel like it’s the only way for us to complete the request.”

She finished by looking at the ground, somewhat pensively. I could see sweat trailing down Rory’s forehead as her breathing finally came back to a normal rate. Finally she turned to look at me.

“Arc you keep a lot of secrets, so I assume this method is off the table for you, yeah?”

I nodded. “Unfortunately, this time, yes.”

She smiled. “Then, since we are technically a party I can complete the request for both of us, that way you don’t need to fail it in order to keep your privacy.”

I blinked. “Are you serious?”

“Of course.” Rory nodded as she slowly stood up using her staff. “Think of it as a token of friendship. So, we should probably get going, best to not linger here anyway.”

Ceylon blinked, and I also paused. “You should probably go ahead, we have a few things to take care of, Ceylon does too.”

Rory halted and turned. “I could probably stay around if it’s not too much, the dragon is still around after all.”

“Well, she wants to meet the Hermit,” I said simply. “And I need to check some things nearby.”

“That’s not suspicious at all, but the Hermit…?” She tilted her head, her crimson hair hanging for a moment. “I guess that’s fine? He hasn’t been heard of in some years now, but we could try to search for his hut and see if he welcomes us.”

Ceylon nodded, placing her hand on her chest just like when she first explained the Hermit to me. I found it weird, but didn’t ask about it. Instead, it seemed like I had come to an agreement with Rory, though… I still didn’t trust things.

Taking a breath, I handed Ceylon a small crystal just like the one I had given the trader back then

“Break it if something happens,” I said, meeting her gaze with seriousness.

She nodded. “I’ll do so, but what will you do?”

“I’ll tell you later.” I shook my head. “You two should get going, we’ll meet up later.”

Rory nodded, drinking a flask as she gestured to Ceylon. Then, after the two were together she asked.

“Will you be alright alone by yourself?”

“I will.”

She nodded strangely and they went on their way shortly after, all while I was left pondering for a few moments. If I was honest, it was probably a bad idea to do what I was planning to do, but at the same time I was certain about surviving a deadly encounter against anything.

Besides, no SSS Tier being has been confirmed to exist in the history of the world, wouldn’t it be quite lucky of me to encounter one?

I smiled, I just wanted to ask it some questions.

And if I got to fight it, it would be nice too.




* * * * *




The Dragon of Flames, lay in the darkness surrounded by its large hoard. Piles of bones mixed with the precious riches that littered the large cave, wealth enough to fund a country for centuries. His massive lumbering figure heaved in an attempt to enter slumber for the next century.

Draliz had entered a time of peril, one where his treasures were highly vulnerable, and so he was going to shut himself off from the world once more. Re-emerging once this demand for wealth disappeared.

He had many names, he was one of the Grand Dragon Elders, he was the Creator of the First True Flame, and the Herald of Crimson, but humans knew him as the Hermit. His wisdom was widely sought after, his power always a point in politics, and his background a mystery.

But none of that mattered, not when his hoard and home were in peril. Still, with no successor to the throne, Draliz entered an instability that he never thought would be possible.

“To think a hero would show up…”

He had no clue how strong the hero was, but thankfully as one of the Grand Dragon Elders, he was strong. Perhaps he was the weakest of them all, but being just a few levels away from the fabled SS Tier, there was nothing to fear. Not as long as his Tier was also obfuscated to others. It was a tradeoff of one of his skills; his Tier would become invisible to others, and others’ would become invisible to him.

However, it had worked numerous times in the past and scared numerous heroes off across the centuries. Which is why, he could relax now⁠—

And a gust of wind swept through the cave, the Hermit blinked as piles of gold fell, and in front stood a familiar person. White hair, clear blue eyes, pale complexion, an ice-like appearance.




[Heroine of Frost. Tier: ???]




“Hey, we should have a small talk,” she spoke with a smile. “There are a lot of questions I want answered.”

The Hermit, Dragon of Flames, Creator of the First True Flame  rose, towering over the small human as it roared.

“YOU DARE INTRUDE UPON MY LAIR?!”




* * * * *




Ceylon traveled along with Rory towards the Hermit’s hut, it was somewhat of an attraction so it would move locations every so often, being rebuilt every few years. Though, being unable to find it wasn’t even in her mind. Even as she noted the lack of monsters in the vicinity and how peaceful the trek was, Ceylon’s mind was elsewhere.

She was simply focused on Arc, she seemed… distant. This was the first time Arc didn’t want to accompany her. And she was worried that something was off, perhaps it was because the journey was coming to an end?

Ceylon thought about things, reminisced about her first encounter with Arc, how she had been saved by the hero. A hero, a newly summoned one that didn’t know much about this world, and her job was to guide her.

If she was honest, she hadn’t been doing the best job, and maybe she was taking a passive role rather than an active one in terms of introducing things to Arc, but how could she? Arc was a hero, an existence that Ceylon just felt inferior to. It was hard to defy her, to push her towards things, everything was hard.

But Ceylon really thought she was doing a great job at it, but maybe, that wasn’t the case…

She lamented as the journey continued, and finally after close to an hour they reached a hut. Except its door was wide open, the insides of the wooden disheveled shed were completely empty.

“That’s strange,” Rory said with confusion. “Do you think it’s related to the dragon?”

Ceylon paused. “The dragon…?”

Then it clicked. They had just faced a dragon. And the reason Arc was acting strange…

The voice of her companion resounded in Ceylon’s head.

“... That thrill, that feeling of pride and superiority, and now I seek for more. To grow stronger, to overcome my limits over and over again…”

That’s when she realized, her eyes going wide.

“Is she going to fight the dragon⁠—?!”

And at that moment an unholy roar of hatred resounded across the mountains, sending shivers down her spine.




* * * * *




He was furious.

How dare she come to fight him all the way here⁠—

“Woah, I’m just here to find out more, I’ll leave after, okay?” she said, confused.

Her words gave him pause, was she just here to ask questions? She had said so, but⁠… The Dragon of Flames looked at her, her gaze was meeting his, uninterested in the glistening treasure all around her. Not only that but [Truth Divination] had told him that, indeed, that was her only intention.

The Creator of the First True Flame shook his head, fighting a hero was always tiresome, they were always abnormally strong for their Tier. They were perfect killing machines made by the system. And so, it was best to entertain the demands.

“Fine, what is it that you want, young otherworlder?”

She nodded. “You said my kind does not belong in this world, can you explain?”

The Dragon of Flames let out a long breath.

“The System is or was considered a plague by the Ancient Dragons, and they mounted attacks on its heart. Fortunately or unfortunately they were unsuccessful, stopped by the likes of heroes. Now, none of my ancestors remain, and the now damaged System summons heroes every few decades in the name of that non-existent duty.”

“So I heard,” she pondered. “Does that mean I can ignore the System’s demands and do everything I want without repercussions?”

“Based on what I've heard and know, yes.” The dragon nodded. “Through the centuries no hero has received divine punishments regardless of their acts. Any other questions? If you can return home perhaps?”

She shook her head. “No, that’s all I suppose. I might come to ask more later.”

The Dragon of Flames frowned, but supposed that was a good compromise if they signed a ceasefire agreement⁠—

“Oh, I almost forgot, I’m looking for the Hermit, do you know where I can find him?”

“The Hermit…” He blinked. “What does someone like you need his presence for?”

“It’s not for me, it’s for my companion,” she said, crossing her arms. “She needs his help to rescue her family.”

The Dragon of Flames blinked. He was being sought after just to save someone’s family…? That, wasn’t that⁠— disrespectful?!

He was the Creator of the First True Flame, the Herald of Crimson, one of the Grand Dragon Elders, and he was being asked to save a girl’s family?!

He snorted, flames coming out. “Impossible, he wouldn’t help with that.”

“Do you know where he is?” she asked, raising her brow.

“Of course I know, but I wouldn’t tell you even if we fought.” The Dragon of Flame shook his head. “Forget about him, press any further and your life will be forfeit.”

The Hero might have been strong, but she wasn’t strong enough to overcome him, that he knew of. He wasn’t willing to compromise any further for this woman. She was an S Tier hero just like most, perhaps strong, but nothing he couldn’t deal with.

“So you will fight me…?” she asked strangely.

“Not fight.” The Dragon of Flames rose from his spot, his oppressive aura filling the room. “I will kill you.”

The woman began to shake for a moment and grinned at him, and at that moment he felt it. The power. His eyes went wide.

This woman was SS⁠—

“Then let’s fight⁠⁠—” she spoke with happiness as her arm raised towards the air.

The legendary beast shivered. “Wait, don’t⁠—”

“[Judgment of the Ice God]!”

And the cave exploded.


Chapter. 24: The Hermit




The Dragon of Flames barely managed to use [Blink] in time as he heard the explosion beneath him. Looking down from the clouds he saw a completely broken mountain. All his hoard, all the wealth he had accumulated for centuries was gone, all at the hands of a hero.

Rage exploded within him as he resolved himself, it didn’t matter if she was SS Tier, or just an S Tier individual. Nothing mattered for…

He was going to kill her!

In an instant, he dove down, he was the Creator of the First True Flame, his strength would always be part of history, just because he was an S Tier monster it didn’t mean he couldn’t touch upon the next Tier! All he had to do was⁠ reach within his very self and use the basis of all magic⁠—

[My Fire, My Heart, My Soul. Unleash an⁠—]

His maw shone, as he chanted inwardly, facing down upon the mountain his rage exploded as he screamed.

“[Everlasting Purgatory]!”

And at that moment, he fired.




* * * * *




Ceylon and Rory had made their way outside, only to see a glinting star in the sky, then they saw the flapping of its wings, and their eyes grew wide.

“Wait, that’s⁠—”

And a booming voice resounded.

“[Everlasting Purgatory]!”

And the judgment from heaven struck. A beam of death. The mountain exploded into an inferno of flames, molten lava flew; rippling across the land. The earth itself shook, and all Ceylon could do was take a very deep breath as Rory forcefully pulled her away.

Arc what have you done…




* * * * *




This was it…

I felt scalding pain just standing in my spot. The ground around me was melting, my skin was actively burning, and that feeling, that small jump in my heart I felt was everything I wanted and perhaps more.

A grin spread across my face as I realized that the dragon was intent on killing me. I looked into the sky and saw its flying shadow. I couldn't help but feel excitement. My life was in danger, it was something; a challenge.

I lived for these challenges, these life-threatening fights are what made me who I was today, without moments like these I wouldn’t be what I am now.

And I wasn’t going to back down.

I muttered to myself, using my skills to be stronger.

“[Deft Agility], [Blessing of the Ice God], [Gift of Frost]—”

And I jumped towards the dragon.




* * * * *




He flew in the sky for a few moments.

He must’ve gravely injured her, the Dragon of Flames was sure of it. Even if she was an SS Tier opponent, they normally wouldn’t be able to come out from that attack without grievous injuries. The reason was simple, the gap between SS Tier and S Tier was a rather minuscule one in terms of stats and levels.

But even then, the Dragon of Flames desired it, because when that point was reached a unique advantage was given; a boon. He had heard rumors of SSS Tier skills being given, of great protections and blessings, unique items, or even a set of SS Tier skills. However, even among SS Tier advantages, those that could save the Heroine of Ice from his wrath were close to none, they were just an advantage, not a cheat.

An SSS Tier skill would take minutes to cast, the items if too powerful were too conditional, and more than anything, learning skills of a Tier required to level up in that Tier, unless she was nearing the ultimate Tier she wouldn’t have many SS Tier skills. There was a reason why this was no longer called the age of oblivion, leveling opportunities were no more.

But now there was an opportunity⁠ right in front of him…

The dragon’s eyes narrowed as he looked at the billowing smoke and darkening skies.

… and he was going to take it⁠!—

A shadow appeared next to him, his eyes widening as he saw a gigantic ice hammer. 

“Impossible⁠—”

And she swung.

His body; his bones; his being nearly broke as he was thrown at ballistic speeds towards the ground. The Dragon of Flames spun through the air, watching the now burning forests, the flaming mountain, and smoking air in confusion and pain.

He had hit her with the skill had he not⁠—?!

He hit the ground with an explosion of dirt. The Dragon of Flames could taste the flames in his mouth, he could feel the fuel in his lungs, and his mana was missing. He hadn’t held back and yet⁠— his [Danger Awareness] went off.

“[Cradle of Flames]!”

A red barrier of flames exploded around him, solidified flames that could withstand any blow. In the history of his life ever since he had learned this skill, nothing had truly broken through it and today was no exception.

At that moment, the ground around him rocked and the Dragon of Flames saw the whirling orange barrier bulge. It slightly cracked, which only confirmed one thing.

An SS Tier skill.

But it wasn’t enough, not just one or two would be enough, or even three. And now, he could recover for his next move, one where he would bet his life all to achieve, all to succeed, and all in the name of revenge.

Another skill hit the barrier as the cracks spread, but the Dragon of Flames paid it no mind.

“For now, I will focus on gathering my mana⁠—” And another skill hit, one that spread further cracks.

The Dragon of Flames paused for a moment raising his brow in strangeness as yet another skill hit the barrier.

“She shouldn’t have that many SS Tier skills⁠—” And it hit again, this time the crack much larger. “Wait, that shouldn’t be possibl⁠—”

“[Everlasting Glaciation]!”

And the barrier shattered. The Dragon of Flames was sent flying as his entire body froze over, his claws, his scales, his breathing⁠— it all came to a stop as he crashed through the trees. His brain panicked; he couldn’t make sense of what was happening, and at this rate; at this rate he was going to die!

He couldn’t let it happen…

From within his heart, he called⁠ as numerous skills were triggered. And finally, he used a preservation skill.

[Core Warmth]!

His body heated up by several hundred degrees as he broke through the trees, and the ice⁠— didn’t melt. It stood resilient which made the Dragon of Flames panic. At that moment, he realized that he’d have to execute his plan, whether his attack would hit or not⁠— it didn’t matter.

It was everything he had⁠!

[Consumption of the Crimson Flame]...

In a blink, his body exploded, it became a mass of red flames as the ice instantly melted. It wouldn’t last long as he felt his mana and his being rapidly being consumed; muscles tearing, scales shattering, limits… breaking! In just a single moment he became an SS Tier being.

[Blink]!

He appeared behind the white-haired woman already swinging his claw upwards⁠— [Torrent of Suppressive Flames]! And with that, he sent the annoying hero into the air, suppressing her abilities, as he reeled back, his rear claws digging into the earth as he took aim.

[Let My Soul Be The Fuel, Let My Mana Be The Wind, And Let My Being Be The⁠—]

The flames cleared as he saw the hero’s shadow as he finished his chant.

“[Flames Of Destruction]!”

A red beam of light hit his target.

There was silence before a grand explosion engulfed everything.

The trees in the forest ignited ablaze, the air extinguished, and the sky became pitch black as every monster in the forest died at that moment. Ashes rained and clouded the environment, turning it all into a land of death.

He was the Creator of the First True Flame, the Herald of Crimson, one of the Grand Dragon Elders, and more than anything he was the Hermit, a god-like existence to humans. And right now he was…

The Dragon of Flames collapsed.

Tired…

He had used all of his mana, he felt like he could die at any moment, his whole body felt like death, but he had done it. It was his strongest skill, it was his everything. All the power he was proud of had been used right then and there, but at least, he would get those level-up notifications at any minute⁠—

And something crashed in front of him.

What was it…?

The cloud of dust slowly cleared as a figure rose from within the smoke, and as soon as he saw her pale⁠ — now bloodied ⁠— skin he froze. He saw as her body seemed to partly fall apart in chunks of ice, part of her skin mildly burned as blood came from her mouth, all while she had a crazed smile.

His heart nearly stopped.

“H-How…?” He forced himself to stand. “Y-You⁠— what Boon did the system give you?!”

His entire body hurt, but the Dragon of Flames knew he had to stay away, no matter what. He⁠— she, she was⁠— he had no chance against her. The white-haired hero tilted her head in confusion.

“Boon?” And after a second of thought. “Oh, all of my skills are SS Tier.”

“A-All…?”

Then she shook her head, and grinned once more. “Well, what are we waiting for, let’s fight for our lives!”

The Dragon of Flames immediately shrieked.

“N-No!”

He backed off as much as he could, it wasn’t possible. Her existence wasn’t possible. No hero, no rumor ever existed about such a powerful boon. There wasn’t⁠—

And she walked forward.

“S-Stay away!”

She stopped. “Are you… not willing to fight me anymore?”

“W-Why would I ever?!”




* * * * *




I paused looking at the lumbering figure cowering underneath a carbonized tree. The Dragon of Flames had been so imposing earlier, so powerful. Both of his attacks had hurt, and the second one, I was certain of it, but it had the capability of killing me. I couldn’t avoid it either, [God Step] or do anything, all I had been able to do was protect myself.

And so, I couldn’t help but ask.

“Why?”

“W-What do you mean why?!” the dragon asked in a panic. “You’re a monster! I never stood a chance, w⁠-what kind of hero only has SS Tier skills on their arsenal?”

“Don’t… all of them?” I asked in confusion.

“No! Not in the age of oblivion, not now, not ever!” He shook his head. “I cannot, I do not have the capability to fight you, so please spare me! I’ll help that person, your companion!”

I felt a mild annoyance knowing that the fight was now over, however I had more important things to ask.

“How will you help her?” I asked, raising my brow. “You’re strong, but we are looking for the Hermit, doubt you can blend with the humans.”

Then I frowned, feeling aches and realizing that this was just some dragon and not the person I was looking for. The same dragon that had pulled out of the fight when it was finally getting interesting.

“My whole body hurts, I’ll make you repay in some other way later. And if you can't, then I’ll just beat you up until I’m satisfied.”

The dragon shivered. “I am the Hermit, I’ll repay you, I’ll help your companion to the best of my abilities!”

I paused, as the flames around us extinguished and the tense atmosphere vanished. My mood became light as I realized that all the problems had been solved in a single moment. Ceylon’s crystal hadn’t shattered either, so she was certainly safe.

“Oh, that’s great.” I smiled. “So I assume you have a human form?”

The dragon slowly nodded as his entire body was engulfed in a crimson glow. It slowly shrunk, taking a human form until finally, I saw a white-bearded old man in red robes. He shakily stood up, he had blood trailing down his forehead and looked to be on the verge of collapse.

“This is my human form,” he spoke softly. “Let’s go see your companion.”

“Right,” I nodded and expanded my senses. “Just hold my hand, we’ll see her soon.”

The Hermit, Dragon of Flames, nodded and did as instructed, and I used [God Step] as we vanished from our spot.




* * * * *




Ceylon was… worried. But Rory was a mess, or rather, it was obvious to Ceylon. She had a strong front but was shivering all over and seemed to be almost on the verge of fainting. They had used [Mass Teleport] to run from the aftermath of the first attack and managed to find a safe spot inside a cave before the battle turned for the worse.

Even for Ceylon, it was a scary thing, if it wasn’t for the fact that Arc was out there she probably would’ve fainted⁠—

For a moment, for a single moment, she felt as if the world was ending, it had been instant, an explosion that happened from one moment to another. And now, from inside the cave, she could see the forest burning, the mountain itself melting as the world changed to one of flames and desolation.

She couldn’t understand. Rory didn’t either as she shivered non-stop.

“T-This is the might of an SS Tier…” She turned to me with a pause. “I’m sorry, but it seems your friend is⁠—”

And at that moment they both heard footsteps from inside the cave, they turned in horror expecting a monster, but instead what met them was… Arc supporting an old man over her shoulder. Ceylon’s eyes went wide seeing her companion.

The Heroine of Frost was…  bleeding. Her jacket was covered in ash and blood, her porcelain skin had burns, and yet she was smiling.

What⁠—

“Y-You are alive…?” Rory gaped.

“Yep!” She smiled. “And look who I found, it’s the Hermit!”

The old man nodded slowly, and turned towards Ceylon, speaking softly.

“Your companion has saved my life, what is it that you need help with?”

Ceylon paused. This was… the Hermit? She⁠ couldn’t believe it, the Hermit was injured, but if Arc said so, then…

She felt her tears well up, as she reached for her neck and took out a necklace with a dragon-shaped pendant drop, and rushing towards him, he immediately handed it to him.

“My parents said you’d understand, that you could help, please help Arlow, please help our family!” she pleaded.

The Hermit’s eyes slowly went wide as he received the pendant, it was clear to her, he recognized it. It was true that he was indebted to their family.

Then, the old man closed his eyes, shaking.

“This… I cannot help with...”

And at that moment, Arc frowned looking at the Hermit as the temperature dropped several degrees.


Chapter. 25: Resolution




Ceylon blinked. She didn’t understand.

“W⁠—”

“Why can’t you help?” Arc asked, clearly annoyed.

Ceylon felt many things including anxiety and a sense of impending doom, but one of them was confusion. The Hermit was shivering under Arc’s gaze. Why?

“I-I never thought your friend would be from one of the noble families of Draliz,” he said trembling. “I cannot intervene, not if it involves the election of the new king.”

“W-Why?” Ceylon asked, still nervous. “Why can’t you help? My family is getting slaughtered!”

“That is…” the Hermit swallowed.

“You better have a damn good explanation before I beat the shit out of you,” Arc coldly warned.

The old man completely paused for a moment as he hurriedly nodded. Ceylon didn’t understand how Arc even got hold of the Hermit, and from the looks of it, Rory seemed confused as well.

But hopefully with Arc’s help he’ll agree… Ceylon quietly thought as she did her best to relax.

“I-I have an explanation,” the Hermit stammered, looking around at Ceylon and then at Rory. “But it’s best shared privately.”

Ceylon paused and Arc raised her brow, before letting out a tired sigh.

“So if you two will please leave, I will be able to explain it properly to⁠—”

And Arc flicked her finger. “There, now speak.”

The Hermit blinked, Ceylon too was confused about what had just happened, but Arc quickly brushed the matter aside.

“Explain now, I don’t have all day.”

There was a moment of silence, and then the Hermit’s eyes widened as he looked at Rory.

“She is…”

“She is frozen in time.” Arc crossed her arms. “It’s exhausting to keep up, especially after fighting you, so hurry before I decide a better use of my mana is quelling my anger. Ceylon knows I’m a hero, so speak freely.” She snorted.

Ceylon blinked and realized something: the burns on Arc’s skin were now completely healed, and all that remained was the dried blood. Even though she had been in a bad condition when she got here, now she looked almost normal.

The Hermit slowly nodded and turned to Ceylon. “In short I cannot help you because otherwise my life would be forfeit. To explain quickly, there are people that want to take over Draliz, and they are not people I can fight or go against.”

He sighed.

“I’ll explain it in the shortest way possible.” The Hermit took a breath and met her gaze. “Ceylon, your family is simply but a small thing in the grand scheme of a group of heroes.”

“And again, why can’t you interfere?” Arc asked, this time more tired.

“That is because they will kill me!” the Hermit cried as he turned. “Even if you are stronger than most heroes or maybe the strongest aside from the monsters of old, it doesn’t matter; what if two come after you, what if it’s three at once?!” he growled. “The problem isn’t a single hero but multiple.”

This time, Arc got a pensive look on her face as she lightly frowned. Ceylon began to feel anxious as the Hermit turned to look at her with a solemn expression.

“That is why I cannot help you, Miss Ceylon. Not without sacrificing my life.”

At that moment, it felt as if her heart had broken. All the repressed emotions, all her stress and worries, it all came out.

“What do you mean?!” Ceylon asked, almost tearing up. “My family said you owed them dearly, that’s why I came all the way here, that you would help us unconditionally, those were your words to my ancestors. Is your word worth nothing?!”

The Hermit paused and closed his eyes.

“These are different times now, Miss Ceylon.” He grabbed her hand gently. “Unfortunately your family will be crushed under the machinations of those people⁠—”

And he was punched. The Hermit flew across the cave and into a wall as the place nearly threatened to collapse. A chilly mist began to form as Arc growled.

“Her family will not be crushed under the machinations of those people, I’ll fucking make sure of it.”

Ceylon turned only to see Arc walking past her towards the Hermit who was struggling to pick himself up. She arrived and held him by the collar, forcing him to look at her in the eyes.

“Say something like that again, and I’ll make sure to kill you, dragon.” The cave walls began to freeze. “And it won’t be a peaceful death either.”

“Y-Yes…”

The Hermit trembled as she dropped him to the ground. Ceylon paused for a moment; dragon…? Most of her concerns went away at that moment. Arc is here… But before her thoughts could get any further, Arc turned back to her.

“Let’s go, Ceylon⁠.”

“You plan to intervene?” the Hermit said coughing. “To go against the established black organizations of heroes?”

“Yes,” Arc answered curtly. “What, are you going to warn me?”

The Hermit slowly picked himself up coughing. “Yes… I do. I thought the only reason you asked for my help was because you didn’t want to deal with them, but now that I think about it, are you even aware of the heroes?”

“Aware?” she asked, this time interested.

Ceylon too raised her brow, still feeling some anxiousness. She didn’t know what the heroes of the world were doing. Very little news about them spread to the masses, aside from accidents that happened centuries ago there were nearly no rumors surrounding them.

“Yes, aware.” He coughed, finally standing straight once more. “There are heroes still alive to this day from the era of oblivion, the times when the system wasn’t fully omnipotent, the times in which SS Tier beings were born. What I’m trying to say is there are monsters from that era still roaming the world.”

Arc looked on with interest. “Are they stronger than me?”

“I am certain there are heroes stronger than you, even though all your skills are SS Tier, your stats are still ones of a recently born SS Tier,” he said, shaking his head. “I just mean that there are multiple organizations formed by heroes including heroes of old, and if you get involved you will die.”

“Because they will gang up on me?” she asked.

“Gang up…?” The Hermit paused.

Ceylon too felt confused, but decided not to ask about it, instead just letting the explanation continue as Arc let out a sigh.

“Will they group up and beat me to death?”

“Not only that but if they find out you are a hero every single group will scramble to recruit you to their side.” He shook his head. “I would recommend leaving Draliz, especially considering you heroes have the [Appraisal] skill. With just a glance I was able to figure it out, others will too.”

“Alright.” She nodded.

Ceylon blinked. Was this it…? Had Arc just given up…? I mean… It made sense to her. Arc stood a lot to lose including her freedom. If she made contact with the other heroes as the Hermit said, then it would put her in a position she wouldn’t ever want to be in.

Finally, Arc turned to her, her blue eyes meeting hers, and then she softly smiled.

“No matter what, I will help you.”

At that moment, Ceylon felt complete relief wash over her. She immediately started to tear up, and the Hermit… got angry.

“Did you not hear what I said?!”

“You are the one that didn’t hear me.” Arc turned coldly. “I said, I’ll make sure to save her family, and by extension her. Do anything else, and⁠—”

“Fine, I get it!” The Hermit let out a breath. “I’d at least give you a farewell gift so you don’t kill me should things go wrong, but my hoard is gone.”

“Your hoard? It’s all frozen in ice you know? Anyway, it’s whatever.” Arc shook her head and turned back to Ceylon, dismissing the Hermit. “Leave before I get angry again.”

Ceylon looked at Arc, not understanding what was about to happen next, and before she could react, Arc pulled her into a hug. Ceylon blinked, feeling her coldness, except, it was comfortable.

“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure your family survives.”

Ceylon let the words of reassurance ring in her head for a few moments, before finally she started crying.

“Thank you Arc…”




* * * * *




I nestled Ceylon in my arms for a while, due to my low mana I actually wasn’t particularly cold, which helped her let out all of her emotions. I heard a lot of things, namely gratefulness. It was nice, it told me I was doing the right thing. And more than anything, it was simply nice to me as well.

Eventually the dragon left and we were alone for some time until finally, I snapped my fingers quietly, all while Ceylon still embraced me. Rory blinked and turned with confusion only to see me hugging Ceylon, the Hermit was nowhere to be seen, she wanted to say something but in the end, I just shook my head.

I would’ve preferred if Rory wasn’t present during this moment, but unfortunately my mana wasn’t up to it. [Stasis] unlike my other skills had a mana consumption that wasn’t sustainable. Of course it was still an incredibly powerful skill but for situations like these I couldn’t help but wish for more.

I gave Ceylon all of the comfort she could have before finally, she separated herself from me sniffling.

“Thank you Arc, I don’t know what I would do without you.”

“You’re welcome.” I smiled.

She nodded as she slowly separated herself, and the first thing she saw was Rory sitting down. Ceylon paused, and I leaned in to whisper a small apology.

“Ran out of mana, I’m sorry.”

She nodded, though she still stared at Rory, who finally turned to her.

“It’s fine I’ll do my best to forget about what I just saw.” She shook her head before turning to me. “Though, how are you healed already? You were quite hurt.”

“Potions,” I answered simply even though it was a lie. Then I shook my head. “Since you’re the more experienced adventurer, what do you think will happen with this place?”

Rory blinked and turned to look at the entrance, while the nearby trees weren’t burning, the mountain and the forest itself were still ablaze. Ignited in a blazing glory that would go on to last for probably days.

“That is… hard to answer… It will probably become a forbidden zone, but it may also become recorded in the history books as a grand battle if enough information is found.” She sighed. “Where did you even find the Hermit anyway?”

“I found him in the forest gasping for air, and through his magic he teleported us into this cave.” I shrugged. “Quite lucky to be honest.”

“That does sound lucky.” Rory nodded. “But yeah, we also probably want to leave before the imperial army or something shows up, it’s… a very big event.”

I thought for a moment and agreed immediately. “Since our business with the Hermit is done then let’s just go now.”

With those words, I walked out of the cave and into the forest; the place where I had fought; where ashes rained and breathing was hard; where the fires of hell burned; where hundreds of trees were frozen as if sentenced to an eternal damnation; the forest forever changed by my actions.

A small sigh left me.

I guess I kinda went overboard…

And just as Ceylon and Rory were exiting the cave, the B Tier adventurer gasped⁠—squealed in horror as a looming shadow cast over us. I felt the air billow around me as I looked up only to see the Dragon of Flames looming over us. His gaze majestic, his eyes a golden color, and they were fixated on me.

With a flick of his claws a necklace was thrown at me, I caught it one-handed as his voice resounded in my mind.

“Arc, consider this a gift, an apology, and a token of friendship. It’s a [Necklace of Obfuscation] one of the few S Tier ones in existence, unless removed it blocks appraisals of even the SS Tier. You can also make it show any Tier or class you want.”

I blinked, and nodded. “Thank you.”

The Dragon of Flames nodded.

“If you ever wish to seek me, scream the name Regis’karr at the highest mountain of the all of Arlas, the Maw of Dragons. Until then, farewell. I’m leaving Draliz.”

And with a mighty flap of his wings he left. All while I placed the necklace around my neck, it wasn’t a gesture I expected but one that I appreciated.

“Did the dragon just give you something?” Rory asked, blinking.

“It’s just your imagination,” I said, shaking my head, the necklace now not visible. “Let’s go. We can’t linger here for much longer.”

And with those words we departed Mount Arlais, the place that had gone from an A Tier monster zone to a classified area in a single day.




* * * * *




Mount Arlais had imploded. The news spread like wildfire just hours after its occurrence, some said it had been a dormant volcano, others theorized it was the movement of a hero, and perhaps that carried some truth. However as a hero of the System, and the grand leader of one of the most infamous underground organizations, he knew what had happened.

The Hero of Flames narrowed his eyes overlooking the capital of Draliz.

“Regis fought and used all of his strength…”

The victor of the battle was unknown. His voice became a whisper.

“Has a new hero finally descended upon this accursed world?”

He turned away, he had important matters to attend to, but one thing was for certain, the tides of the world were soon to change. His lips curled into a grin.

“I can’t wait…”


Chapter. 26: Deception




From the looks of it, I would be traveling along with Ceylon for quite a lot longer. I expected the farewell to come soon, but things didn't happen that way. Instead, I had taken it upon myself to save Ceylon’s family. Was it a mistake? I didn’t know.

Things seemed a lot more complicated than what I had initially anticipated. For starters, it did seem that as a hero I had absolutely nothing to do, however it also seemed that being a hero came with the annoyances of automatically being involved with the other heroes.

Whether I helped Ceylon or not, it was now clear to me that other heroes would seek me out and get me to join their group, like that desperate friend who wanted you to join their multi-level marketing business scheme. So, needless to say, regardless of whether I helped Ceylon or not, I’d get involved in stuff I didn’t want to be in.

Though as I stared at the blue sky that now had clouds of ash, I couldn’t help but wonder.

Had starting that fight been a mistake…?

It had been a selfish thing, however I didn’t think the effects would be so disastrous. Shaking my head, a sigh left me. At least, Ceylon seemed to be happy based on her small smile, she hadn’t spoken much but I could just tell.

As for how I would deal with the heroes, that I didn’t know. If they came my way, I’d beat their asses, but I knew it wasn’t that simple; I’d most likely have to kill them, which was a… weird thought to actually entertain.

I didn’t really feel remorse for killing people, but that was because those that I had killed were akin to monsters, thoughtless hate-driven killers. So I guess in my mind they weren’t really people.

Shaking my head, I finally simply focused on walking, we hadn’t been walking for that long; the events were all recent in everyone’s mind so I guess everyone was still processing things.

Which also gave me the chance to examine the necklace, whose metal now looked frosted over from my body temperature. It was a band of metal with a trinket that appeared to be an inverted triangle with inscriptions in it, and the System…




[ Necklace of Obfuscation. Tier: S ]




Well, it told me what it was, but when placing mana into the item something interesting happened. A system window appeared, an interface where I could select the Tier appeared and another one for class.

Tier was simple enough, it was just a scroll-down thing with letters, ranging from F all the way to S. I chose D Tier this time around. Perhaps I’d change it back to C Tier after some point, but I was much more interested in the class section that had absolutely nothing, tapping on it was⁠—

It gave me an actual keyboard to type in it? It was… bizarre, but I decided to give it a try and, after a moment, I had my class and Tier:




[Person. Tier: D]




I could’ve typed something more childish, an insult maybe, but I had at least some level of restraint. Shaking my head I decided to just type something else, while I wanted to type something like ‘artist’ I didn’t think it was a class.




[Ice Mage. Tier: D]




And now, I was an Ice Mage apparently, that so happened to use physical attacks over ice-based ones. Something that I noted was that Ceylon barely paid any mind to what I was doing, however Rory on the other hand, did, but didn’t seem surprised or confused about the necklace’s interface.

So, I supposed it was fair to say any system-related things were only for the individual to see.

“Arc,” Rory finally called to me. “What… who are you?”

I blinked as we stopped walking to initiate a conversation. “What do you mean?”

She sighed. “Please don’t think I’m stupid, do you think I can’t see how even your clothes healed from your potion?” She gestured with some tiredness. “Not only that, but the Tremor Bear hit you and you didn’t take any damage whatsoever. This time you showed up injured, but the only thing that could’ve injured you were the S Tier attacks going off in the forest.”

She shook her head as she took a breath, perhaps one to gather some courage as she met my gaze.

“You are not a C Tier individual, or a B Tier individual, or even an adventurer for that matter. So, who are you, are you one of the fabled heroes?”

I frowned. “What makes you say that?”

“Arc please, the Hermit was calling you miss and you even threatened to beat him up which seemed to terrify him,” she said exasperatedly. “Aren’t you underestimating my intelligence just a bit…?”

Her gaze made me sigh slightly. “Alright, so you want to know who I am?”

Rory nodded slowly. “I feel like it is owed to me, especially after whatever happened in the cave.”

“What would you even do with that information though?” I asked somewhat confused, but also conflicted as I turned to look at the road ahead.

“I don’t know, find closure I guess?” Rory shrugged. “What else can I do, spread it?”

“Yes.” I nodded. “No one likes their information being spread, especially when it can bring harm to them. For example, if you were an exiled princess and people found out then they’d want to kill you.”

“And are you an exiled princess…?” she asked strangely.

I turned back to her, meeting her gaze before shaking my head. “Are you not understanding what I’m trying to say?”

“I am, but what makes you think I will spread it, I haven’t even told you a single thing about any person I’ve met,” she protested. “Even if I met a hero I wouldn’t be spreading their information, do you think I’m five or something?”

A snort left her as she crossed her arms.

“I don’t have a death wish.”

“Even if you don’t, a secret is best kept when it’s never told.” I shook my head. “There is no way I can trust you. End of discussion.”

Rory paused for a moment, her face changing as her lips lightly quivered, her gaze softening for a moment before she let out a breath.

“Tell me and I will never leave your side,” she said resolutely. “If it’s that important to you, then I wish to hear it even at the cost of my freedom.”

I blinked. My thoughts processing what she just said. Ceylon too seemed to pause in horror, as finally I said the only thing that came to mind.

“Are you stupid?”

Rory frowned. “Well, I just want to hear your information, seriously I even had to protect Ceylon from the explosions or whatever happened. You have to give me something.”

A tired sigh left me. “You really want to know huh?”

“Of course!” she chirped.

“Alright.” I took a breath as Ceylon paused. “I am a⁠—” and I flicked my fingers. Rory was frozen, and after a moment I flicked again. “And that is why I didn’t want to tell you.”

Rory blinked, confused by the sudden time skip as a sigh left me. If I was honest, it was probably a terrible thing to do, but I couldn’t allow the information to spread. Hell, if I had known everything I might’ve not even told Ceylon. A sigh left me.

“So that’s why I didn’t want to tell you.”

She blinked once more. “Huh…?”

“What?” I frowned. “Did you not hear?”

“I think… not?”  She tilted her head. “Do you think you could… say it again?”

“No.” I shook my head. “It’s not something I even like whispering to myself.”

“That’s…” Rory blinked. “Alright, I guess…” And a sigh left her as she immediately began to walk away. “Thank you, Arc.”

Her reaction made me feel a bit bad, and Ceylon too pulled my sleeve. To be honest, it was a bit immature to deceive her like that. No, it was just wrongful… but what could I really do…?

I couldn’t expose myself, not… to too many people. If I allowed Rory to know I was a hero, then the number of people that knew would rise, if anything I only wanted those that were closest to me to know that. The people that I was absolutely certain would never betray me. And that feeling didn’t extend to Rory.

But even then, I felt like she had to know something, perhaps to absolve myself of guilt.

“Rory,” I called.

She paused and turned to me with a weird expression. “Yes, Arc?”

“I think there is something you should know.”

“What is it?” She blinked.

“I am⁠ an⁠—”

And at that moment a trumpet shook the air.  We all paused as a voice reverberated throughout the air. All while I sensed dozens of presences in the distance.

“In the name of the Elite Dark Knights of the Kingdom halt!”

I paused, everyone did as we watched dozens of black knights arrive by horse. Immediately we were encircled as spears were pointed at us. The situation immediately became tense as three pairs of what seemed to be chains were thrown at us.

“Put them on,” someone commanded.

Ceylon and Rory quickly listened as they grabbed what I identified to be handcuffs, while I simply took a closer look at them.




[Mana Suppression Cuffs. Tier. A]




If I had learned anything from Tiers it was that they weren’t going to work on me, but I still did as instructed. It’s not like I wanted to blow things out of proportion, especially when I didn’t know what was going on.

After that was done, the knights seemed to calm and finally a man approached us. Of course, wearing a black armor and no identifiable thing, but he seemed to recognize me.

“My name is Blake, I’m the Commander in charge.” He nodded. “We meet again Arc.”

I nodded. “Indeed, can I use the Medal of Bravery to get out of this?”

“Unfortunately, no.” He shook his head. “We just have some questions regarding the occurrences in Mount Arlais.”

I closed my eyes. “I saw nothing.”

“While I believe you, I also do things according to procedure,” he said, shaking his head. And from the air, a staff appeared within his hands. “This is a [Staff of Divination]. It tells me whether you lie or not.”

I blinked and the staff lightly shone in a blue light that enveloped me.

“Now, if you lie to us then we shall use memory crystals to extract the truth of the event we wish to see,” he explained simply.

I blinked. My heart skipped a beat as I realized I had a lot to lose from things going wrong. But at the same time, I couldn’t exactly lie. But as Ceylon and Rory too got worried, I didn’t have time to process anything, as the man asked.

“Were you in the vicinity when Mount Arlais exploded?”

I blinked looking at the ground.

If I answered the truth I’d probably get into a lot of trouble, perhaps this was just a harmless question but with enough of them, they’d eventually want to know if I saw what the dragon did. If I did this or that, and by the end of it, everything would be exposed.

And if I lied…

I raised my head looking at all the knights around me.

I’d have no choice but to probably silence all witnesses…




* * * * *




Ceylon was panicking, her mind was racing. It didn’t make sense to her that the Elite Dark Knights were here. They were supposed to be an independent unit from all the government in Draliz, and yet here they were. Investigating Arc’s fight against the dragon.

Not only that but there was no option, at least not in the sense of lying. There were at least fifty armored Dark Knights, all of them C Tier. Of course Arc could wipe them in the blink of an eye, but that wasn’t the thing that worried Ceylon, the thing that worried her was after.

If she got rid of them investigations would be launched, regardless of whether Arc’s hero identity was exposed she’d be unable to live a normal life. She’d become a fugitive.

At that moment, Ceylon prayed that Arc would tell the truth, for her future, for the possibility of finding a workaround. But at the same time, Ceylon felt angry. Angry at her inability to help, at what was happening; it certainly wasn’t her fault, but she had to be able to help Arc. After all, Arc was her savior, and even when the journey had ended Arc had stuck up for her.

Arc had promised to save her family.

But now… Ceylon couldn’t do anything for her. And all Ceylon could do was wince as the spears of the knights were pointed once more.

A chilly gust of wind passed, and Ceylon wished she could do more. She prayed that things would go alright, before finally the knight raised his voice.

“Answer⁠—”

Arc met his gaze coldly as the man froze, the tension went through the roof as she finally spoke up.

“No Commander, I wasn’t present in the vicinity of the explosion, I was in the center of it.”


Chapter. 27: Complications




“No Commander, I wasn’t present in the vicinity of the explosion, I was in the center of it.”

Rory blinked, Arc’s words resounded in her head. Her eyes grew wide as she digested what Arc had just said. So many thoughts flashed in her mind, but the most prevalent one was.

Why would she lie…?

A cold gust of wind swept through the plains, and as if it was a signal of death all of the knights raised their spears in a single moment. The Commander remained in his spot as the energy around Arc remained inert; the same blue light.

At any moment the lie confirmation would come, and when that happened, it would be over. Rory frowned. She didn’t understand; was Arc that against divulging her personal information that she was willing to be convicted and even forcefully interrogated⁠—

And the light color changed, the blue shifted and it became a green color.

What…?

The tension stilled as a silence descended upon the plains. Arc shook her head and continued to speak, uncaring.

“I fought the Dragon of Flames, it was fun and I enjoyed it, but I can’t help but think that the consequences of the battle are something I cannot handle. However, I don’t regret it.”

She shook her head as the green light flashed once more.

“Though now the dragon has left, and also seems to fear me for whatever reason. That’s kind of what happened, we fought and the attacks exploded Mount Arlais.”

A sigh left her.

“There, unbridled truth.”

And finally, there was another green light as Arc crossed her arms.

“Can I go now?”

Rory blinked.

What had just… why didn’t the [Staff of Divination] mark anything as a lie…? She didn’t understand. The atmosphere was stifling, even though the knights were holding their weapons up. There was a sense of anxiousness, of uncertainty and more than anything of confusion.

“That is… strange,” the Commander said after a second. “Perhaps the staff wasn’t calibrated properly…”

“Calibrated?” Arc asked, confused. “What does it have to do with anything?”

“Well after all, there is no way what you’re saying is the truth.” He shook his head. “But since the staff isn’t marking you as a liar I cannot prosecute you either.”

“It’s the truth.” She sighed. “Look, just ask Ceylon.”

Rory paused, wondering what was even going on. Why was Arc acting like this? Rory turned only to see Ceylon absolutely mortified. The knight commander made his way over to the two of them, and after a quick explanation of the procedure, a blue light engulfed the blonde girl this time.

“Are the things your companion said the truth?”

She tensed and looked past the knight commander, meeting Arc’s gaze who gave her a nod. Rory didn’t understand what was going on. Was Arc telling the truth⁠? Was the staff not working as intended?

Ceylon trembled for a few moments, before shaking her head.

“I can’t do this. I refuse to answer the question.”

At that moment, the light flashed green confirming her truthful statement. Rory understood that the [Staff of Divination] simply determined whether the person answering believed in what they were saying. If someone was mentally ill and spouted nonsense they would still be confirmed as truthful people.

Was this the case with Arc?

Rory didn’t know anymore.

“If you refuse to cooperate, then we shall put the Crystal of Memory to use,” he said as he dug into a pouch behind him.

The Commander took out a beautiful gray crystal that sparkled with the sunlight. And just as he was about to approach Ceylon, his hand was rudely held. Rory blinked only to see Arc stopping the captain, at that moment everyone raised their weapons.

“That is not allowed,” she said coldly. “You got your truths, as for whether your staff is functioning properly or not isn’t my concern, now leave.”

The knight paused. “This is not something you have a choice on.”

“No, you’re not understanding.” She shook her head as a gust of cold wind passed. “You are the one without a choice. Even if I have to fight all of you to the death I will.”

“So you are saying that you will defy us and become a wanted criminal to stick to what you believe in?” The Commander asked coldly.

“Yes.”




* * * * *




Blake didn’t understand what was happening. In fact, the entire sequence of events had been incredibly bizarre. He knew that Arc was a person of strong morals, at first he felt that perhaps it was a bit overkill to give her the Medal of Bravery, but it was part of his repayment to her as well, for saving his life.

However, now meeting her gaze, he knew that if anyone deserved such a Medal it was her. Blake didn’t understand if she had a reason to lie or something to hide, but it was also clear she didn’t wish for her friends to come to harm from her own actions. And that was complicated. Blake didn’t want to kill her, or⁠—

Die at her hands.

His eyes looked at the now missing handcuffs from her wrists, and not too far away he saw the frozen metal on the ground. He didn’t know how or what she had done to break out of the restraints, but one thing was for certain. He had to pick what to do very carefully. After a moment, Blake shook his head.

It wasn’t entirely true that the Medal of Bravery had no use whatsoever, it was a reputation booster, people would acknowledge her wherever she went. And if they fought; if the Medal of Bravery holder died at the hands of the dark knights it would be terrible. However, if they died at her hands and the news didn’t spread, then there would be a lot more instability within the kingdom.

It was a lose-lose scenario. The dark knight's involvement in this matter was meant to remain private. The only reason they had gotten involved to begin with was because Blackcrest was the closest city and information about the occurrence was needed fast.

“I’d like permission to interrogate your companions, they are free to refuse.” Blake closed his arms. “We require more information about this matter, as for whether the staff is working properly or not it remains to be seen. Is this agreeable?”

Arc frowned for a moment, but let go of his hand. “No crystal.”

Blake nodded and put the Crystal of Memory inside of his bag before turning to the other two companions, first was the blonde girl that had been called Ceylon.

“Will you answer my questions truthfully?”

“I don’t want to be interrogated,” she said quietly.

Blake nodded and turned to the red-haired girl, who nodded at him.

“I’ll answer all the questions.”

And with that, the interrogation began.




* * * * *




Rory answered as truthfully as she could, and by the end of things the knights left in the direction of Mount Arlais after a long argument. They wanted to arrest Arc but the Commander kept refusing, until finally they were all left alone.

Arc let out a sigh, Ceylon gave her a glare, and Rory was… confused.

“You… told the truth, didn't you?” she asked skeptically. “The staff wasn’t wrong.”

“It was the truth,” Arc said, simply shaking her head. “As for whether something will come out of it, unlikely. The tale is so ridiculous and over the top that it’s hard to believe, there is hardly any proof either.”

Rory nodded. Truthfully she was slightly offended that Arc didn’t wish to share that information with her but did share it with the knights. However, the circumstances were different and what happened was understandable.

“Can you still tell it directly to me?” Rory asked. “Who are you?”

“I cannot, I can tell you I fought the Dragon of Flames, and that the reason the Hermit was afraid is because he is the dragon. As for why he gave me something, it was an apology.” She shook her head. “That’s as much as you know.”

“If you fought the dragon and came out on top…” Rory blinked. “Aren’t you twenty-four?!”

“Yeah.” She nodded.

Her mind processed as fast as it could before finally she arrived at the only conceivable conclusion Rory could think of. She had traveled the world, she had seen so many things, she had heard of so many stories; her eyes went wide as she spoke up trembling.

“Y-You are… a hero…?” She immediately began to feel weird ⁠— nervous ⁠— her body was shaking. “I-I’ve never met one before, but y-you know I’ve always wanted to meet one…”

And Arc smiled at her but also shook her head. “I’m Arc, not a hero. I’m simply someone who wants to live a comfortable life.”

Rory nodded for a moment, in her mind Arc was a hero, but she couldn’t confirm it. There was hardly any confirmation to anything, and yet, she fervently believed it.

“I’ll treat you as Arc,” she said nervously. “I’ll try at least.”

“Thank you,” Arc nodded before thinking. “Though the request of the dragon…”

Rory paused. “That… given what just happened the request will be canceled, so it’s not like we are going to get payment, or can even complete it for that matter.”

“So it’s failed?” Arc asked, raising her brow.

“Neither,” Rory sighed. “It doesn’t get put on our record, we essentially never took a request to begin with.”

“I see, so our business is done here.” Arc nodded. “So now, we head back to your home Ceylon.”

Ceylon blinked. “That fast? Don’t we have something else to take care of?”

“No, not really.”

Rory blinked. “Does that mean our journey together is kind of over?”

Arc nodded. “It would seem so.”

“W-Wait, take me with you!” Rory scrambled as Arc took Ceylon’s hand.

This time, Arc gave her a playful smile, something that Rory had actually never noticed before.

“Then try to find me, at the noble family of Arlow’s city of residence.”

And with those words, she disappeared as Rory blinked.

Just like that, they had left. A gust of wind passed through the land as Rory stood there, alone. Such a gesture would’ve normally made her upset, but right now, she simply was surprised.

“To find her in the city where the Arlow family is…?” Rory blinked.

It was far away, near the capital, but… she could do it. She could meet Arc again, the most extraordinary and peculiar person she had met. Rory wanted to hear more about her, she wanted to see and be with her, get to know her better.

And in order to do that, she had to head to the city of Rivas, the City of Workshops.

She smiled.

I’ll meet you there then.




* * * * *




Blake wondered if he made a mistake by letting them go, especially now that his men were whispering amongst themselves.

“She told the truth!”

“She did but she must’ve been insane too, no human can fight a dragon.”

“Wasn’t she the most recent recipient of a Medal of Honor?”

He shook his head. He didn’t know if Arc’s truth was the objective truth or a skewed perception of reality and delusions. He highly doubted that she was delusional, however there was no way for him to understand the magnitude of Arc’s claims.

The knights walked through the forest in order to assert what had happened, using Rory’s accounts was rather useful, however…

Blake paused before a clearing of ice, ice that was withstanding the burns all around the forest. It was as if a patch of the forest had become a land of frost. A beautiful sight to behold, but even trying to break a stalagmite proved to be impossible for the knights.

And looking at the ice, Blake couldn’t help but wonder:

Did he really not believe Arc…?




* * * * *




In a single moment, we found ourselves standing inside of the Black Forest. Ceylon trembled for a moment before letting out a deep breath.

“Barely managed to brace myself.” She sighed. “Still, do you think it was a mistake?”

“To say all of that?” I shook my head. “It’s not a logical approach, but I didn’t want to have to resort to violence unless it was my last choice.”

“So now, we are going to my home, to deal with the ongoing family situation…” Ceylon whispered. “How will I even introduce you to my parents?”

“Just say the Hermit referred to me or something.” I shook my head before smiling at Ceylon. “Don’t worry about that, whether your parents accept me or not as their new savior, I shall help your family, okay?”

Ceylon nodded with a small pause. “And to think you don’t like being called a hero…”

“Well enough of that, we have to cross the black forest over again, right?” I asked with a small smile before tilting my head. “Though it is confusing where the Black Forest is… in terms of the structure of towns and the kingdom itself it makes no sense…”

“I’ll draw a map later, the circumstances are… strange.” Ceylon nodded.

“Alright,” I extended my hand towards Ceylon and as soon as she held it, I smiled. “Let’s go then, [God Step].”

And just like that, we vanished from the spot.




* * * * *




Gallus had been hired with the rest of his team, their target was simple, or was supposed to be simple; she was supposed to pass by the Black Forest; the youngest child of the house of Arlow. Except, she hadn’t shown up.

Days passed as their group of Elite Mercenaries camped, and now⁠—

A scream of death resounded as another one of his men was killed. He himself was a B Tier individual, all of his men a Tier below him, and yet they were all powerless to defend themselves against the pack of four monsters.

They were as big as bears, as agile as wolves, and as strong as boars; they were a monster that only existed in the Black Forest. They claws for limbs, an elongated beak for a serrated teeth-lined maw, and a tail of spikes to cripple prey.

They were the…




[Nightmare of the Forest. Tier: A]

[Nightmare of the Forest. Tier: A]

[Nightmare of the Forest. Tier: A]

…




And now, they were all going to die. They were surrounded, all of his remaining men stood together as Gallus gritted his teeth.

He couldn’t die here⁠—

“Huh, what…?” A white person appeared in front of them,evidently confused. “Thought the monsters would be stronger.” She sighed.

“Arc!” A girl squealed next to her and Gallus blinked.

T-That was their target⁠—

The monsters at that moment pounced.

“Boring.” She raised her arm⁠—

And an explosion of ice blasted everything. Gallus saw it, almost in slow motion, hundreds of ice spikes hit each Nightmare of the Forest, tearing their flesh, their bone, their skin⁠— all in a visceral explosion of white.

Then, just like that there was silence, all of the monsters died in a single second. Gallus blinked, but before he could react three of his men immediately rushed with swords towards the noble girl. Gallus’ eyes went wide.

Don’t⁠—

And another explosion of ice occurred. Gallus watched in horror as his men died in a blink, and then the white-haired woman turned with a cold frown, her voice chilly.

“I guess I missed a couple more monsters.”


Chapter. 28: Meeting




Gallus shivered as the woman took a single step forward. He hastily opened his mouth as his men rushed to attack the girl, skills already being aimed at the girl.

“It was a misunderstanding⁠—”

And a blast of ice swept through everything, Gallus blinked as the men turned to ice statues, and a moment later they cracked. They fell in chunks like inanimate objects, collapsing into bloodied ice blocks before his very eyes.

His heart skipped several beats, his brain uncomprehending of what happened as his men simply died, it happened just like that. He stumbled back as he fell onto the damp ground, his hands touching the cold grass for possibly the last time in his life. His thoughts raced as he stammered.

“M-Mercy.”

The woman walked forward to him with an almost inhuman gaze, meanwhile their target⁠—now his target, Ceylon looked rather uncomfortable with the situation, but said nothing as Arc approached him. Until finally Gallus could only look at the white-haired woman.

“Why did you people try to immediately attack Ceylon?”

He blinked. “That is⁠—”

“The truth,” she demanded coldly.

Gallus nodded. “That girl is the youngest daughter of the Arlow family, we were contracted to… kill her,” he finished with a whisper.

“Who contracted you?” She asked with a frown.

“I don’t know, it was some⁠— lord?” And at that moment, she instantly held him by the scruff, raising Gallus into the air. His mind blared as he panicked. W-Was he going to die now?

She met his gaze coldly and spoke.

“Name.”

Gallus nodded. “H-His name was L-Lord Arl. T-that’s what he called himself. I-I doubt that’s his real identity!”

“I see.”

With that, she dropped him in his spot. The white-haired woman shook her head and turned around, leaving him there as she went towards the blonde girl. She offered her pale hand, and a moment later they left in a blink.

Gallus processed what just happened for just a second before he let out a small chuckle.

He⁠— he lived! He started to laugh. He made it out alive!

However, it was also a sign that he had to retire. As for his men… He shook his head looking at all the corpses, his heart raced simply thinking about it. Now he just had to leave… this place…

The Black Forest…

His excitement quelled as monster sounds resounded. All of the supplies had been destroyed, the campsite was obliterated too, and he was lost. His heart quickly grew cold as the cacophony of roars grew near.

And at that moment he realized.

He wasn’t making it out alive.




* * * * *




We arrived much further into the Black Forest, where the sounds of monsters were much more prevalent. Though my mood admittedly was kind of bad; the fact that they had immediately attacked Ceylon even though I was the one in front had royally pissed me off.

And the attacker was also clear.

It was the Grand Duke.

I snorted, and Ceylon finally spoke up.

“Arc…?”

I blinked. “Yeah?”

“Do you think you could…” She sighed. “Kill them in less… visceral manners?”

A slight sound of surprise left me. “Right, I’ll try to keep that in mind.”

“Normally it doesn’t bother me, but…” Ceylon turned to look at the blue sky. “I guess it reminds me of torture training a bit too much.”

“Torture… training…?” I asked in confusion and in a somewhat shocked manner.

Ceylon nodded as she walked forward with a solemn face.

“Yes, torture training. Every heir to higher noble families goes through it, some more than others. My father had grand ambitions for our family, at least back then, and so the expectations of me were higher than ever.”

She looked at the clouds above.

“Therefore, I had to mutilate people with my own hands, all in the name of extracting information. I had to learn to look at visceral things, due to the fact that not all businesses were clean. I had to learn to handle myself in these situations, but even then after all of that I remained quite the squealer when things were coming towards me.”

She chuckled.

“I suppose, watching you walk towards that fallen person reminds me of the completely inhuman atmosphere there.” She turned to me with a small smile. “Sorry about that.”

My mind went to white noise temporarily as I saw a minute tear within Ceylon’s eye. Her father had… forced her⁠ to do that…? For a moment memories of the past came to me as I gritted my teeth, before finally letting out a long breath.

“Ceylon, are you okay with that?”

“What do you mean?” She asked, confused.

“Are you not resentful of your father? He forced you to do it,” I said with a frown.

Ceylon frowned. “Of course I'm not resentful, I did it for the sake of the family.”

“But did you want to do it? Or did you convince yourself it was for the future of your family?” I asked, this time more bothered than before.

“What are you saying? I’m a noble⁠—”

“You’re also a person, Ceylon,” an exasperated and annoyed sigh left me. “Just because you had to do it, doesn’t mean you wanted to do it. And it also doesn’t excuse your father for forcing you to do that.”

She blinked. “Those thoughts are⁠—”

“They are selfish thoughts,” I said to her with a nod. “But do you intend to sacrifice yourself in the name of selflessness? To give your life for them?”

She paused, her mouth opening and closing in surprise.

“Even if you intend to do that, I won’t let you.” I shook my head. “I’ll solve your family’s problem, however I won’t let you go and die for the sake of your family, when you clearly are, at your very core, selfish just like literally everyone else in this world.”

“That’s not true!” she rebutted immediately. “I was raised to sacrifice for my family, to do what I am meant to⁠—”

“But you asked for my help at that moment, did you not?” I interrupted shaking my head. “Unlike other people, I want you to be selfish, you have given so much to your family and yet you won’t even be the heir.”

Ceylon completely paused before looking at the ground for a moment, and then, I saw tears begin to fall onto the ground as she quietly began to cry, her hands trembling.

“Ceylon, I’m not asking you to betray your family.”

“Then what…?” she squeaked.

“I’m asking you to live for yourself,” I sighed. “Once this stuff is over, promise me you’ll be your own person, not the daughter of the house of Arlow.”

“But⁠ that is betrayal, I can’t…”

I shook my head, knowing the potential regret for what I was about to say, but even then. I watched the frail blonde girl standing there, alone; with no help, shouldering all her burdens; she was Ceylon, and she was my friend. My only real friend. And that was why I had to help her.

While I didn’t know the affairs of this world, even if it was betrayal, I didn’t want her to live an unhappy life, and I especially didn’t want her to end up miserable by giving her family everything and receiving nothing.

Which is why I had to say it.

“If you don’t live for yourself⁠— if you don’t betray them, then I’ll destroy your family myself,” I said casually.

She paused, completely stilled as if she had been frozen. Seconds passed, my heart rate rapidly increased, as doubt settled in my mind, but just as I was about to say something. Ceylon let out a small chuckle.

“I guess I don’t have a choice now,” she raised her head to smile at me, half crying. “I have to do it for my family, don’t I? To save them from the terrific hero.”

I blinked. “Are you… alright?”

“I…” Ceylon paused. “I guess not, but it’s so ingrained within me to serve my family that I don’t know how to accept things in any other way…” She sighed. “Hopefully, I can make my own selfish decisions in the future without them weighing heavily on me.”

I nodded. “Right, hopefully.”

“As for the betrayal…” Ceylon trailed off before shaking her head. “I hope you’ll support me since you’re kind of forcing me to do it…”

“It’s not betrayal, it’s living for yourself. Stop thinking of it like that…” I said with a sigh. “But yes, I will support you.”

Ceylon nodded, and then, there was silence. We both shared the moment, before finally my companion spoke up.

“We should go now, we expect to… arrive in just a few hours, yeah?” She asked, wiping her tears.

“We do,” I nodded. “Depends on how far away your family is.”

“Right, they are in Rivas, known as the City of Workshops, it’s the second strongest economy in Draliz,” she said with a small smile. “Also, I might as well explain the Black Forest situation now.”

She knelt on the ground as she began to draw something that was rather potato-shaped, then she drew an ocean to its left, where she then drew a half circle that worked as a barrier to the ocean.

“This can be said to be the Black Forest, the only reason to cross it is for maritime reasons, there are also a few notable mines inside the area encircled by the Black Forest. Every two weeks a large caravan of cargo for the kingdom is formed. It can be said that Draliz’s geography is a bit bad for military and logistics.” She smiled bitterly. “But, due to its friendly relations with neighboring kingdoms, we can afford our… stupid quarrels in regards to money-based nobility positions…”

A sigh left Ceylon as I nodded. “That’s… a bit…”

I wanted to call it stupid; and it was stupid, the position of the Black Forest was stupid, but at the same time it’s not like the kingdom could choose where the Black Forest was. Perhaps they could’ve chosen a different territory hundreds of years ago when it was formed, but I had no thoughts in regard to that.

“It’s a bit stupid,” Ceylon said with a chuckle. “But it is what it is.”

“Well, thankfully the Black Forest doesn’t really affect us,” I said somewhat proudly. “So, let’s go?” I offered her my hand. “We’ll be out of here in no time.”

Ceylon nodded, grabbing my hand. “Maybe try using [Quick Step] for most of the way there if possible. It’s a bit hard to handle your other skill.”

“Alright, let’s go now⁠— [Quick Step].”

And in an instant we vanished.




* * * * *




Meanwhile, throughout Draliz the findings of the elite dark knights spread like wildfire. A dragon had engaged in a deadly battle with someone. The Hermit was nowhere to be found, and after the fight both parties fled the scene. It was a battle of peak S Tier individuals, that much was widespread.

And yet, there were no mentions of the deranged adventurer who claimed to have fought the dragon. No mentions of the unmelting ice that had appeared in that forest nor its connection to the now famous everlasting ice of Ranedale.

However, that night, rumors spread of a strange gale of wind in the Black Forest, one that would tear apart any monster in its path with freezing cuts yet left passersby unharmed. It was an occurrence that had been named the wind of Draliz.

But those news never reached a certain dragon, one that was on its way to see his home for the first time in hundreds of years in the name of news, and hopefully they were news that would finally change the tide of the world. The everlasting status quo.

All in order for dragons to reign supreme once more.




* * * * *




We arrived at Rivas just at the dawn of night. It was a grandiose sight. The walls towered over the city, only showing the rooftops of the tallest buildings. A central tower loomed over everything else, overlooking the walls and the extensive moats as well as the massive bridge to enter the city.

It was… similar to a fortress, just a very impressive one.

I took in the sight for a few moments, before lining up to enter the busy city. Carriages and visitors waited to enter, and so did we. Though something strange happened when I showed the guard my adventurer license.

“You are Arc… the Medal of Bravery holder?”

I blinked. “Yeah…?”

“It is an honor.” He bowed.

The interaction was strange to me, for I could see reverence within his eyes. Though after that, things proceeded as normal, except we didn’t immediately head to Ceylon’s home, but rather we went to an inn.

After getting to the room, Ceylon sighed.

“I don’t want to arrive at night, also we should decide what your identity will be…” She sighed. “Sorry for not letting you meet my family today.”

I shook my head. “It’s fine. As for identity…”

I thought for a moment and quickly informed Ceylon, her eyes went wide for a moment.

“You cannot…”

“It will be fine,” I reassured her. “Besides, what quicker way is there to gain your family’s trust?”

Ceylon blinked and slowly took in my rather sporadic idea.

“I’ll… go with it…”

Just like that, the night ended.




◇ ◇ ◇




We awoke early in the day to a nice morning, where Ceylon panicked over not having noble clothes, but after reassurance and insistence from my side, she relented on meeting her family like this.

It was a weird walk, my appearance drew attention, though not as much as in the towns. However, what made it weird was Ceylon, she was… insecure to say the least, constantly fidgeting and asking me if I really was sure to help her family.

But after a couple of minutes, we stood before a grandiose estate, a mansion of black walls and white pillars where the guard’s eyes immediately went wide upon seeing Ceylon. Before we could even approach the mansion, someone ran in to inform Ceylon’s family.

We stood before the gate, as Ceylon fidgetted.

“I told you it was a bad idea to come like this… and unannounced too,” she whispered.

I shook my head, and finally, the door of the mansion opened. Where the first person to walk out was a blonde woman with golden eyes. She seemed to be in her early forties yet had a rather delicate face and a tight-fitting dress that accentuated her figure. Yet ignoring any sort of elegance she came as fast as she could towards us, then came the father. A man of auburn hair and blue eyes, whose eyes went wide upon seeing Ceylon.

He too immediately rushed towards us as the gate was hastily opened.

“I-I’m sorry I took so long⁠—”

And her mother embraced her without words, her father finally arrived as he let out a long breath.

“I’m sorry Ceylon, I don’t think you should’ve gone on such a mission.” He smiled at her. “I’m glad you’re home. Don’t worry about the Hermit, we will solve things our own way.”

Ceylon blinked in surprise, but shook her head.

“Mother, father, I have brought news,” she said as she separated herself from her parents and gestured towards me. “The Hermit has agreed to lend their hand.”

Their eyes slowly grew wide as they looked at me from head to toe.

“Impossible, you are⁠—”

“Ceylon this is⁠—”

“Pleased to meet you,” I smiled, lightly bowing. “My name is Arc, also known as the Hermit's disciple.”

“You are not the Hermit's disciple.” Her father said after a breath as his eyes narrowed. “That old man takes nobody. I don’t know why you have chosen to deceive my daughter, but I’ll ask this once.”

He coldly met my gaze as a gust of wind passed.

“Who are you?”


Chapter. 29: Nobility & Status




There was a moment of silence as I blinked. The atmosphere suddenly turned hostile, and then I shook my head.

“I am Ceylon’s friend,” I said simply. “And yes, you are right I’m not the Hermit’s disciple, the Hermit ran away from Draliz to go elsewhere. I helped Ceylon meet him.”

The man frowned lightly before turning to face Ceylon, who seemed somewhat startled.

“Is this true?”

After a moment Ceylon slowly nodded. “Arc is my friend but also my savior. She saved my life multiple times and even resolved herself to help me enlist the Hermit's help, but unfortunately, he refused.” She took a deep breath. “But Arc is here, someone who can solve all of our problems.”

Her father looked somewhat surprised as he slowly nodded, it seemed to me that contrary to what I had been told, her family had deep affection for Ceylon. However, this affection also caused skepticism. The father gave me a side-eye as he turned to Ceylon.

“Alright, please get some rest, your journey must’ve been exhausting. Thank you for bringing help, my dear daughter,” he said gently. “We are extremely sorry for what we’ve put you through, but we shall talk later. For now, we have to talk with your friend.”

Ceylon paused, blinking. “I don’t think that’s necessary⁠—”

“Ceylon,” her mother interrupted. “Do as you’re told.”

She paused, shaking for a brief moment before looking at me for some sort of help, but I just nodded at her. After a moment, she left with her mother and went into their mansion, and the father, contrary to expectations, also gestured to me.

“Let’s have a conversation in my study, Miss Arc.”

“Sure.”




◇ ◇ ◇




Ceylon’s home was incredibly fancy with black marbled floors, a high ceiling and beautiful chandeliers; the entire place was decorated in such an elegant and exuberant manner. But I didn’t get to take in the sights as I was taken to an office, surprising numerous servants and inciting rumors about my appearance and identity amongst the workers of the home.

Though, it seemed to be the least of my concerns as I found myself locked in a room with Ceylon’s father. It was a fancy room with scarlet walls, tall dark wood bookshelves, blinds that filtered the light from outside, and finally, at the end of the room, a desk where her father now sat.

He rested his chin on both of his hands pensively, elbows on the table as he met my gaze, before finally he spoke.

“I don’t trust you.”

“No shit,” I snorted. “You think I trust you either?”

He barely flinched at what I just said as he shook his head.

“If Ceylon says so, then I cannot doubt that you saved her life. Thank you for that,” he said gently. “But⁠—”

“You know, all of her guards died,” I said quietly. “If I hadn’t stumbled upon her at the right time, she’d be dead too, all because she was sent on a mission to recruit help from the Hermit.”

At my words her father frowned but didn’t immediately retaliate, taking a moment to speak.

“Yes, and we regret it. Why do you think we were so happy to see her?” he said standing up, before turning to look at the window behind. “It is a regrettable decision that was made in the heat of the moment, but now none of that matters. There is nothing to protect now.”

“So, you are saying that…?”

“I’m saying that Arlow will cease to be a noble family of Draliz in the following days. Assets are being liquidated and given to the Grand Duke, all in order to protect what we have left,” he said with a solemn tone. “That is why, even if you were the Hermit, your help would be turned away.”

I raised my brow. “Are you saying that Ceylon went through all that trouble for nothing?”

“I guess so,” he said, not facing me. “But she is safe, thanks to you.”

I frowned. “You didn’t expect her to return home, did you?”

A silence descended in the room as the man tensed, before finally a simple answer came.

“I thought my daughter died.” He turned to me, his expression indescribable. “Which is why we are giving up our status. It is undeniable that I was a terrible father to Ceylon.” He frowned, gritting his teeth as he faced the table. “But once I realized I lost my daughter, I realized that no wealth in the world could replace that.”

“I see.”

Things were slightly complicated given that the whole problem of Ceylon’s family dying had been solved already, at a heavy cost, but solved nonetheless. So, that begged the question, what the fuck was I even meant to do now?

Save Ceylon’s nobility status? I mean, I could try, but I didn’t even know if she would want that. At least, based on that I could see Ceylon’s family had a change of heart too.

“So no arranged marriage?” I asked out of curiosity. “No more sacrificing in the name of the noble house of Arlow?”

“No.” Her father sat down. “None of that. We will just be a middle class family with a small family-run business. Ceylon will be able to fall in love with whoever she wants and take over the business when we eventually pass. That is how things shall be.”

“Do you think she wants that?”

“Does Ceylon want that…?” Her father murmured. “I don’t know, I’m just happy she’s home.”

Then, after some silence, he let out a sigh.

“So now, that leaves us with your identity. You are Ceylon’s friend, an adventurer that saved her life, somehow escorted her to meet the Hermit and back, all through the Black Forest…” He massaged his forehead. “Can you explain to me your circumstances?”

I met his gaze. It was… sincere. It was outright told to me, but Ceylon’s family had changed. Even though the man before me did not trust me, he also understood I wasn’t a threat to his daughter, he just wished to… know me. Or at least, that’s what I assumed; to get to know the person that saved his daughter and befriended her.

“I cannot.” I shook my head as I finally decided to take a seat in front of his desk. “All I can tell you is, I came from elsewhere and when I finally found freedom, I saw Ceylon being attacked so I saved her and helped her with her goal of recruiting the hermit.”

“Anything else you can tell me?” he asked, raising his brow.

“Ceylon is my first real friend, so I didn’t hesitate to tell the Hermit to go fuck himself when he said her family had no choice but to die,” I said with a sigh. “So I stepped in to help further, but now, it seems that none of you are at the risk of death.”

“I guess not.” Ceylon’s father wore a pensive look. “I think you are also Ceylon’s first friend, so thank you for helping my daughter to that extent. As for your background, it’s not relevant.”

I nodded in confusion. “I guess, I have this?” I said taking the Medal of Bravery from my pocket. “I got it after some stuff that happened in the Black Market.”

The man’s eyes went slowly wide as he saw the golden pin, before he nodded with a smile.

“That does make me happy.”

“Does it?” I asked, confused only to be met with a nod.

“It’s been a pleasure to meet you Arc, tonight I’ll be signing away the papers to most properties. Today I meet you as Thomas Arlow, but tomorrow I shall just be Thomas,” he said with a nice tone. “You’re a welcome guest here, even today is the last day in which we can reside in the mansion.”

I blinked. “Thank you…?”

He nodded once more. “Please try to give Ceylon some company, I have my own matters to attend to⁠—”

And at that moment, voices outside called, we both turned only to see the door slam open to a now well-dressed yet panicked Ceylon.

“F-Father, you are… giving away all our wealth?!” she squeaked.

Thomas, paused and slowly nodded. “That is correct, tomorrow we shall cease to be nobles.”

She paused in her spot as her mother rushed into the room.

“Ceylon why are you behaving in such a way⁠—”

“No!” she cried before turning to her father. “Why, after trying so hard to keep it and to climb through the ranks, are you just giving it away?!”

“To protect us,” he answered with a frown. “To protect you, to protect your brother, to protect our family⁠—”

“That’s a lie, mother already told me that you both thought I was dead, if anything the decision is to recover losses, so…” Ceylon took a breath. “Why give up now? We have Arc’s help.”

I blinked. “Ceylon, my help⁠—”

“That’s enough,” her father said coldly. “You wouldn’t understand the feeling of sorrow we experienced. I don’t want that ever again.”

Ceylon stopped, frowning as she took a pause to collect herself. Finally, after a second of silence. She shook her head.

“You are right that I wouldn’t understand, but I understand that everything I’ve given for this family will now be in vain, whether it was trauma, risking my life, my education, my pride. Everything is being taken away.”

Thomas frowned, Ceylon’s mother gasped, but she continued.

“Which is why, I am leaving now while I’m still a noble. I forfeit the name of Arlow.” She turned around. “Goodbye to you both.”

And with those words she left the room, I saw her mother chase after her as I sensed Ceylon heading for the exit of the house. All while Thomas, her father shook his head, before letting out a breath.

“I will still carry out those plans, for our safety,” he whispered to himself.

Finally, he turned back to me.

“I’m sorry you had to see that, you think that perhaps you could…”

“Check on her?” I asked, raising my brow.

He nodded. “Yes, please.”

“Alright, I guess I’ll go after her.” I closed my eyes as I made a decision, turning to Thomas. “However, before that, take this.”

I handed him a small crystal. Ceylon’s father blinked as I explained.

“It’s a good luck charm, I gave the same thing to Ceylon, so keep it on your person at all times.”

He blinked for a moment before putting it in his chest pocket. “Thank you, I’ll do so.”

I nodded, and left the room.

I couldn’t say that I didn’t understand Ceylon’s feelings. Though, I still wished to give her time to process. It was probably hard to digest that all her sacrifices she had made were about to amount to nothing, at least without intervention.

And so, I made my decision.




* * * * *




Ceylon ran, for the first time in her life she had stood up against her family, she had even slapped her mother’s hand away, but she didn’t care. She cursed at the guards and cried as she ran to the nearest alley, she didn’t care anymore.

Ceylon ran until her legs couldn’t keep up with her anymore, and then she collapsed on the ground crying.

All her efforts, everything she had gone through, was about to become useless. The things she studied, the knowledge she held as a noble; it was all soon going to be irrelevant.

And she hated it, she hated that this was how things were going to end.

“Why?” She squeaked. “I even succeeded in bringing help yet they still plan to do the same; all because they thought I died…?”

It didn’t make sense to her; whether it was her parent’s love or the decisions they had taken. If they loved her that much, why didn’t they treat her differently in the past? She always lived under the stress of expectations.

“That’s stupid!” She cried, shaking.

Everything was stupid; suddenly it felt like none of her close calls mattered. The fact that her guards died, all the scares, all the injuries she suffered⁠…

And it was all for nothing.

Ceylon didn’t know for how long she spiraled, but eventually, she let out a long tired breath.

“I wish I could stop this…”

“Do you want my help with that?” a familiar and calm voice asked.

Ceylon paused and raised her head only to see Arc leaning against the wall nearby. As soon as they made eye contact she walked towards her.

“You want all your effort to be rewarded right? To know that your family thrives even if you leave it.”

Ceylon slowly nodded. “Yeah… but, can we do anything?”

“We sure can.” She smiled. “Tonight your father is going to be signing the ownership transfer documents.”

Ceylon’s eyes went wide. “Then what are we waiting for let’s stop him⁠—”

“That is tonight,” Arc said, shaking her head. “For the rest of the day, let’s go enjoy our day and explore Rivas.”

Ceylon hesitated but looking at Arc’s confident gaze she nodded. If there was anyone she could trust now, it was Arc.

And so, she resolved herself to wait until the sun descended.




* * * * *




Thomas felt anxious, Ceylon and Arc didn’t return. However, that woman kept his daughter safe all this time, so he decided to trust her on that. And he didn’t have time to worry about things any longer, now it was time for him to finally sign the documents that would strip Arlow of their wealth.

For sleepless nights he thought about what he was doing, he meditated on the decision for days on end, but ultimately, he knew that this was for the best. Arlow couldn’t compete with the ongoing occurrences in regards to the Grand Duke, Filmas. If anything, Thomas was finally putting a stop to things.

With a solemn mood he walked into the warehouse holding his suitcase. There, after going inside, he saw it. A single light hung from the ceiling, a table was set up in the middle of the large room where he was met with a familiar man, sitting across from him, a chair awaiting him.

The man had combed graying hair, a monocle and signs of age, yet wore a friendly smile.

“Earl Thomas Arlow, welcome.”

“Thank you, Grand Duke, it’s been a pleasure doing business so far.” Thomas nodded as he took a seat. “And for the last time, it’s an honor.”

He chuckled as he reached for his suitcase. “You flatter me Earl Thomas. We both like fast business, so let’s get to it.”

Thomas nodded as the Grand Duke reached for a series of documents and set them on the table, before finally sliding them over to Thomas.

This was it…

He stared at the five or so title documents, they were all neatly arranged in order. Now he just had to sign them and this nightmare would be over. He took a breath and reached⁠—

A pale hand was already placed on them as he touched it. Thomas’ eyes went wide as he noticed two people beside the table, and they were⁠—

“Who are you two?!” the Grand Duke bellowed.

The documents were grabbed and skimmed through, by the familiar girl. Ceylon was there too. Thomas panicked as he called.

“Arc give them back⁠—”

And before he could react, they were ripped apart by her hands as a silence descended upon the room.


Chapter. 30: Affinity




He was a Grand Duke, his name was Filmas. For many years he had strived for wealth and power within Draliz, and finally, it was close to coming true. All that was left were the papers to be signed. He had made so many sacrifices, accepted so many shady deals, and even sold himself out a couple of times, but finally, it was going to happen.

He was going to be a king.

Or that’s what was meant to happen.

“No!” he screamed as the papers were torn before his eyes.

But he couldn’t do anything as they landed onto the ground and shattered into misty pieces like broken glass. Just like that, everything he had arranged was gone. Of course, they were just papers that could be re-drafted, but the meaning was much worse. Ceylon, Thomas’ daughter, came along with a white-haired stranger, and that only meant one thing.

The deal was over.

For a moment he stared, and then, he got angry. A vein popped in his forehead. This was legitimate business, perhaps the tactics used had been underhanded or inhumane to reach this point, but Filmas always abided by his contracts. If they signed, Arlow would be left alone, their lives in safety, but now that wasn’t the case. His generosity had been thrown away.

He stood up, the wooden chair falling behind him as he bellowed.

“You people will all regret it!” He was seething. “I will destroy your family, I’ll make sure the name of Arlow disappears from the history books starting from today, you’ve made a terrible enemy today, it’s now personal⁠—”

“What makes you think I’ll let you do that?”

His eyes went wide as the white haired girl stood in front of him, already charging a punch, and then her fist dug into his stomach⁠— Filmas’ brain rocked as he nearly vomited, multiple ribs broke as he was launched back rolling through the ground as he began to cough blood.

“If anything, it’s best to kill you now.” The white haired girl said coldly as she walked to him. In just a moment, she stood before him and grabbed him by the neck.

It was so cold⁠—

She lifted him into the air, her cold gaze meeting his. 

“That way, all of the trouble is suddenly solved.”

“You can’t do that…” he squeaked. “Otherwise Draliz will get directly involved, things aren’t as simple as you think⁠—”

And her grip tightened with a frown. Filmas, seeing her cold gaze realized that she didn’t care. Laws, or nothing didn’t apply to her, just like the man that had forced him to⁠—

“Ugh!”

“Arc, let him go,” the blonde girl said with a sigh. “If he dies, given recent activities, a heavy investigation will be placed, and once they find out Arlow’s connection it will be over…”

At that moment, Filmas was dropped to the ground like discarded garbage as he struggled to stand. He would show her how wrong she was for treating him that way. But now he would leave.

“Though, that doesn’t mean I can’t beat him up so…” The white haired girl said.

And before Filmas could react he was bludgeoned onto the ground. He felt stuff break, other things snap, and before he could plead, he was hit again, and again, and again…

The world spun around him, until he fainted.




* * * * *




In the end, I was only human. Knowing the man before me had attempted to kill Ceylon multiple times made me unable to hold back, even if I couldn’t kill him I could at least beat him up to my heart's content. And that’s what I did.

I stood before a bleeding man, with arms bent the wrong way, barely breathing as I finally let out a long breath. I turned only to see Ceylon looking at me as if I was a monster, and Ceylon’s father was… taken aback.

Finally she let out a long sigh. “You… did it for me, right? Beat him up that badly.”

“I did…” I nodded. “Sorry, I guess I still went overboard.”

“You did,” Ceylon said with a long breath. “And now we have to give him medical attention. Thankfully, I still have a potion.”

With that, Ceylon approached the fallen Grand Duke and uncorked the potion. Contrary to my expectations she just bathed him in it rather than pouring it into his mouth. There was a moment of silence before she nodded.

“He’ll be alright, though…” She let out a sigh looking at the blood. “I guess I’ll have to grow used to it.”

I felt a pang of guilt in my heart when she said that, but chose not to say anything. Ceylon had indeed said to not do it again, and I went and did it again. It was… disappointing in a weird sense.

As I stood there, the father walked up to me, his expression weird.

“You do realize what you’ve done, right?”

I nodded. “It was Ceylon’s wish, and I will help her see it to the end. Arlow will remain a noble family, even if it’s the last thing I do.”

Ceylon’s father, Thomas blinked. “That is… I see… so you are ready to die with us.”

“Yeah,” I solemnly agreed.

“I see.” He nodded. “Well, in that case you are welcome to use the name of Arlow for anything you may need. Our affairs are not known to the world, and our name is still one to be respected.”

I turned to him with some surprise. “Are you saying…?”

“You can borrow our name, is what I’m saying.” He smiled lightly. “Of course, I doubt you’ll ever need to, but now you have our entire support.”

Before I could say anything, Ceylon turned back to me. She had gone entirely silent looking at the beaten Grand Duke, and only just now recovered.

“Arc, can you take us home? Including my father.”

“Sure,” I agreed without hesitation.

She approached me as I offered her my hand, also did that for her father who flinched at my cold touch.

“Father, please brace yourself for an incredible bout of nausea,” Ceylon said quietly.

I blinked, Thomas gave her a nod, and then I basically gave the signal.

“Let’s go then⁠—”

Though, as the established unwritten rule that it was now, I didn’t speak the skill name out loud since there was a stranger.

[God Step].

And we vanished from the warehouse in the blink of an eye, leaving the beaten Grand Duke on the ground.




◇ ◇ ◇




If I was honest, I didn’t exactly know what I had gotten myself involved in. In terms of nobility and the consequences I could face for beating the Grand Duke; all of that was unknown to me. While I wasn’t worried about something happening to me, I was certainly concerned about my actions affecting Ceylon and her family.

Nonetheless, it was something that I’d deal with in the future, for now…

I stood in front of the mansion as Ceylon’s father panted and struggled not to throw up. Ceylon let out a small sigh, and the door opened. Ceylon’s mother came running towards us, or more specifically her husband.

In no time she arrived and made sure to check up on him, then on Ceylon, and finally, she turned to me. Her golden eyes bore into me for what felt like an eternity before she sternly spoke.

“Arc you cannot manhandle my husband like that.”

I blinked. “Manhandle…?”

She snorted. “Ceylon told me a lot about you, namely emphasizing that you were the strongest adventurer she had ever met. So, while I know you aren’t used to handling F Tier people you should be gentler, look at him.”

I followed her gesture only to see Ceylon’s father resting against the metal fence of the property with deep breaths. All while servants rushed out of the house.

“That was caused by you.”

“Right…” I took a moment to digest her statement. “I’ll keep that in mind for the future, if I ever do anything with your husband…”

“Good.” She nodded before her gaze softened. “Also thank you for taking care of Ceylon, I hope she wasn’t a handful. I’ve been meaning to talk to you, but you kind of left.”

“Right…”

“Let’s all go inside and have a nice dinner, hurry hurry.”

She ushered me and Ceylon along with Thomas. All while I couldn’t help but think she was a bit self absorbed but also caring. As for her name, I didn’t know, but Ceylon’s mother was quite sweet. At least now.

When we entered, the servants were already preparing dinner. Ceylon’s father went to take care of some things, and then we were left alone. I sat across from Ceylon’s mother in the living room, and Ceylon was… sitting in a different chair altogether in an awkward manner.

“My name is Arsha, Arsha Arlow, pleased to meet you Arc…?”

I blinked. “It’s just Arc.”

She paused for a moment before shaking her head. “To think a commoner has such magnificent clothes, it makes me jealous. Are they not too warm?”

“They are… okay?” I answered with confusion. “I never really feel hot if that’s what you’re asking, nor do I ever feel super cold either.”

“That’s strange.” She pondered for a moment. “Perhaps you could go to the capital and take a look at the Institute of Magic, they might be able to help with your condition.”

I blinked. “The Institute of Magic…?”

She nodded. “Every kingdom researches magic and the System, it is only natural that Draliz would have its own. I assume your condition is related to your frost mana nature.”

“You know that because my presence is cold or…?” I asked confused but also somewhat alarmed.

Ceylon’s mother paused. “Oh, I can just see it. You have a pale blue aura, Ceylon’s on the other hand is golden, an affinity to light. As for how strong the affinity is.” She shook her head. “I cannot see it, and I don’t think anyone in this world can.”

I nodded very slowly. “Interesting…”

For a moment I wondered if I had to be worried about it or not. Ceylon’s mother seemed to be very kind to me which was surprising, so perhaps I could ask her more about it later. Though for now, I was satisfied. As for my body temperature problem, I didn’t know if I actually cared to fix it since this was my normal.

Though just as the conversation was about to continue a servant came to inform us that the banquet was ready.

And so, I found myself at a dinner table along with Ceylon’s family and… wonderful smelling food. I didn’t know what manners were for nobles, but I still decided I’d try my best to be as refined as possible.

Some thank yous were said, and finally the meal started.

I stared at the juicy meat before me, and finally with some hesitation I cut in and tasted it⁠— my eyes went wide as I realized that what I wanted to do was going to prove much more difficult than I anticipated.

That night, Ceylon’s family got a completely different impression of me, for better or for worse. But I still went to bed happy.




* * * * *




After a rather long journey, Rory found herself in Ranedale, a town that greatly interested her. The rumors of its unique good had become widespread, though with a limited supply its price was quickly rising. Yet she still bought one, it was a piece of ice except it wouldn’t melt.

It had been called Everlasting Ice by the locals, appearing after an extremely powerful adventurer rescued the city from a deadly spider attack. Further details were further unknown, but Rory had a hunch that the adventurer that had saved the town had been no one else but Arc.

She threw the ice into her Storage Ring and went on her way, it was time to traverse the Black Forest⁠— or at least that’s what she intended to do if not for the crowd gathering at the Adventurer’s Guild.

“An artifact is being sold!”

“Did you hear? It’s the highest Tier seen in years⁠—”

“A spear!”

Whispers of the people attracted her enough to check out what was going on, Rory pushed through the crowd slowly but surely as she entered the now full adventurer’s guild. And that’s where she saw it, at the counter behind the receptionists and covered in a display of magical glass there it was.




[Spear of Everlasting Ice. Tier: S]




It was in its nametag. Yet there was no doubt about the quality of the item, given its hefty price tag.

300 Platinum Coins.

That was worth more than a lot of houses, or even more than what some C Tier adventurers would make in their lifetime. And yet, in spite of that, no one thought it was overpriced. However, no one could afford it either.

Rory sighed. If only she could take a closer look at that spear.

And people began to gasp, Rory paused as she turned only to see a tall man walk through the crowd. He had black short hair and golden eyes, an uncovered cloak that revealed his identity for everyone to see. Rory too recognized him, as numerous people did.

It was one of the few true high Tier adventurers in Draliz.

Jake, the Weapon Master, an S Tier adventurer.

Without putting on much of a show, he spoke simply to the bald receptionist.

“I want to buy the Spear of Everlasting Ice.”

Rory paused, and at that moment the whole guild went silent.


Chapter. 31: Workshops




Rory didn’t know what to make of the things she saw yesterday, but she had decided to stop one more day in Ranedale out of curiosity. It was all in hopes to meet Jake, however as soon as he left the guild the man quickly vanished.

In the end, she didn’t have the chance to talk to him. A small sigh left her as she stood near the town gates. It was the early morning now, and she still hoped to get a chance to meet him. Jake was… a man of many rumors after all, his title not for show, having the ability to make use of the strangest weapons.

But the most particular rumor of them all was the fact that the man had been collecting S Tier weapons for many years. Of course, that wasn't necessarily alarming or worth noting for an S Tier adventurer, but according to people he was preparing to go on a journey for the fabled SS Tier.

And if he achieved it, he’d be the first human to reach that Tier in almost a millennia. That was exciting, last Rory heard he had stepped into level 145 just a few months ago. In just a few years, he’d be the first SS Tier human; his hundred plus year long career as an adventurer would be immortalized for the rest of history.

Just a mere five levels away from that reality…

“What wouldn’t I give to meet someone like that…” Rory wistfully sighed as she turned and⁠—

Bumped into someone. She blinked, as she looked up only to be met with a familiar golden gaze.

“Who are you talking about?” The man asked as Rory gaped.

It was Jake…

“I-I, it’s an honor to meet you!” She hastily bowed. “I was just thinking about how amazing it would be to get to know someone like you!”

“Is that so?” Jake asked, raising his brow. “That’s nice. I’m traveling through the Black Forest, I better go now.”

With those words, he began to walk towards the gate. Rory paused for a moment as her mind blared. Was she too weird? Too fast…? No… She couldn’t let it end just like that, not when she was in front of the person. For a moment, she trembled before speaking up.

“I’m traveling through the Black Forest, if you aren’t in too much of a rush could I tag along maybe…?” she asked quietly.

Jake stopped. Rory’s heart skipped a beat.

Had that been too much? Had she made yet another mistake? Would Jake get angry?! Nervousness filled her being as she trembled in her spot, and finally the man turned to her, slowly nodding.

“Sure.”

Rory blinked for a moment processing his reply, but before she could even squeak anything Jake turned around.

“Let’s go.”

“Aah, yes!”

And just like that, a new exciting journey began for her.




◇ ◇ ◇




Or at least that’s what she expected. The walk through the Black Forest had been boring, and it was all due to Jake. The man was constantly unleashing an oppressive aura around the vicinity that scared all the monsters away, and by extension it made Rory nervous too.

She didn’t really understand what to expect or anything of the sort, if anything it was a bit… weird. Would the legendary adventurer in front of her get angry if she forced conversations? She didn’t know, but they had been journeying for a few hours, and as someone that had taken this trip multiple times, Rory knew it was nearing its end.

“J-Jake… where are you heading after this…?” Rory asked nervously.

The adventurer continued walking. “I have a job to do in Rivas.”

“Rivas…?” Rory asked in surprise, that’s where she was heading too!

“That is correct.” Jake nodded. “I have been hired this morning, but it’s not official business.”

Rory paused, her mind processing. It wasn’t an uncommon thing, but for some reason the fact that an S Tier adventurer also engaged in shady business was quite the surprise for her.

“Do you have to kill someone?” Rory asked finally after a breath.

Jake paused for a moment, and turned towards her. His gaze was serious and unchanging, something that made Rory feel cold.

She shouldn’t have asked that…

The man let out a breath. “If you’re interested I’ll tell, but if word of this gets out I know who it is from.”

Rory slowly nodded. “I can keep a secret.”

Jake nodded and turned, resuming his walk once more. “I was hired by a Grand Duke of Rivas, he wants revenge on someone, apparently he intends to kill some other people too, but my only job is just that, revenge.”

“Revenge… against whom?”

“I think it’s overkill to hire me to kill this person, but the price is right.”

Jake shook his head.

“Her name has spread among some people, but she isn’t strong.”

She? Rory raised her brow and Jake continued.

“Her name is Arc, the latest Medal of Bravery holder, and my mission is to kill her.”

Oh…




* * * * *




The morning had been uneventful, except for breakfast where once more I was served food that was just as good as the one in Blackcrest’s luxury restaurant. That alone put me in quite a great mood to start the day, though nothing really happened, not immediately at least.

There were no assassins, no chandeliers falling on the tables, no explosions with assassins rushing in⁠— nothing. I hung out around the house with Ceylon for some time, but ultimately nothing happened. Thomas, her father, had some stuff to take care of, so after some time he left. Her mother seemed to always stay at home, but I still gave her one of my sensory crystals or whatever they were.

If she was in danger she would break it, same went for Ceylon’s father. And so that left me with Ceylon, we hung around her mother for some time before finally setting off to explore Rivas, the City of Workshops.

Unlike a lot of other cities ⁠— according to Ceylon ⁠— Rivas generated most of its income through manufacturing goods rather than tourism or any other kind of specialty, hence its name. It was also known to be the best place in all of Draliz for commissioning any type of goods, whether it was a weapon, armor, furniture, or even designs and art.

And so, we went around looking at things, however there was something that bothered me a bit. First was the furniture; the craftsmanship was nice, but since there were many workshops the quality was varied and I noticed that a lot of things were actually asymmetric even if just slightly. It… bothered me.

Next were the wagons which suffered the same problem. The wheels were even which was nice, but when it came to long measurements and even certain patterns they just felt wrong? I didn’t know if I was being hypercritical or what, but I found it hard to appreciate a lot of the craftsmanship we found around.

Armors and weapons were a completely different story, for I actually knew nothing about them and found myself admiring certain things. However, as soon as I saw the engravings, I once more realized that I was just comparing them to things in my mind and thinking it's wrong.

Even some shop signs and the spacing in typography looked weird to me.

Finally, I sighed. “So, even now I’m still nitpicking when it comes to visual things…”

“Are you alright, Arc?” Ceylon asked innocently. “You know, there is quite a special workshop that I wanted to show you but if you aren’t feeling it then…”

“It’s fine.” I shook my head and promptly smiled. “I’m just being weird, let’s go?”

She nodded and we went our way. If I was honest, I was enjoying my time with Ceylon, even if she was just treating me as a friend that came to her city or something. It was nice to see more of Arlas.




◇ ◇ ◇




The workshop Ceylon was talking about was quite special, or rather it blew me away; it wasn’t something I expected to see in a medieval world. I found myself standing in the middle of a large warehouse, Ceylon wore a thick jacket and was lightly trembling, all while the craftsman responsible chuckled; a man entering his third age with a burly frame.

“It’s amazing is it not?”

I looked around for a moment before nodding. “I never expected to see something like this…”

I was blown away. Everywhere I looked there were ice sculptures, subtly illuminated by orange ground lights. I saw lions, people, wagons made of ice, even monsters. Every single thing was perfectly detailed to the point I could see no flaws.

I walked around, looking around in amazement. It was all so pretty, so… breathtaking. I let out a small breath of misty ice. I saw the refractions around as the room seemed to almost sparkle when we walked.

The craftsman simply smiled as I took in his works, it was pride, a feeling of pride from amazing someone else. And I could understand it. For some time I was enchanted, until finally I reached the end of the workshop. Where uncarved ice blocks remained, waiting to show off what they would become.

I blinked for a moment, it was… a weird feeling, a good one, just not one I could describe.

“So what did you think? Medal of Honor holder, Arc?” The man asked, laughing.

I blinked. “It’s quite… amazing.”

He nodded. “That it is, being able to make something from nothing.” And a smile appeared on his face. “It’s quite unique. I always ask this, every person says they aren’t interesting, but I’ll still ask. Would you like to give ice carving a try?”

I blinked, turning to him, and smiled. “Of course.”

It didn’t take long before I stood in front of an ice block slightly bigger than me, I had been handed different chisels and a hammer.

“Do you know how to do it?”

I nodded. “I do.”

If I was honest, I could’ve used [Ice Manipulation] and other ice related skills to simply make a masterpiece in just a minute, but it wasn’t about that. That didn’t take much skill or effort, instead I wanted something more. Still, I held a natural advantage due to the fact that I could sense how the ice behaved and how it would crack, how rough or fast I could be with it.

But that also made me excited, to see what I could do.

And so with a nod, I started working.




* * * * *




Ceylon took the Grandmaster Ice Carver Gufo to a different room, all to thank him. His workshop was actually incredibly hard to even get a glimpse at, only reserved for the richest and most noble families in all of Rivas, if it hadn’t been for Arc’s own status this meeting wouldn’t have been possible.

At first she was nervous that Arc would react in the same rather lackluster way as she did in the other workshops. But she was wrong, instead Arc had been amazed by everything, pure enjoyment and appreciation written in her face.

And that was why she bowed before the old Grandmaster.

“Thank you for letting us visit.”

He chuckled. “No, thank you!” And he laughed, wiping a tear from his eye. “It’s the first time in years someone reacts like that, let alone wants to carve ice. I saw passion in her eyes, something that can’t be said for a lot of people I’ve met.”

“Oh, is that so?” Ceylon blinked.

“Yeah, I have a feeling that girl has a lot of potential to even be my apprentice. At least if passion is all that matters.”

Ceylon paused, unsure if Arc would ever agree to something like that, but she also felt warmth from the fact that even Gufo, the person known for being cold and eccentric, had immediately warmed up to Arc.

“Anyway, let’s see how she’s doing.” Ceylon nodded.

They left for only five to ten minutes so she didn’t expect much but when they came back, the Grandmaster completely froze. Arc’s statue was rather formless still, which made Ceylon wince, but instead, Gufo let out a small gasp.

“How are you working that fast…?”

Arc did not reply as she focused on her work, and for the first time Ceylon saw something different in Arc.

Passion.




◇ ◇ ◇




Hours passed, I hammered with the chisel until my surroundings blended into the background. I focused on all the details of my imagination and what I wanted, slowly shaving away to achieve perfection.

And finally, I finished. I didn’t know how long it took, but I stared with a feeling of satisfaction at the statue of a familiar person. She had long frilled hair and an air of elegance, with an expression of surprise as her clothes blew in the wind.

I had made a sculpture of Ceylon for one reason or another, and it made me… happy.

Finally, as I turned to my surroundings once more, I saw Ceylon looking at me wide eyed, and the craftsman was too.

The first person to speak was the old man. “You⁠— Arc you are… a true master at this, maybe even a Grandmaster…” he said gaping. “That work is… amazing.”

I smiled, feeling a sudden feeling of pride. Then Ceylon spoke.

“That is… I… How did you even do that?” She gasped. “That is…”

“It’s fine.” I smiled. “We should leave now.”

Ceylon nodded slowly, still looking at the statue with some confusion. “Right, let’s go…”

Then we bid our farewells as we left close to midnight. Leaving the incredibly overjoyed craftsman behind.




* * * * *




The first thing Gufo did after saying his goodbyes was run back into the shop. He still couldn’t believe his eyes. He had given decades of his life to ice carving and even then, nothing he ever made, none of his masterpieces approached what Arc had just made.

He stood before the statue of the noble lady of the Arlow house, admiring it as a masterpiece. He took each and every detail. After minutes of appreciation, a long breath filled with emotions left him. Emotions of jealousy, of excitement, of childish discovery. Finally, after another minute, he whispered:

“I still have so much to learn…”

That simple realization, made his passion reignite for a skill he thought he had mastered. Finally after more time of appreciation, he steeled his resolve.

He was going to surpass Arc.




* * * * *




And at midnight, Rory and Jake finally arrived at Rivas. She quickly bade the S Tier adventurer a farewell as she simply stood in the middle of the road in a panic.

She had to find Arc before Jake killed her!


Chapter. 32: Saviorship




On our way home, all the way to going to sleep, Ceylon had been behaving a bit weirdly. Which made me question whether it had been… weird to sculpt her. I mean, I wasn’t exactly thinking about it, but in retrospect it was something that I should’ve asked for permission first.

And so, when I rose from bed in the guest room I had been given, I immediately headed to look for Ceylon, I had to at the very least apologize. My quiet steps hardly echoed in the room as I reached for the door, and when I opened it, I paused.

Ceylon’s eyes went wide for a moment in surprise.

“Hi… this is awkward now.” She fidgeted. “Sorry about being all weird yesterday, I just didn’t think…”

“You didn’t think…?” I asked, completely confused.

“Well, I didn’t think you’d be so amazing at sculpting, and I felt suddenly awkward about my perception of you before. I thought you were only interested in fighting and food at most…”

I blinked. “Oh, right.”

Ceylon fidgetted. “So, um, I think you were really amazing back there, just wanted to say that…”

I looked at my awkward friend for a few moments before smiling.

“So you don’t mind that it was a sculpture of you?”

“What?” She looked at me in surprise. “Of course not! It’s flattering!”

A chuckle left me seeing her reaction. “I’m glad to hear that.”

Ceylon seemed taken aback by my reaction, as she raised her brow. “Are you not upset at me?”

“No.” I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it, Ceylon.” Then I tilted my head. “Though aside from art, I’m probably not impressive in any other way.”

“That’s not true, even your body temperature is impressive.” Ceylon retorted.

“I didn’t mean it like that,” I smiled awkwardly. “Just general things such as knowledge, literature, music, socializing, etcetera. In every aspect outside of strength, I am not impressive.”

Ceylon paused for a moment, digesting what I just said, and then slowly shook her head.

“Maybe so, but overall you’re a very impressive person. And in terms of knowledge; well anything from your world is probably unique to you in Arlas, so that is considered also very impressive.” She smiled. “Just take the compliment.”

“Thank you, I’ll take it then.”

Her sincerity caught me off guard but still made me smile.

“Let’s go then?”

Ceylon nodded and made way for both of us to walk down the stairs. First we had breakfast but her family wasn’t around, nor her mother nor her father. Which I found a bit odd, but it was explained to me that her mother also had to attend a business meeting.

Apparently Arlow had halted and even broken a lot of their contracts, so they were trying to mend things. Due to this their reputation was stained even if slightly; meaning that Ceylon’s parents were going to be busy restoring the family to their former glory.

At least, that’s what I sort of understood, so in the end, it was Ceylon and I once more.

I didn’t mind it all things considered, and I had a great time yesterday so I was open to doing whatever Ceylon wanted to do; given that I was mostly in a passive situation where I was just waiting for attacks to happen.

And so, with nothing to do, we headed outside to explore Rivas, however, this time it wasn’t for the workshops but to simply look around. Perhaps down the line ⁠— if the status quo continued ⁠— I would take some requests from the adventurer guild and take Ceylon along to complete them.

But for now, it was just time to relax.

“So how long do you think your family will take to restore their businesses?”

“I think we won't ever really be able to properly restore them.” Ceylon sighed. “Breaking contracts is considered a taboo after all. That’s why things had been arranged with the Grand Duke in such a way, and that’s why he didn’t ambush my father or anything,” she said dispirited.

I blinked. “Oh… that… that kinda sucks.”

I said as we rounded an empty street, in comparison to the bustling main one this one was desolate. But neither of us minded it as the conversation continued.

“Well, not everything is bad,” Ceylon said, trying to cheer herself up. “We are still nobles, and if we start a new booming business people will want to partner with us regardless of our now spotty reputation. Now we just need to…” She sighed again. “Start one…”

“Right, I hope it’s not too hard.”

“My family should be fine, especially if my brother receives proper lessons on business.” She nodded. “If I stay around I’ll help out, if not well, I might still help out occasionally.”

I took in Ceylon’s words, and after a few moments of deliberation, I finally spoke.

“If you need any further help, just let me know.”

“I’ll… consider it,” Ceylon awkwardly said after a pause. “You give me a lot of help already.”

“Well, I don’t mind helping more,” I smiled.

She shook her head. “Yeah, but that would be exploitati⁠—”

And at that moment, a small shrill cry came from nearby, followed by a more painful yelp. Ceylon tensed and I blinked for a moment, it wasn’t really my duty to do anything but…

“Arc, can we…?” Ceylon asked.

I nodded and in a single moment, I used [God Step] in the direction my senses told me. In just a blink I found myself in a dirtied and completely shadowed alley. Behind me lay a fainted girl, surrounded by what seemed to be poorly armed bandits brandishing daggers and swords.




* * * * *




Yosef was sure this wasn’t a foolproof plan, but it was the best they had come up with yet. With the help of someone, they’d be able to lure the noble lady of the house of Arlow and then kill her. Or at the very least, lure a bystander and take their money. Nonetheless, that was the plan, instead the lady appeared with a bodyguard in the middle of everyone.

“Who are you?!”

Baldus, the leader, entered a panic and tried to go for a quick kill on the bodyguard. Everyone acted, and Yosef pointed at the blonde girl.

“That’s the target!”

In an instant, everyone rushed and the guard⁠— punched. Baldus flew like a doll and hit the wall like a sack. The brick shattered and a cloud of dust rose. Yosef’s eyes went wide, how had she even done that…? His mind processed, but his companions remained faithful to their plan.

“Kill her!”

Snapping from his stupor, Yosef rushed, slightly slower than his two companions. But that’s all they had to do, a C Tier guard stood no chance. First, Lain pounced swinging down his sword in a crescent arc, it was the [Grave-digger] skill⁠— the girl ducked, and before the sword reached her, she punched once more.

Yosef heard a horrid crack as his last companion took the opportunity to swing with a dagger, swiping horizontally, and the bodyguard⁠— lightly stepped to the side, she brought her elbow down and broke Jim’s arm. Yosef gritted his teeth as he saw his companion being shoved into the pavement, her back was wide open, and he was going to take it.

Gritting his teeth, his muscles tensed as he chanted skills in his mind.

[Death Slash], [Haunting Sharpness], [Head Splitter]—!

And then, he swung with all his might. It was a clean hit and he knew it. He prepared for the festival of gore as the sword collided and⁠— exploded into hundreds of misty tiny fragments. Yosef hardly felt any recoil from the hit, which meant…

This wasn’t an ordinary guard. His eyes went wide as he realized that the ground was freezing around her. Suddenly the white-haired woman’s presence was overwhelming, which made Yosef shiver.

“M-Monster…”

“That is correct.” She turned, nodding, raising her fist towards him. “I am a monster.”

Yosef gulped, and then she punched, knocking him out in a single hit.




* * * * *




In just a single moment all four bandits were dealt with, Ceylon blinked and I shook my head. The whole killing everyone that attacked me was getting a bit… too much even for me.

I had the ability to hold back, so I at least had to, and more than anything else…

The girl gasped, looking around in a panic, she saw the fallen bandits and hastily stood up; without words, or without looking at us, she ran away.

The girl we saved wasn’t even injured.

At that moment, I saw a familiar someone hurriedly enter the alley; red hair, green eyes, and a somewhat pale complexion. It was Rory and she⁠ was in a panic, that was until she met my eyes and paused for a moment before hurriedly speaking up.

“Arc, you have to leave the city! Jake the Weapon Master, the S Tier adventurer plans to kill you⁠—”

And something cracked in my mind. The air froze for a moment, as I hurriedly grabbed Ceylon’s hand and used [God Step].

Thomas, Ceylon’s father was in trouble⁠!




* * * * *




Thomas Arlow. He was the 10th Patriarch of the Arlow family and the one that had taken the barely noble family to its highest success and best era. However he had also almost ruined the family a few days ago, and now he believed that this was his retribution.

One that could only be paid by death⁠—

He gasped crouching in a rush; at that moment a flaming pillar fell atop of him, getting stuck on a railing. Ash and burning flakes fell upon him. Thomas sprinted, running for his life as the factory burned. The deaths of the workers ringing in his ears. His lungs tasted of blood and his legs threatened to give out.

But he still ran as the fires proliferated, consuming the grandiose factory whole. It was Arlow’s property but it didn’t seem to matter as the machinery fueled the ongoing fires, their sticky ichor that had once been the lifeblood of the family’s wealth was now the very thing that hastened his demise.

And Thomas knew, it was time for him to atone, but even then, he ran.

He ran for his daughter, for his wife, for his child. Every single Arlow remaining was a great part of his heart, that’s why he rushed through the stairs that were on the verge of breaking down. The exit was closed, collapsed due to the flames, and now the only way out was the roof. That’s why he pushed⁠—

The step broke, wood splintered as Thomas’ leg was injured at that moment and he nearly fell. But the scorching heat, told him to just push⁠— He raised his other leg, using the next step to push himself up, and with the help of the blistering metal railing he recovered.

Adrenaline pumped through him as he limped through each and every step, and he could see it. The overseeing office was closed, but there was a fire exit there. Resolving himself, he made one final push and reached the door in no time.

Thomas opened it and what met him was…

“Huh⁠—”

He was grabbed by the neck and thrown into the room. Thomas tumbled as the well-built middle aged man looked down on him; golden eyes, black combed back hair and dozens of weapons on his back. Thomas for a moment didn’t recognize him, but then it clicked.

It was Jake, one of the most prominent S Tier adventurers, and he was here for his head⁠—

Jake immediately stepped towards him, a single step taking him across the room and in a flash, he grabbed Thomas by the neck.

“Where is she? The Medal of Honor holder, Arc?”

Thomas’ mind spun, he didn’t even know what was going on. His whole body hurt, he felt like he was on the verge of death from asphyxiation alone and now, his vision was blurring. Yet he knew, he knew he couldn’t sell his daughter’s friend, his savior, and the person that decided to shoulder all of Arlow’s burden.

He couldn’t!

Thomas looked at Jake and spoke through gritted teeth.

“Fuck you.”

“Fine.”

And Thomas was flung, he was sent across the office breaking through a table as he came to a rolling stop.

He… couldn’t die here…

He reached for his pocket, remembering how much Ceylon had emphasized to break the crystal Arc gave him. But when he looked up he saw Jake grabbing a sword staff, one that was shining in a chilling blue light. The S Tier adventurer’s muscles bulged as the air began to show color. Mana became visible as Jake’s eyes narrowed.

“If you don’t want to tell, then I shall just kill you.”

Thomas shivered as he gripped upon the crystal and shattered it with his feeble strength. Then Jake swung⁠—

A chilly gust of wind passed through the room with a small shrill noise. Thomas’ eyes went wide as he saw Arc, holding the blade of the sword with one hand.

Ceylon tended to him, as the room’s floor began to freeze, and finally the white haired woman spoke with a chilly voice.

“What do you think you’re doing?”







Chapter. 33: Jake, the Weapon Master




I held the tip of the sword staff as I looked towards the man that had just tried to kill Ceylon’s father. I was annoyed. A simple annoyance that spiked when the man didn’t even react looking at me.

“A D Tier Ice Mage, interesting.”

My eyes went wide with surprise hearing him, and taking a quick look I understood why.




[Weapon Master. Tier: S]




An S Tier individual… I knew that for humans it was even harder for them to be S Tier in comparison to monsters, and the man had [Appraisal] too. With a frown, I swiped the blade away from him as he took it back.

“You are interesting, Arc,” he said, sheathing the weapon on his back. “Never would I think a D Tier individual would be able to stop that barehanded, especially not a Frost Mage. Or any kind of Mage.”

I frowned, knowing where this was going⁠— the fact that I had typed Ice instead of Frost had been quite the mistake, and now due to it the S Tier person in front of me was smiling widely as he gripped another weapon from his back.

“I wonder what Tier you really are…” He took a mace as my frown worsened.

I could see his muscles bulge and his face turn to one of excitement.

“And I want to find out⁠— [Master Blow]!” And he swung.

I blocked with my arm and the weapon hit. A gust of wind and ice exploded around us. The man’s eyes widened, and before he could even react I kicked. Ceylon squealed, her father yelped, the man went flying and broke through the wall of bricks.

And then with a frown, I turned to deal with other things first.




* * * * *




Jake flew, his body barely ached, but his mind was blaring. No B Tier individual, no A Tier individual could block his attack that easily, let alone just throw him like that. He watched the flaming factory as he fell down the air.

He had to know where this new S Tier individual came from, and just how strong she was. He lived for these challenges, and it's what he aspired for, to find someone stronger than him and beat them. Yet so far, no one had been insurmountable to him.

But that didn’t mean he should stop hoping to find a worthy opponent.

He had trained, honed himself and upgraded his weapons throughout his journey. Now he held numerous legendary weapons, incredibly strong skills and could even touch the realm of SS Tier, now he just had to fully cross it. And for that, he needed to fight.

Jake landed on the ground looking up at the flaming factory as he prepared himself. He wanted to know her class, he wanted to know more about her, and the only way he would find out all of that and if she was worthy was through fighting her.

And more than anything he wanted to know just how strong she was⁠— and at that moment, an explosion of ice occurred from inside the factory. Jake watched as all the flames were suddenly snuffed out and then, she jumped out. The white haired mysterious girl he was eager to fight.

He readied himself as she landed, and she just stared at him with a frown.

“Why did you want to kill Thomas?”

Jake paused for a moment. “Are you not going to fight me?”

Her frown worsened. “Answer the question first.”

“I was looking for you. Arc, the Medal of Bravery holder, she who beat the Grand Duke up. I have been hired to kill you, but now I don’t care about that.” Jake shook his head. “I only care to⁠ fight you—”

And he rushed, grabbing the Mace of Malice once more. It was an S Tier weapon that he had acquired through exploring Ancient Ruins in Malkazar, and now, he was going to put it to use⁠— numerous skills went through his mind, flashing as the mana whirled around him, the mace itself took his energy to activate its own intrinsic perk.

Malice ⁠— once a target is hit their stats will be weakened by twenty percent.

Arc stood her ground, and at that moment, Jake smiled, whispering under his breath.

“[Flash Step].”

In a single blink, he appeared behind, already bringing the spiked weapon of hatred down. Arc raised her arm as a sword appeared and at that moment, the mace hit. Jake expected an explosion of ice but instead⁠— the ground exploded, Arc’s feet dug into the pavement as the sword withstood the heavy weight.

Then Jake noticed the Mace of Malice slowly freezing, and just as he was about to disengage Arc deflected. He was thrown off balance, and without hesitation the white haired girl held his arm back, and with her free hand she grabbed his head and pushed⁠— Jake’s eyes went wide as he was slammed into the ground.

He could feel it, her icy touch, her immense strength, and at that moment Jake realized, she too was at the peak of S Tier. Except, what kind of class could use ice and have such immense strength?!

People’s abilities were enhanced by their skills⁠—

And at that moment, he heard her voice.

“Submit.”

Jake gritted his teeth. “As if! [Otherworldly Strength]!”

His muscles bulged, Jake felt an overwhelming power engulf him and in just a single moment, he grabbed Arc by the arm and slammed her. The ground cracked, ice mist exploded around him, and the white-haired woman simply frowned as Jake regripped the Mace of Malice.

“If this continues the city will⁠—”

“[Titan’s Swing]!”

And he slammed down using all of his strength. Ice exploded around him, the ground shattered, the whole city shook. But he couldn’t let down his guard, for she too was an S Tier individual⁠—

The scenery changed. Jake blinked as he found himself standing in grassy plains, the city of Rivas was all the way in the distance, and beneath him there was⁠— nothing. Standing a few meters away, stood Arc, her arms slightly dirtied as she spat on the ground.

“You really wanted to fight me, huh?”

Jake blinked, aside from her dirtied arms she was completely fine, yet he could’ve sworn he had hit her. Any other S Tier individual would be quite hurt from that unless they had some sort of deflect skill, which just begged the question, the same incessant question that he constantly had in his mind.

What the fuck was her class?

He was Jake the Weapon Master, as his class name implied, he was the master of weapons. Any kind of weapon including his body he could use to its full potential. He however, could not for example use magic of any kind, call upon the spirits, or use curses or any other type of system skills that didn’t exist in the vein of weapons.

It was a class he acquired when he became A Tier, and only after an incredibly bloodied battle was it offered to him. And ever since then, he became a Weapon Master, but ignoring that; no class in his mental library could do what this woman was doing.

But he also wanted to know.

He recovered his poise and smiled.

“Of course⁠—”

And she appeared in front of him, her fist already coming towards him. “Good.”

Jake’s eyes went wide⁠— and he was punched. He was thrown through the air and rolled into the grass as his heart beat in excitement. He was hesitant, hesitant to go all out, but now he understood that he could do it. That this person, Arc, wouldn’t be dying.

As for why she hid her real Tier, or why her identity was that of a C Tier adventurer, he didn’t care anymore.

He just wanted to fight.

Jake came to a rolling stop as he dug out a pair of twin-swords. Anara’s fang and Salas’ tooth, were both disfigured swords that belonged to primordial beasts long dead. They had an intrinsic wind and gravity attribute; something that would unleash utter destruction upon the land, and now; he didn’t care.

He hastily stood on his spot, and at that moment the white-haired woman appeared swinging an ice sword on him. Jake blocked with both swords, and then he smiled as his mana whirled within the two weapons.

Arc drew back and shook her head. “You really aren’t as fun as the Dragon of Flames.”

He paused. The Dragon of Flames… Jake had heard of what happened and now he understood, he understood the culprit. The Dragon of Flames was an S Tier being just like him, possibly around level 147, and yet Arc had fought him. There was no doubt in his mind that it had happened, and yet she was saying he wasn’t as fun.

He’d show her.

“Then I’ll make it fun⁠— [Release Potential].”

At that moment the wind around sped up, the dirt on the ground trembled letting out a deep rumble. The earth itself stirred awake as Jake planted the two weapons on the ground.

“The two primordial beasts were said to be partners, undefeated until their timeless existence came to an end for unknown reasons.” He smiled. “And now, it’s time to resurrect their powers once more.”

His mana poured into the two weapons, and soon enough they were going to be ready.

He clapped his hands. “Now it’s time for some fun⁠—”

And a pillar of ice erupted, hitting him in the stomach and launching him away.

“And what makes you think I’d let you do that?”

But he just smiled, calling out for the attack for the first time in years.

“[Storm of Forgotten Time].”

It was ancient. It was primordial. It was a Tier above. It was… his strongest⁠ attack…




* * * * *




Filmas paced around the room in nervousness. The news that his target had been annihilated should’ve already reached his ears. Not for nothing did he pay an exorbitant amount to hire an S Tier adventurer. And yet, there was nothing.

He heard of the factory burning, and he thought that was it, but no casualties upon the Arlow family were confirmed, let alone the person who beat him up. To top it all off, the factory burning had been work from assassin’s he hired, not the Weapon Master himself.

“How stupid.” Filmas stomped as he looked out of the window. “How hard could it be to kill a single C Tier adventurer⁠—”

And the air in the distance, outside the city, distorted. Filmas blinked, thinking he was seeing things as blotches of darkness appeared, and before he could react.

They exploded.




* * * * *




The vicinity exploded. The wind turned sharp, cutting through the earth, the ground sank as a massive abyss of darkness was formed. The air distorted as pieces of the earth flew around, and the S Tier girl was caught in the middle of it.

Jake landed, laughing as reality itself seemed to break, massive boulders fell apart disintegrating into dust as the abyss seemed to swallow everything whole. Everything outside was slashed and destroyed.

This was his masterpiece, this was his ultimate attack, and he loved every second of it⁠—

“I guess you really were serious about killing me.” A familiar voice said nearby.

Jake paused as he turned only to see the familiar white woman, a single cut running through her cheek. Her crimson blood flowing confirmed she was human.

“But that isn’t enough to kill me.” She shook her head. “You’re boring, killing you wouldn’t even give me levels. I’m leaving.”

And with those words, she turned. Jake paused, her clothes were somewhat dirty, her hair was messy, but otherwise she seemed unaffected. He didn’t understand it, he couldn’t understand it. It was… humiliating.

“Why?”

He asked, trembling in anger. He grabbed his newest acquisition, an S Tier ice spear with no intrinsic qualities, the worst S Tier weapon he owned. But it didn’t matter how. The white haired girl continued to walk away as he gritted his teeth.

“Why won’t you even try to kill me!”

Jake screamed, throwing the spear along with numerous skills. At that moment the girl paused and tilted her head, the spear zoomed past her shoulder as blood splattered just from grazing it.

He… injured her…?

There was a brief silence, where he just stared uncomprehending, but it was quickly broken by Arc’s emotionless voice.

“So you want me to try to kill you?” Arc asked, coldly turning to him as she pointed her finger towards him. “Sure, try to survive this⁠.”

Seeing her cold gaze, Jake froze, feeling a gripping chill cover his body. He shivered as she spoke her skill.

“[Frost Domain].”

And the world changed. It became an icy land with a rampaging blizzard and in the distance there was a deformed being that was staring at him through the storm. Two red dots for eyes, glowing, boring into his soul. Jake shivered and moments later, golems of ice sprouted in the vicinity, each and every single one S Tier. An army of them. And for the first time Jake the Weapon Master, felt fear as he realized.

There is no class in this world that can do that…

Then, the Overlord attacked.


Chapter. 34: Acknowledgement




My homeland, a place of death, a place of suffering. It’s the place that made me. The land of frost. And also, my domain.

Of course, the skill was completely useless in that place, but here, in the world of Arlas.

It was different.

A quarter of my mana had been taken in an instant, a large dome of ice was sprouted, generated as the insides were forcibly shifted to resemble the hellish place. Golems of ice were made and the Overlord came to life through the use of my magic. All to attack a single person.

He wanted a challenge, so he was getting it.

I had many skills that were at the peak of S Tier before becoming SS Tier, [Stasis] being the objectively strongest one, then the most offensive and immediate one was [Judgment of the Ice God], then came the most devastating one in terms of area of attack; [Everlasting Glaciation], and then came [Frost Domain].

Unlike the others, this skill was special, for I had complete control of what happened inside.

Still… I turned to look behind me where I saw the ice spear. Where did he get it from?

It was my ice spear, the only reason he had injured me was because the thing broke right through the [Armor of Perma-frost]... A small frown settled in my face, and then before I could destroy it, the spear shone⁠—

“[Armament Recall]!”

It disappeared. I turned with a frown of annoyance and flicked my fingers only to see and feel the spear be unresponsive. Refusing to melt away.

This is…

And dozens of ice golems exploded in the background.

Exciting, but also troublesome…

With a sigh, I decided to wait and see what would happen.




* * * * *




He could do it.

Jake felt it in his veins. He didn’t understand why the Ice Spear was infinitely better than all his other weapons, but it didn’t matter to him as he simply charged. This was everything he wanted and more. Whatever Arc’s class was, it had become a goal to find out, but it was a distant goal.

Right now, his first priority was to survive, and through using the Ice Spear he would do it. He sprinted through the land of ice, stabbing through the S Tier ice golems. Each and every single one was strong, and yet⁠—

[Deadly Blows]!

The spear blurred and impaled hundreds if not thousands of times across his surroundings, dismantling the S Tier threats in a mere instant. It felt like culling the ranks of mere A to B Tier monsters. Jake’s heart thumped in excitement as more and more golems approached. He saw the Overlord in the distance as the grandiose beast readied itself to do something.

But Jake couldn’t pay it too much attention as more golems began to appear, and soon, he was surrounded⁠— and that’s when he felt it, the change in the wind as he screamed.

“[Perfect Parry]!”

A gigantic block of ice hit him, his muscles bulged as he redirected it following his instincts⁠. Deflecting it into tens of golems. His arms ached as he turned. The gigantic beast created another ice block in its hands.

He couldn’t take it easy and dispose of the golems, the Overlord would kill him; it was an existence he couldn’t even comprehend⁠— no. Jake couldn’t comprehend it, this entire place was a byproduct of a skill. A skill used by someone that was as strong as him; as for how the effect was achieved, he had no idea.

But it also meant two things; Arc must’ve been exhausted after doing it, and two. If he overcame this then figuring out her class would be easy.

A grin appeared on his face; this was just another challenge for him to triumph in. And for that, he needed to truly give it his all. Jake took a deep breath as all the ice golems around him began to approach, in the distance more sprouted, and finally as the Overlord charged another attack, he felt like he was ready.

Screaming he lunged forward, chanting skills in his mind.

[Flicker Step⁠]—

And a golem missed as he charged forward, a pillar of ice was shot in his direction as he quickly used yet another skill, flicking the ice spear like a bat⁠— [Energy Absorption]— and the spear hit. And at that moment, the ground around him exploded, the block of ice shattered into thousands of sparkling pieces⁠. Jake felt energy go through his whole body, ready to be used as he gritted his teeth.

It was straining.

[Flash Step]!

But it didn’t matter.

In just an instant, he stood right next to the Overlord, his muscles bulged as he called.

“[Bone Breaker]!”

And he slammed the shaft of the spear into the monster’s leg. The snow, the ice, the air around exploded as the skin of the monster ripped, bones, flesh, blue blood all splattered across the ice land as the Overlord let out a horrific screech. Then, Jake took a deep breath.

He watched as the gigantic monster he wouldn’t be able to beat toppled, and that’s when he knew, he truly believed in the quality of the weapon he was using. It was something that he always wanted, the ultimate weapon, what he always searched for.

He truly was bound to it.

And at that moment, he felt it, he saw it, the intrinsic attack of the weapon. He could feel it, hidden inside the very structure of the spear, and it was the perfect thing to finish off the Overlord. With a wide smile he swung upward⁠—

“[Wrath of the Ice Queen]—!”

And dozens of gigantic spears pierced through the Overlord, instantly killing the monster in the process as blood and gore erupted into the white sky, and then, Jake heard it⁠— a cracking sound. He watched sunlight pour from the sky itself, first there was a line, but then a whole system of webs appeared until everything fell apart.

The ice on the ground started to melt as grass appeared, and that’s when Jake finally realized it. It was… He hadn’t been transported to another world, but rather, he was still in the same grassy plains. Jake stood there surprised for a moment as he felt like the things he had experienced were a fever dream.

But that reminded him.

Arc⁠—

“[Glaciation].” And Jake was frozen all over. He couldn’t turn as he heard Arc talking. “If it weren’t for my spear you’d be dead already, it’s not something you should possess, so I’ll be taking it back.”

He heard her footsteps, as Jake’s mind whirled with more questions than answers. Her spear…? The spear within his hands was hers? It couldn’t be. And even if it was, this was the weapon that was going to bring him to greater heights. This was how he was going to become SS Tier. The first human to do it in millennia!

Jake struggled, the ice around him didn’t bulge, and finally he called out his skills.

[Titanic Strength]— Nothing. He kept on using skills, until finally as the girl loomed, he thought of something. One skill he hardly ever used for one simple reason.

[Borrow Aspect]. Jake suddenly felt cold all over, but also stronger. Much stronger. Normally the skill would weaken him, but now, for some reason he was stronger than ever. Bulging his muscles the ice began to crack. Jake gritted his teeth, and with a final push, the ice shattered as he turned.

“If you want to take it then, you’ll have to kill me.”

Arc frowned. “Fine, then. Do your best to survive.”

And at that moment, ice sprouted around Arc engulfing her in an exquisite ice armor. Jake paused before gritting his teeth, he was stronger than ever; there was no way he would be backing off. With a smile he called⁠.

“Bring it⁠—”

She appeared in front of him holding a long ice mace.

“Fine.”

And Arc swung. Jake felt numerous bones break as his backpack ruptured, dozens of timeless weapons splattered across the ground as he was sent flying into a distant forest. Breaking through dozens of trees in an instant.




* * * * *




A small breath left me, I didn’t know if I wanted to kill the man or what to even make out of things. I could sense presences coming in our direction, all because of the ruckus that had occurred from the battle.

Part of me wanted to have fun, but where was the fun if my opponent’s strength came from me? Why was he using my own spear to defeat me? If anything I found the idea annoying, which is why I couldn’t enjoy things. And that left me with only one choice.

I had to destroy the spear; for whatever reason I was unable to melt it. Perhaps I had been away from it for so long that it lost all my mana, or something else. Point being, the ice of the spear didn’t belong to me any longer. And since it was SS Tier it wouldn’t submit to me either.

It was annoying.

But, in the end, I had no choice. Shaking my head, I vanished with the use of [God Step].

I was going to end this battle quickly.




* * * * *




Jake broke through numerous trees as his body felt slight twinges of pain, even though some ribs were broken from the hit, he knew he could endure it⁠. He was so much stronger after all, and fighting another S Tier, shouldn’t be a problem—

The armored ice woman appeared looming over him, she raised her arm as she called.

“[Judgment of the Ice God]!”

And the smite from the heavens immediately came; the sky split as a fixture of ice slammed down upon his whole existence. Jake’s eyes widened as he cast his skill⁠— [Flash Step]. His stomach was pierced as he landed a couple of dozens of meters away. Part of the forest exploded, trees flew all while Jake panted.

What even was that⁠—

“You should’ve run when you had the chance⁠.”

A voice said from behind, Jake paused and he turned only to be hit in the face⁠— [Perfect Parry]! Jake’s body redirected the hit as he took all momentum and hit Arc with a punch and his fist broke⁠— his fingers deformed as he let out a small grunt. Then, she punched him.

Jake was thrown, his nose bleeding as he rolled through the ground and in spite of everything he held the spear. It was his only chance at victory, but even then, his vision was blurring. He had⁠— he was sure of it, but he had surpassed his limits during the fight all thanks to the spear, and even then he was helpless.

He had to try harder.

Jake gritted his teeth.

He had to be faster.

The world stilled as his muscles bulged.

He had to surpass his limits once more.

Just when he was about to land on the ground, something clicked within him. It was the core of his class⁠— he could feel and draw upon the essence of weapons, bring out their core and use it; that was why he was a Weapon Master. He gripped the spear, and with a single twist he called upon its raw power. Using his mana, it was transformed as ice exploded all around him. Trees were impaled, the grass was shred, everything turned into ice blades⁠—

And finally, Jake had respite as he landed in a clearing. However, he knew he didn’t have much time, not before she attacked once more. He took a deep breath, readying a skill combo that was sure to end things. He could hear the people gathering behind him, they were outside of Rivas already, but he didn’t care.

He just knew he needed one good hit in, one good timing, and then, he would be victorious…

Jake took a deep breath, and readied his skills first he was going to use⁠—

And the woman appeared, swinging her hammer down on him⁠.

[Energy Absorption].

He blocked, the ground caved in as all his bones threatened to break from the pressure, but this was just the beginning. The woman disappeared, Jake took a moment as the wind blew, and he⁠— turned. Only to be met with a sword slash⁠—

[Perfect Parry]!

And he deflected, Arc was completely thrown off balance, though deep down Jake knew she was holding back, they couldn’t afford to destroy the surroundings anymore, at least not without civilian casualties, but even then⁠— he smiled knowing there was a mountain behind her.

[Deadly Impalement]!

The woman barely dodged, part of the armor shattered as some blood splattered, the forest exploded in a line as a hole was perforated in the mountain behind. A necklace fell onto the ground, and finally Jake the Weapon Master saw it.

Her class.




[Heroine of Frost. Tier: SS]




Finally it clicked.

So that’s why he couldn’t win…

The armor fell apart, before his eyes as a woman with an awful frown stared at him. Still, Jake braced himself. Another spear of ice appeared, and that’s when Jake realized the one within his hands fell apart, breaking into chunks.

“Fine, you win,” she said, annoyed. “I acknowledge you, and hope you can come back and give me a worthy battle. This is my gift to you but let this get out and I shall kill you.”

Jake blinked, and before he could react, the spear was thrown at him at supersonic speeds.




* * * * *




The Grand Duke, Filmas, accompanied the people to see the chaos that was happening outside of the city. Guards tried to stop the curious ones but to no avail, and all he saw was destruction. He saw shards of ice, an impossible hole in the ground, he saw the forest constantly blowing up with no indication of what was happening.

He hadn’t heard news of Jake the Weapon Master either, and deep down in his heart he felt like this was related to him. Somehow or in some way, Jake was in this battle. The question was…

How?

And at that moment part of the forest exploded, the mountain behind had a hole punctured through. People gasped, others winced, some watched in silence, and then a moment after there was a flash of light.

In a blink, the ground in between the crowd split open as everyone cried in shock. People panicked as even Filmas backed off, and as the cloud of dust cleared everyone paused.

In the middle there was a man, a familiar man impaled by a blue spear, his body half limp as he chuckled to himself.

It was Jake the Weapon Master.

“So I’ll die if I spread it…? Even if you didn’t say it I wouldn’t…”

And with a hollow chuckle, the S Tier adventurer passed out. 


Chapter. 35: Of Dragons




The Grand Duke stared ahead, uncomprehending while the crowd shrieked in a panic. Someone was dying before their eyes after all. And it was none other than Jake the Weapon Master, an S Tier adventurer; one of the strongest ones to boot. It was unbelievable, and Filmas wasn’t the only one to feel that way.

Soon people began to recognize the man, as others administered first aid by pouring potions on the man. It was a normal thing, even if he was still pierced by the spear at least he would regenerate new blood; though it didn’t matter to Filmas whether Jake died or not. The only thing that mattered was that his request was probably not fulfilled.

Filmas gritted his teeth. Never did he think an S Tier adventurer would fail to kill a C Tier adventurer, but here he was, realizing his money had been lost.

Shaking his head, he turned. As for what could’ve injured Jake that badly, he didn’t care. But that wasn’t the case for the guards, who sent scouts towards the forest.

And so Filmas, the Grand Duke went back.

As for what would happen next with the Arlow family, he had no idea. However…

His eyes narrowed.

This wouldn’t be the end of it.




* * * * *




I stood there for a few moments, perhaps I should’ve killed him, but I genuinely believed nothing would come out of things given he only wanted to fight me. And deep down I did hope he’d come back to fight me again… Though, I still had entertained him for too long. And now because of it…

I frowned looking at the necklace on the ground, its chain was broken, but my [Appraisal] didn’t say anything out of the ordinary when looking at it.




[ Necklace of Obfuscation. Tier: S ]




So I picked it up, thinking about Ceylon’s father; in the end, I disliked him. I shook my head and with the use of [God Step], I vanished from the place before the scouts could arrive. The last thing I wanted was to be seen here.




* * * * *




Edlyn was a scout, she had always struggled for promotions in her work; she dreamt of being a scout in the Imperial Army but unfortunately, in a male dominated field she faced a lot of prejudice. Each and every single one of her promotions was hard fought. After years of struggling, she finally was nearing the end destination, she just needed two more promotions.

And with this opportunity, she felt that a promotion was due. She had been working diligently as a scout for the guards in Rivas for two years now, and finally, this was the time to prove herself. Of course, there were other scouts too, but she had to outperform them; bring information that others couldn’t and thankfully, she had the skills for that. Not for nothing was she a C Tier Scout of the Forest.

With a smile, she whispered.

“[Tranquil Call].”

An invisible aura swept the vicinity as she entered the forest, and she paused; she was no stranger to the destruction that happened outside of the city. No one was. The adventurers guild had mobilized, the strongest people had moved all to protect the city. There were civilians that insisted on seeing what was happening ⁠— there were those that fled too of course.

But still, she always thought that nothing could threaten the city’s existence itself. Or at least, that’s what Edyln thought, but as she stood there sensing the forest. At least a third of it had died.

The plants had been uprooted, the trees had been split or broken⁠— frozen away. The ground, the sand, the grass⁠— nature itself had been upturned by a battle of epic proportions; one whose scale was masked by a lush green forest. But Edlyn could sense it.

The battle could’ve easily destroyed Rivas. The forest and the mountain behind were proof of this; a piercing hole went right through it. Meanwhile the forest itself was partly frozen, though it seemed to be rapidly melting.

Still, Edyln knew this was a battle between S Tiers. Not for nothing had Jake the Weapon Master been injured that badly. However, this was the first time she truly understood how powerful they were.

Everyone had heard the rumors since they were kids. The strength of an S Tier was something that would terrify other countries and neighboring kingdoms. But Edyln never understood it until now.

She simply stood there, confused for a moment before finally she sensed something else.

There was someone watching.

Edyln turned in an instant, but all she saw was a shadow, a black thing that passed by her; then her vision darkened as sleepiness took over. Edlyn fell to the ground, hearing quiet steps stand next to her as a man mused to himself.

“So the one who controls Frost has finally appeared in this world… interesting.”

And finally, she passed out.




* * * * *




A mountain stood past the heavens in the middle of the ocean, a large crack ran through its center that incandescently shone. It was the Maw of Dragons, the biggest mountain in the world of Arlas. It was known as the peak of the world, the Skull of the Dragon God, amongst others. However, this normally quiet location was echoing with roars.

And it was all because of a single dragon.

His name was Regis’karr, he was the Creator of the First True Flame, the Herald of Crimson, and also the Hermit; one of the Grand Dragon Elders. His wisdom was sought after by all the humans across the land, but here in the Maw of Dragons he was staring at a flaming pit of lava, all while the other Grand Dragon Elders discussed the information he had just delivered.

It was all relating to the figure he had just fought not too long ago. The Heroine of Frost. Arc. A new hero without affiliations, one who they could bring to their side.

“All of her skills are SS Tier!”

“How do we know she wasn’t lying!”

“Regis’karr has [Truth Divination]!”

It was right, Arc was possibly one of the strongest heroes around. While she probably had yet to learn a single SS Tier skill, every single one of her skills were SS Tier due to her boon. It sounded almost weird to the ear the first time Regis’karr realized it, but after thinking about it, SS Tier skills were simply more grandiose. So once she learnt them, she was going to be a force to be reckoned with.

Even if her skills were forcefully made to be SS Tier, at their very core they still belonged to their respective Tiers, so an SS Tier equivalent of [Judgment of the Ice God] would’ve been much more destructive⁠— a terrifying thought that Regis’karr didn’t want to entertain.

Still, he never expected the reaction of the elders to be like this. Perhaps he had been involved with the human world for too long, but the news he had brought made every dragon roar to the skies.

A heated debate that Regis’karr had no part in, at least that’s what he thought as he looked at the sparkling stars through the crack in the mountain; until his name was mentioned.

“Yes, Regis’karr should do it!”

He blinked, and he turned to the council of seven dragons. He was the eight Grand Dragon Elder and the weakest of them all. He expected to be blamed over something but instead, it was something much worse.

“Regis’karr has spoken with her once before, he can convince her to join our ranks!”

“Yes, we can even turn her into one of our kin should she accept the blood ceremony.”

There was unanimous agreement as Regis’karr just stared for a moment. He thought that what was happening didn’t concern him, but it seemed that he was wrong; very wrong. All of the dragons were giving him passing glances. The Dragon of Shadows, Malz, was the first one to regard him.

“Regis’karr, we entrust that you can bring her to our side. Show her why she should slay her kind⁠—”

“There is no ‘kind’.” Faral, the Dragon of Wind replied. “Each and every hero acts for their own selfish desires, there is no kinship. There is nothing to convince her of other than to slay those with selfish desires.”

Regis’karr wanted to say that the desire of slaying the heroes was selfish too. But, he kept his mouth shut as this time the Dragon of Frost spoke.

“All we need to do is find her desires and pander to them, and then she will join us. That is how we will convince her.” He turned to Regis’karr. “Understand her and try to help her with what she needs, should she require more help, bring her here.”

“That is servitude!” Malz roared.

At that moment, the dragons began to argue, but it didn’t last long before the Dragon of Frost bellowed.

“Silence!”

A cold gust of wind swept through the cave, chilling everyone down to their spine. Once order was established, the Dragon of Frost once more turned to him.

“Find her desires, help her if you are unable to bring her here. Once we have done enough for her, she will be indebted to us, and when that happens, the heroes can fall.”

All of the Grand Elder Dragons nodded in agreement hearing those words, and finally their gazes turned to Regis’karr, the Dragon of Flames, the Creator of the First True Flame and the Herald of Crimson.

“Do you accept your duty?” the Dragon of Frost asked.

And he nodded.

“I shall do my best.”

Just like that, the first meeting in hundreds of years had ended. Some entered slumber, others flew to their hideouts, and Regis’karr stood there. Looking at the stars as everyone departed. Finally, after a few hours, he took flight. All to go back to Draliz.

It was a death sentence, if the heroes decided to dispose of him…

No, if he had Arc’s help and favor, then he’d also be untouchable. And so, resolving himself he flew on through the night, all in the search of the Heroine of Frost. The sooner he found her, the better.




* * * * *




In just a moment, I arrived back to Ceylon and her father. They seemed surprised but also relieved to see me, even though…

“What happened to you, Arc?!” Ceylon said in a panic.

I followed her gaze only to see the ugly gash on my shoulder. It was throbbing in pain but I could also see it slowly regenerating. Touching my cheek, it seemed to be intact. I never considered myself to be particularly resilient, but I still also felt kind of fragile given the effect that attack had had on me.

Well… I shook my head, I knew I wouldn’t be dying even if it hit my heart, but still.

“It’s fine, the guy just had my spear for some reason.” I sighed.

“That guy was the S Tier adventurer, Jake the Weapon Master.” Ceylon’s father said, shaking his head before meeting my gaze. “I think I understand your power now. Thank you for lending your help to Arlow.”

“You’re welcome. Though it might not be over yet.” I shook my head.

“Right, for now we should focus on recovering our wealth.” Ceylon’s father breathed. “That way, it will become hard to touch us again.”

“Is that how it works…?” I asked, confused.

“Well, we also need to retaliate against the Grand Duke and his businesses.” Ceylon sighed. “But one step at a time.”

I thought for a moment, before offering my opinion. “Why not do both? I mean, I could just do it. Didn’t he basically send goons to ruin your businesses too?”

“That is a very frowned upon thing to do, but… yes.” A long breath left her. “Also you’re not a goon, Arc.”

“No, but I can still make him pay for what he has done to your family.”

Ceylon and Thomas paused, seemingly thinking, before finally Thomas answered for her.

“I think we should think about it for today, for now let’s head to the mansion.”

I nodded, not objecting to things as we decided to deal with things later. Instead, we decided to spend the rest of the day relaxing.




* * * * *




Night soon arrived, and Filmas the Grand Duke was nervous. He was after all, not exactly doing this of his own volition either. And now that the plan failed, he had to report to his patron, but also… boss. It was a man he couldn’t afford to anger, and yet he still had to meet and tell the truth.

Taking a deep breath, he opened the door to a dark room. He saw the silhouette of the man, his orange hair against the light as two red eyes stared at him. There were no words from him. Filmas took a deep breath.

“I have failed to destroy the Arlow family, Jake the Weapon Master failed to kill their benefactor; please forgive me.”

And he bowed. Then, there was silence. One that extended into numerous seconds as it became more and more uncomfortable, before finally, the man let out a chuckle.

“It’s fine, just continue trying to sink them. I think something way more interesting has been found in regards to the Medal of Bravery holder.”

Filmas paused and raised his head only to see the man grinning. It didn’t give him a good feeling, but he had been given a chance to get out, and so he took it.

“Very well, I’ll continue my plans. I’ll take my leave now.”

With those words, he nodded and left the room. All while breathing a sigh of relief.

He couldn’t afford to upset that man, for his wrath could destroy the entire city.

After all, his boss was the Hero of Flames.




* * * * *




That night, I managed to fix the [Necklace of Obfuscation] by cold welding it together. Afterwards, Thomas, Ceylon’s father, called me to his studio. I wanted to have a talk with him, but now was not the time⁠— He met my gaze, sliding me a piece of paper.

“These are all the factories and businesses under the Grand Duke Filmas.”

He took a breath, but before he could continue I nodded.

“I’ll destroy all of them.”

Of course, there was no waiting as I set off to do it that very same minute.

I was going to put an end to this in less than one hour.


Chapter. 36: Payback




Gaillard was all smiles, his wage had more than quadrupled in the last week and it was all because the Grand Duke Filmas had apparently been assaulted. Now, fearful of the person seeking further revenge, he had increased the security across all his estates; factories, homes, hotels.

But nothing had happened so far, it was a funny thing to Gaillard really. And he wasn’t the only one around, everyone else was getting paid to do essentially nothing. However, it wasn’t a boring thing, he had made a friend in the form of Adwin who also just happened to find the situation absolutely hilarious. 

“To think some Medal of Bravery holder made the Grand Duke so scared,” Aldwin said smiling.

Gaillard chuckled. “I know, right? Isn’t she C Grade?

His mate smiled. “Indeed, do you think we could’ve just done the same; threaten the Grand Duke for his money?”

“Well we are D Tier ourselves, but if what is happening is anything to go by, then…” Gaillard smiled widely. “Absolutely.”

He gestured towards the machines surrounding them, the place had been locked with only guards on shift left. They were completely alone, and totally unconcerned; and even if something did happen, there were enough C Tier people in the vicinity to deal with things.

“Just look at how dumb he is, paying a bunch of guys to do absolutely nothing.”

“Come on Gale, we are here to do a job.” Aldwin called, saying his nickname with a semi serious tone. “We are here to defend this place, this heart of iron that makes the Grand Duke his wealth.”

Gaillard turned only to be met with a half serious expression from his friend. He took a breath.

“You’re right Al, we are here to defend this place and ensure no one intrudes upon this sacred land.”

They both stared at one another for a few seconds, before they broke into a howling laughter. What defense? They were here just getting paid to do absolutely nothing, and even if someone came they would be dealt with long before they got to the inner part of the factory; their position was to be sitting ducks, and of course they embraced it. But even if someone did show up the two of them were strong enough to deal with any normal intruder.

“Well just a few more hours and we’ll be out of here,” Aldwin said, wiping a tear from his eye.

“Indeed, I can’t wait to get paid.” Gaillard nodded. “Gonna use the money on booze.”

“Booze? Women are where it’s at.” Aldwin said with a smile. “There are some crazy fun ones out there⁠—”

And at that moment a distant metallic clank resounded. It echoed across the factory for a few moments, like a loud crack. They both paused.

“Never heard it crack that loudly at night before,” Gaillard said in confusion.

The factory would indeed produce odd sounds, but it was the first time it sounded like that. Still, it wasn’t something they had to pay attention to⁠— or at least that’s what he believed until Adwin spoke with seriousness.

“Is it just me, or are there no other guards nearby?”

Gaillard paused for a moment, as he turned to look behind into an empty factory.

“That is true⁠—”

And the walls exploded with a burst of chilly air, metal shrapnel flew as a figure stumbled in. One of the guards, the man, immediately met Gaillard’s gaze and warned.

“Run!”

Then he fell to the ground, fainting. Gaillard and Aldwin paused, sudden nervousness creeping in both of them. Gaillard didn’t know what to do now⁠— that was until footsteps interrupted them. Slow and methodical, they approached as they felt a chilly sensation run through their spine.

And then, both of them saw it. A woman of white and pale features, with soft crystalline blue eyes and a small frown. Yet, when meeting her gaze, Gaillard felt a creeping sensation all over his body. A primal response that told him he had to run.

“Just a woman?” Aldwin said before smiling. “A total beauty too! Gale, help me have some fun!”

“Stop!” Gaillard called, but his friend rushed towards the woman before he could stop him.

Gaillard winced as she raised her arm and⁠— Aldwin stopped, his entire body paused mid motion as the woman walked forth. Gaillard shivered and he knew he had to run, but just as he was about to turn the woman raised her hand.

And she flicked.

“Disappear.”

A burst of ice exploded the factory, knocking Gaillard unconscious as alarms began to blare.




* * * * *




Nothing happened.

Filmas couldn’t believe it, there was no yelling, no scolding, no insulting, nothing. He had left the building without so much as a negative feeling from the Hero of Flames, it was truly something he considered a miracle. So now, all he had to do was proceed with his plans of sinking Arlow, as for his current losses; he would recover before the selection of the new king.

Now in a better mood, Grand Duke Filmas stepped outside in the direction to his carriage, but that’s when he realized one of his guards hurriedly coming towards him; a nervous expression on his face.

“What happened?” Filmas asked, having a bad premonition.

The guard took a moment to prepare himself, before breathing out. “Sir, your beer workshop in the south sector of the city has been destroyed.”

The Grand Duke paused. “The entire factory…?”

The guard before him gravely nodded. That’s not too bad… Filmas thought for a moment. Then before anything else was said another of the Grand Duke’s men arrived in a panic.

“Sir Filmas, your wine plant is under attack.”

And he paused, then another guard arrived a second later with a new report.

“The wine plant has been destroyed.”

Filmas froze.

What?




* * * * *




Everyone was on alert, they had all heard the news of factories and businesses connected to the Grand Duke being destroyed. They weren’t baseless either, some people currently guarding the distillery had seen it with their own eyes ⁠— explosions of ice that swallowed them whole, destroying everything inside.

Of course, not everyone believed it, primarily due to the fact there were no casualties. Videl himself hadn’t seen what happened. So, he also didn’t believe it. Perhaps he was being silly, given the rumors and testimonies, but it didn’t matter. Today he wanted to get paid, he wanted to take some weeks off from his job, and in order to do it; he had to see this day through.

There was no way there was someone that powerful.

A Tier individuals were far and few in between, and given the rumors that were being spread, that person was at least that powerful. Besides, even if there was such a person, Videl would be entitled to extra pay for having to risk his life in such a manner. So to some extent, it was better if the rumors were true.

Though, naturally he wasn’t a suicidal person, and there was no way he would be fighting an A Tier individual, or someone stronger than that possibly. He was just a C Tier mercenary after all. Worst case scenario he could just leave, but he wasn’t going to be doing that.

In the end, the main reason for his lack of worry was the fact that there was absolutely no way the Grand Duke would anger someone to that extent. Not to the extent of wanting to destroy every single factory. The Grand Duke was a smart man, so incurring the wrath of someone like that was nothing but stupid.

Videl shook his head and decided to not keep thinking about it, before turning to look at the exit⁠— and at that moment he heard people scream. Battle cries that boomed through his ears; the sounds of swords unsheathing, of spears breaking the air, of spells being launched⁠— they all echoed through the air at once and then⁠—

The entrance exploded.

Videl froze as he saw icy mist, frozen ground, fainted or possibly dead people. And in the middle a lone girl walked, one that when she made eye contact with him made him pause. Videl had seen such a gaze before; it was inhumane, it was one of a primal monster.

At that moment all his previous thoughts about not believing anything vanished.

He believed it.

He believed it with his whole being.

And then, Videl heard other people call for help.

Before he could even look, people rushed from the edges of his vision. Dozens of guards all at once, stationed solely to defend this factory. He saw mages throw fireballs, electricity and break the earth beneath the woman. He saw a warrior rush; swinging upon her body only for the sword to shatter. Then with a single motion she raised her hand and flicked⁠—

A burst of ice engulfed everything.

Videl’s surroundings were instantly turned into a frozen land of death. He stared in his position, everything around him had turned white, and yet, he was intact. His heart palpitated, it rushed from the fear he felt⁠— and she stepped forward.

Videl let out a pathetic gasp and fell back, feeling the cold ground around him as his eyes shook. He couldn’t understand what had happened, or how it even happened⁠— There was no way he could even fight someone like that!

And then he heard someone rushing.

In an instant, he stood before Videl, a burly man full of muscles and iron fists. It was the strongest guard here, a B Tier mercenary, someone who rumors had it was an almost A Tier individual. His presence here was to make acquaintances with the Grand Duke⁠—

Wait, why did he even remember all of this?

Videl caught himself as the man rushed forward, and in an instant he punched towards the woman⁠— and she caught it with her hand. Then with a twist, the sound of broken bones and a horrid scream echoed all at once. Videl shivered as the man was defeated in an instant.

Then, finally, the monster turned in his direction. She walked, Videl backed off⁠— he didn’t want to fight⁠— he couldn’t fight her! He kept backing off, but eventually he hit a machine. He stared with wide eyes as she finally reached him. She extended her hand, touched his shoulder and⁠— pushed him away.

Videl paused as he saw her raise her other hand and with another flick the rest of the distillery was destroyed by shards of ice.

Everything was destroyed just like that…

Videl looked in horror and he saw the woman vanish. There was simple silence. He felt like he was on the verge of a heart attack, the ice around him started to melt as he saw the now ruin-like state of the building.

Finally, he collapsed sweating as he realized he was alive.

The Grand Duke… He laughed, panting. Really fucked up didn’t he?!




* * * * *




Filmas felt like death, every single minute⁠— every second a Magic Scroll would appear, all with  the information that one more of his properties had been trashed to oblivion. Even though they were silent they still blared like alarms in his head; they still made his heart palpitate and jump, he had even changed the course of the carriage multiple times.

But finally, he managed to see a pattern, and he knew he could save something. And now he was heading towards his last property; his largest manufacturer; a silk factory. It was where he made the most money, it was his most profitable business, and it was what he needed in order to survive all of these losses.

And so, he prayed, for every single scroll he read, he prayed that they weren’t the tragic news of all of his factories being destroyed. He had to negotiate with the person doing this to him, he didn’t understand what he had done to anger them⁠— but he had to do something!

Through his travel the frequency of the scrolls diminished as he grew more and more nervous, minutes ticked by until finally, he arrived. Filmas hurriedly left the carriage only to see the Grand Factory intact.

It was safe⁠—

And dozens of ice spikes sprouted from everywhere, breaking through the windows, the bricks, the ceiling; breaking through everything. The entire place was turned into an iceberg in just a single moment as its structure began to collapse, and from the now broken door, walked out a familiar person.

“N-No…”

Filmas trembled, fear and confusion flashing through his mind. I⁠—it was the same person that had beat him up! White hair, crystalline blue eyes⁠— it was Arc the Medal of Bravery holder!

And she had destroyed all of his factories as a C Tier adventurer?!

His mind stopped working, as he quickly realized that⁠— wait, no. That couldn’t be possible…?! Had Jake fought Arc and lost…? His mind whirled for answers as the girl approached him. Filmas couldn’t understand it, she was clearly hiding her Tier, but was she an S Tier adventurer in disguise⁠— one strong enough to defeat Jake the Weapon Master?!

It didn’t make sense to him⁠— it couldn’t make sense⁠— why and how?!

Finally, the ice in the background began to crack, breaking him from his stupor as he returned to reality. Arc now stood just a couple of meters away from him. Her gaze as if looking at an insect.

“So we meet again,” she said coldly.

Filmas shivered. “W-What do you want!? Is it money? I-I’ll pay!”

And in response, Arc simply shook her head.

“No, I don’t want any of that.” She gripped at the air as a spear of ice was formed. “I want revenge for the Arlow family, but more specifically, I want revenge for Ceylon.”

Filmas backed off, as he hit the carriage, his guards were nowhere to be seen⁠— at least that’s what he thought until he saw them frozen in time. What even was⁠—

Another cracking sound brought him to reality, Arc raised her spear, getting ready to throw it at him.

“And this is the way you’ll pay back.”

Filmas panicked, he was going to die!

And she threw it⁠— it blurred through the air and⁠— a shadow swept in front of him. Filmas winced, and nothing came. He opened his eyes only to see the spear almost touching his forehead. But it was stopped by a man in a dark cloak and black rags. Filmas gaped, this man was⁠—

“I am afraid I cannot let you do that, Arc, the one who controls Frost,” he said coldly as the spear shattered with his grip.

This man was…

The Hero of Shadows…


Chapter. 37: Hero of Shadows




The Grand Duke had been saved by the man. He was one of the heroes ⁠— existences only known about in legends, the pinnacles of strength in all of Arlas, and the ones who had changed the world. And now, one such hero was saving his life. Filmas breathed a small sigh of relief.

“Thank you⁠—”

“You cannot die, your use has yet to be expended,” the Hero of Shadows said. “However, you don’t belong in this conversation either.”

Filmas’ heart jumped, he gulped as the hand of the Hero of Shadows approached. What was this⁠? He absolutely belonged to this conversation; his wealth had been destroyed! The Hero of Shadows had to make her pay, and yet he was chasing him away instead?!

His backbone grew as he called out his name.

“Siegfried!”

And the hand immediately touched him in an instant. Filmas’ vision darkened, and next thing he knew, he was standing back outside of the building where he met the Hero of Flames. Numerous emotions passed through his mind, however, one was much more prevalent than the others.

Gritting his teeth, he bellowed at the top of his lungs.

“Go fuck yourself!”




* * * * *




Siegfried heard the rage of the Grand Duke, but it didn’t matter to him. Not when someone as important as Arc had just so happened to appear from thin air. She was none other than the Heroine of Frost, but that fact alone wasn’t enough to draw the attention of their organization. No, what Siegfried really cared about was her strength. Right now, she looked unassuming.




[Mage of Frost. Tier: C]




But he had seen it, when the [Necklace of Obfuscation] had been removed, Siegfried saw her tier. The fabled SS Tier. It always represented strength, the ability to stand up above most other heroes and the ability to even rule parts of the world. And that was why he was here.

In order to recruit her to their organization. He was one of the co-founders along with the Hero of Flames, he gathered intelligence and looked for new recruits, and finally, after so many years he had found a new one.

Siegfried smiled as the woman simply stared at him with a frown.

“Bring the Grand Duke back.”

Siegfried would’ve laughed at such a demand if it came from anyone else, but he couldn’t. It wasn’t even a funny demand, it was more like a threat; yet he smiled in response.

“I am afraid I cannot do that, for I have business with you.”

“Business with me?” She raised her brow, now frowning more. “What kind of business could you possibly have?”

The Hero of Shadows took a small breath, this part was always hard. But he had nailed down the introduction after hundreds of years. With a small cough he smiled.

“I’d like to extend a formal invitation to invite you to my organization, the Paragon. We are but a small group, but as you may have heard already, we heroes stick together; the world is harsh after all.”

“We heroes…?” she asked coldly.

Siegfried paused for a moment, having a bad feeling. “Well you’re a hero aren’t you? I found out a day ago when you fought Jake the Weapon Master.”

And she closed her eyes.




* * * * *




At that moment, I knew that things were over. That if I didn’t act right then and there, my current somewhat relaxed life would quickly come to an end. And it was all because of the man standing before me.




[Hero of Shadows. Tier: SS]




Perhaps it was a bit of a stretch, but I knew I had no choice. And so, after a few moments, I made my resolve and met his gaze once more with a nod.

“Yeah, I’m a hero, so you want me to join your hero organization?”

“That is correct.” The Hero of Shadows nodded. “We don’t force anyone to do anything, just support each other.”

He was very obviously lying. If he wanted to just make acquaintances with me, he could’ve done so, but instead, I was being roped in. Finally, after a second, he continued.

“What do you say?”

So in the end, I had no choice but to do this… I took a moment and let out a small breath.

“Fine.” I agreed. “I’ll join Paragon.”

The Hero of Shadows paused for a moment as I extended my hand.

“Let’s seal it with a handshake.”

There was an awkward pause from the man before he nodded. The Hero of Shadows looked average, his clothes were black resembling rags, a fluttering cloak of shadows hung behind him; I approached him and offered him my hand.

He smiled and grabbed it without so much as a reaction.

“I’m glad we could come to an agreement⁠—”

“You know, I never thought that the day I was dreading would come this soon,” I spoke as a sigh left me, interrupting him.

I didn’t really want to do this, it was troublesome, but in the end…

I had no choice⁠— [God Step].

In just a moment we were inside the broken down mountain from my fight with Jake. All while I held the Hero of Shadows by the hand, continuing my speech.

“But I know my only option in order to stop this matter from spreading, is to kill you, murder you in cold blood so you don’t spread it around.”

I finished as the man suddenly tensed.

“That doesn’t make sense, the Hero of Flames also knows!” he explained hurriedly.

So one more person knew this information too. That was to be expected, and in the end there was only one course of action as my eyes narrowed and the air temperature dropped.

“Then I’ll kill him too.”




* * * * *




Her chilly claim resounded in Siegfried’s ears, like a booming war drum as he came to a single shivering realization.

The Heroine of Frost is insane⁠—

And before he could do anything, she pulled. Her strength overwhelmed him as she flung him by the arm. Ice to impale him formed on the ground as he inwardly called one of his skills⁠—

[Shadowsparse].

Siegfried crashed against the deadly spikes, his body pulled apart into shadows, reforming once more in just a moment⁠— he had to run. Get out of here and inform Jaye⁠— he prepared, but before he could use any skills to run, the Heroine of Frost called.

“You’re not going anywhere⁠— [Frost Domain].”

And at that moment, he saw something⁠ reminiscent of his nightmares; a broken world made of a single element, his was made of darkness and shadows⁠— but this one was white. A pure eternal white that seemed to stretch for eternity. It was a world he’d recognize anywhere⁠—

The world of training for the Heroine of Frost.

Every hero had nightmares of the place where they came from, but for some reason… she was able to use it as a domain⁠?! Then, figures emerged; monsters of ice as a gigantic deformed thing appeared⁠— it was the final boss of training. Red eyes stared at Siegfried as he gulped.

His heart palpitated for a moment, but he immediately broke out of his stupor, feeling the shadows in his surroundings shift⁠— in an instant dozens of ice spikes flew at him as he barely dodged them⁠— even if he was still scared shitless, he too was an SS Tier hero.

He gritted his teeth, and he paused sensing it⁠. He turned to block with his arms, and the Heroine of Frost punched⁠— it made his bones creak as he was launched away⁠—

So strong⁠. He gritted his teeth, he had known that the woman fought Regis’karr and came out victorious⁠— but he could do that too! However, for some reason, he was getting pushed back. It didn’t make sense to him.

He landed on the snow, rolling as motes of darkness began to seep into the ground. This woman was insane; fighting to the death like that. His main priority wasn’t even fighting but escaping, but even then⁠— his pride hurt. She had easily cornered him, and for that he wanted to teach her a lesson.

He too was in the SS Tier, not for nothing did he suffer 12 years in the tutorial…

He gritted his teeth as he came to a stop, raising his arms.

“[World of Shadows⁠—”

And the Overlord behind him slammed down⁠— in a single moment the skill was canceled⁠— Siegfried screamed, feeling his bones snap instantly. And that wasn’t all, she was coming.

[Shadow Shield].

The Heroine of Frost appeared before him holding an ice sword, and she swiped. The blade made contact with his body as it shattered into thousands of pieces, but Siegfried still screamed as part of his arm was slashed.

That⁠— that didn’t make sense.

The skill should’ve completely negated it all, it was at the peak of S Tier. He couldn’t use his boon in these conditions but it didn’t matter, it should’ve been enough to protect him.

His heart skipped, he didn’t understand what was going on, or why the disparity was like this.

Still, he wasn’t going to get stomped on like this!

The Hero of Shadows took a step, shadows forming around him as they blocked the barrage of ice⁠— even then they barely withstood it. He dodged the Overlord and blocked the attacks of the Heroine of Frost as he gathered his mana.

It wasn’t an SS Tier skill, but it was one of his strongest S Tier skills.

And then she appeared⁠— he jabbed his hand forward and hit her abdomen⁠—

“[Shadowed Repulse]!”

Shadows exploded around her, the world quaked as it distorted into a dark abyss and all he heard was the sound of ice cracking. Her hands held onto his arm, and with an almost insane whisper she spoke.

“Caught you.”

Siegfried shivered, and before he could react. He was pulled, immediately, he activated [Shadowsparse] as the full might of the training’s Overlord fell on him, slamming down with gigantic spears of ice.

The ground exploded, the world quaked as even the mountains threatened to collapse, all while his body spread into shadows and phased onto the ground and reappeared elsewhere, hopefully near the end of the snowy world⁠— he had to run⁠—

And he threw up some blood⁠— [Shadowsparse] did not make him invincible just greatly reduced the damage taken, but even then it hurt.

There was no option; perhaps he had skills strong enough to even kill the Heroine of Frost, but killing a hero required an inhumane amount of effort and endless battling. Every hero had a way to survive death after all⁠—

But he couldn’t afford a battle to the death with her; not with a psycho in these conditions! And especially not given her reaction⁠— had he even managed to injure her? It was as if [Shadowed Repulse] did nothing! Perhaps there was a very specific reason why it didn’t work, perhaps she had a great stat boost from being in her own domain, but it didn’t matter.

He had to run.

Now.

In just a moment a barrage of ice came towards him⁠. Using a skill, all of the shadow motes converged and erected a barrier⁠— it cracked immediately but it gave him enough time to escape⁠—

[God Step]!

Siegfried found himself at the edges of the world, the distance of the skill was limited, its cooldown was long⁠— but it had been worth it. He pressed his hand against the invisible barrier, and something gave him pause ⁠— an instinctual feeling of danger.

The Hero of Shadows turned only to see the woman raising her hand⁠— it was one of her strongest skills, he knew for certain, and the sight of it made him shiver. He had to use his survival skill!

[Shadowed World].

And she called⁠—

“[Judgment of the Ice God]!”

At that moment, everything around Siegfried exploded. His body itself burst into thousands of shadow motes as he felt something within him break. The icy world broke apart as the shadows came back together and instantly he began to violently cough blood⁠—

That⁠— that almost killed him⁠— his heart rushed⁠— the woman was completely serious. He had known, but the realization didn’t dawn on him until now! Still, he had a chance to run.

He could escape, the domain was gone.

The Hero of Shadows immediately used [Shadowed Recall], his body began to disintegrate as it was teleported. It was his only chance to escape⁠— either he did it now or he stood to lose a lot⁠— and a distant crack got his attention. Half of his body was gone, but he still could see the Heroine of Frost; and within her hands there was a spear⁠.

She raised it as Siegfried’s heart jumped, he was nearly gone⁠, just a bit longer⁠— the spear was thrown and hit⁠— the Hero of Shadows screamed as he vanished.

Finally escaping the crazy Heroine of Frost.




* * * * *




A small breath left me, and I shook my head. He had escaped but…

I wasn’t planning on letting go.

My life, my normalcy and my future plans depended on this.

Perhaps I was being overkill, but I didn’t care as I conjured another Ice Spear and began to use skills as I took a very long, calming breath.

Jake had been able to draw out skills from the weapon; so naturally since it’s part of me, I should be able to conjure skills from my weapons too.

Now I just had to do it when the time was right.




* * * * *




She was utterly insane!

He appeared inside a room within the third floor of a mansion screaming in pain, blood dripping onto the ground as he felt his arm freezing over. But he couldn’t remove the spear, not now at least. Taking a breath, he stood up in order to report to Jaye, the Hero of Flames except⁠—

“You got roughed up quite badly, huh?”

Siegfried paused and raised his head only to see the person he was looking for not too far away from him. He had to tell him!

“She’s crazy! As soon as she found out I knew she was a hero she decided her best course of action was killing me!” He said hurriedly. “Not only that but she is a monster, I couldn’t even touch her…”

His pride hurt, but he had to report, he was in so much pain too.

“She’s insane, she even has access to her domain! She also said she’d kill you too just because you know she’s a hero as well!”

The Hero of Flames paused, and nodded.

“I see… we should leave Rivas.”

Siegfried’s heart skipped a beat.

That⁠… didn’t make sense…

“What⁠— what are you saying, why?”

Jaye, the Hero of Flames shook his head. “We cannot rush in bringing her to our side, not if she is this strong. We cannot fight her, not with the ongoing king selection. It’s not the time yet.”

Those words sobered Siegfried as he took a breath, that’s right. The Hero of Flames could easily kill her, unlike him, he was at the top of the SS Tier. That’s right, Arc the Heroine of Frost was not someone they should worry about for now.

“Right… we should leave.”

Jaye nodded before pausing, his eyes glued to the Hero of Shadow’s side.

“That spear⁠ on your side, why is it glowing⁠?”

And an ominous feeling struck Siegfried.




* * * * *




The Hero of Flames couldn’t believe what he was seeing⁠— that spear, he thought it came from a skill, but instead it had been made by the woman to store her mana; which only meant…

“Throw it away, immediately! She knows where we are!”

Siegfried panicked and immediately stood up, pulling the spear from his arm and just as he was about to teleport it to the other side of the city, it happened.

Jaye felt it⁠— a sudden attack.

The wall exploded, brick and glass flew through the room as a shining spear impaled Siegfried’s heart with a flash of blue. The Hero of Shadow grasped at his chest with pain as he turned to look with a pleading gaze.

But before Jaye could do anything, the ceiling shattered.

A gigantic spear appeared, and at that moment the judgment of the ice god fell upon the Hero of Shadows with an explosion of blood.

The Hero of Shadows died…


Chapter. 38: Ebb & Flow




Heroes, they were beings created by the System in order to defend it; but now with their purpose long gone, they roamed the lands and acted on their own selfish desires. Some, like me, probably choose to be uninvolved, however, there were those that banded together to create organizations.

As for what they did, or what their endgame was, I didn’t know or care. I just knew that heroes, even if rare, were around. People like me that have experienced hellish training. We were beings of legend, figures that most people would probably never have the chance to meet, every single feat that seemed above human limits were attributed to us.

Or them.

I didn’t wish to be a hero, my strength was my own, perhaps I was forced to acquire it just like my class. But, in spite of my title, I didn’t want to consider myself a hero. Even then, it was a fact that my status as one, would get me involved with things I didn’t want to, and today, one such thing had happened.

Perhaps it had been an extreme decision, but I stuck with it.

A long icy breath left me as the System spoke to me, giving me messages.




[ You have defeated: Hero of Shadows. Tier: SS. ]

[ You have leveled up. ]

[ You have leveled up. ]

[ You have leveled up. ]




That was all, no new skill, no new reward; but for the first time since coming to this world I had leveled up. Which meant a variety of things; probably quite a few heroes were higher level than me given the very first one I met was also higher level than me. Another thing was that SSS Tier was attainable. Or so I felt.

Tiers were very close together, with S being at level 125, and SS being at 150; the only exception was F Tier which was only until level 9 before becoming E Tier all the way to 25; where one would then advance to D Tier.

I didn’t know if SSS Tier was at level 175, or if it also had some sort of exception and was a different level instead, but I simply knew that I had taken my first step to get there. That thought did make me smile, but I was also tired. This fight was something I had completely forced and to some extent, I had committed murder in cold blood.

I wasn’t too sure about the latter, but the former was really not something I was proud of, but at least it was over. Now, all I had to do was deal with the Hero of Flames, though I certainly couldn’t fight him now, not after using that many skills in a row. My mana pool was actually admittedly quite terrible, but still, perhaps I could fix that shortcoming in the near future.

For now, I had to leave.

I took a breath and looked in the direction in which I threw the spear. And I paused. The building was destroyed. I could see ice jutting out even from kilometers away, however standing there in the open was a man of orange hair and red eyes; ones whose gaze was meeting mine.




[Hero of Flames. Tier: SS]




It was the Hero of Flames. Slowly, he lifted his hand as a small light ignited on his finger and I prepared myself, only⁠— he moved it around, writing a message with heat onto the air.

“Your status remains with me and the Hero of Shadows, no one else shall know. You have my word, you won’t be hearing from us.”

And with that he turned around and walked into the building. I blinked for a moment, unsure if to trust him; but I had just killed the Hero of Shadows, so he was probably serious. I doubt either of them expected this outcome.

That said, his wording made me slightly confused, for the Hero of Shadows had just died.

I watched as a burst of incandescent orange swept through the building, and at that moment all of the ice presence I felt was instantly wiped⁠— incinerated in a blink. Then, there was silence. I stood there, listening to the sounds of the forest as everything slowly came to a calm.

The wind blew, as I slowly registered the meaning of what happened with my ice. Given how fast it melted, it only meant one thing.

The Hero of Flames was stronger than me.

Before fighting him I had to grow stronger, the question was…

How…?




* * * * *




It was as if time had stopped. All there was in sight was an eternal abyss; a pitch black void that had no end or beginning. Particles⁠— motes of darkness ebbed up and down, their shapes defined by the light of nothingness they absorbed ⁠— akin to small black holes, floating in space yet repelling each other like sparkling stars.

It was a vast canvas that didn’t seem to have an end, one where motes floated and collided with one another at random intervals. A place where time flowed at its own pace; detached from reality, governed by its own laws and principles. And within the randomness of its space, motes slowly repelled multiple into one another and slowly, they fused.

This happened multiple times, until finally, he awakened.

Siegfried gasped, looking into the vast nothingness as the motes finally began to complete his body, until finally he was whole once more.

The light in the void shut down, and finally he came back to reality gasping for air in a cave. He felt like death, he felt so drained. He⁠— he… He couldn't— he…

He died…?

His brain slowly processed the events that led him there, and finally before he could even form a proper opinion on things, a system notification flashed before him.




[ Rebirth of Shadows has been used. ]

[ Rebirth of Shadows has entered a cooldown of: 9 Years, 364 days, 23 hours and 59 minutes… ]

[ You have leveled down. ]

[ You have leveled down. ]

…

[ Warning: Your level has dropped below your Tier, your stats have been adjusted accordingly, your Tier and skills remain the same. ]




He stared for a moment, gritting his teeth. Killing heroes was far from easy⁠— and this was one of the primary reasons why, but this reason was meant to be the last barrier standing behind killing a hero. And yet⁠— it had been used. [Rebirth of Shadows] had been used.

Siegfried gritted his teeth, his hard work from so long had also been devalued, he had lost levels⁠— he had lost his SS Tier even if it technically remained the same. It was⁠— unacceptable! And it was all because of a crazy bi⁠—

“Stand up,” a familiar voice said.

The Hero of Shadows paused and looked up only to see his friend, the Hero of Flames standing there crossing his arms. It was clear he was in a bad mood. And Siegfried was as well, but he complied and crossed his arms.

“So⁠—”

“So nothing.” The Hero of Flames shook his head. “We’ll let her be, I could’ve killed her but it’d be stupid of me to act⁠ given the situation. And later when she’s recovered, killing her will prove to be extremely difficult. So we’ll let her be.”

Siegfried paused, seeing what his companion was saying. “Why⁠— you could’ve killed her.”

“You forget, he can sense when heroes die, you forget that he will act if a hero dies and more heroes fight.” The Hero of Flames growled. “I do not want to get involved in such a thing, we are leaving. As for the plans in regard to the Grand Duke, we shall leave it be. There are plenty of less troublesome puppets to find.”

Shaking his head, the man turned around.

“We are leaving.”

Siegfried paused. “What about my lost levels⁠—”

“No, there will be no revenge against Arc, the Heroine of Frost, forget about her.”

With those words, the Hero of Flames turned into a burning mass of flames before disappearing completely. Siegfried blinked, he knew where he went, but this also meant one thing; he had been abandoned. Even though he had done nothing wrong, and had been dragged into a fight he didn’t want to be in, he was still the one to blame.

The Hero of Shadows gritted his teeth.

Why?

Was it because unlike Jaye, he didn’t go into a battle rampage to level up and instead chose to live a lavish life upon arriving here? Unlike the Hero of Flames, he himself hadn’t gained a single level since coming to this world; had that been his mistake?

His teeth gnashed, producing ugly sounds.

Was it because he was weaker than the woman? Because he was humiliated? Because he died without being able to put up a fight?

Because he was weak?

The cave started to darken, the ceiling began to drip black as his anger flared.

Because the keeper of order would interfere?! No, that was just an excuse⁠— the Hero of Flames was looking down on him, his revenge was on him to handle. And he would do exactly that⁠—

No matter what.

The Hero of Shadows stood up. He had lost what he once had, all because of a crazy whore, and he wasn’t going to stop at anything until she paid back⁠— and then…

His eyes narrowed, he’d ensure the Hero of Flames paid the price.

They were hardly friends, more like friendly acquaintances, but now they were enemies.

Even if Uwell intervened, even if the System itself prevented him, even if the world fell apart in an attempt to stop him, he’d carry on and receive his retribution.

Because he was a Hero.

His fists tightened.

He had been complacent for so long that he forgot the most important rule of this world.

Strength is supreme.

And his first real target, and person to kill was none other than Arc, and he’d stop at nothing to achieve that. He was sure of it.

Having made his resolve, the Hero of Shadows vanished, not to return until he was certain he could kill that woman.

She will pay for her actions…

And she was just the beginning.




* * * * *




In the end, I didn’t know how to grow stronger, not without frantic killing and becoming a monster at least. It was troublesome, but at the same time, given the fact the Hero of Flames didn’t attack me, perhaps his words did hold truth.

I didn’t know.

My problem wasn't one that was easily solved. To some extent, I felt like I could easily move to another continent and restart whatever carefree life I wanted. But it still bothered me; the notion that I was far from being the strongest. While I knew that, now I had seen it with my own eyes.

Did I want to fight, to actively seek out bloodied battles in order to grow stronger?

No. I didn’t think that was the case. But I also didn’t want to not fight either. I guess in the end, I wanted people to show up and fight me, and grow stronger from that.

It was a bit complicated.

I did wish there was an easy solution to my problems such as a monster killing ground, but unfortunately there was none, at least none that I could see. And so, finally after simply being in the forest I used [God Step] and returned to the mansion.

Though, I didn’t bother to appear in my room or anything, instead I appeared before the front gate. My mood was a bit weird, but in the end I could just distract myself the day after.

I smiled as I walked past the guard who let me in, even though they had been shocked just a second earlier.

Maybe I could visit that ice workshop again…

It was a nice thought, sculpting in that way was such a calming and nice process. Perhaps I could try giving painting a more serious try too. Right now, it was best to distract myself, because I wouldn’t be finding the answers I needed any time soon.

I reached the door and opened it.

Then, after being greeted by some servants, I went to bed.




◇ ◇ ◇




The day after, I decided to leave with Ceylon to the ice workshop before even eating, however I was met by a very frantic Thomas as I was about to.

“Arc, all of the Grand Duke’s factories and workshops have been destroyed! It’s a miracle.”

I blinked. “Oh, I did that yesterday.”

He paused. “You did… what?”

He stared in disbelief for just a moment, before I shook my head.

“Nevermind.”

I couldn’t be bothered to explain or be credited. I was still conflicted on how to proceed for the future, and it’s not like help would arrive out of nowhere.

In the end, I couldn’t wish for an extremely knowledgeable person to show up and offer me advice on my problems.

With a sigh, I opened the door only for my eyes to grow wide. An old man with a long white beard stood before me in red robes.

It was the Hermit, and he bowed.

“Nice to see you, Miss Arc, I have been sent with the duty to serve you.”

Serve me…?

I paused registering his words.

What?

And soon after, the rest of the people present lost their minds.


Chapter. 39: Annoyance & Resolve




Before I could even ask for clarification, Ceylon immediately turned to me.

“Arc, what is he saying?!”

“I don’t⁠—”

Then Ceylon’s father immediately pulled me by the shoulder before letting go from the cold, his face held nothing but surprise as he asked.

“Arc why is the Hermit here, didn’t he leave?”

“I⁠—”

“What is happening?” Ceylon’s mother came and immediately saw the robed man. “It’s the Hermit! Why is he here?!”

Thomas turned to regard his wife. “He says he’s been sent with the duty to serve Arc!”

“Arc, is he telling the truth?” Ceylon asked with a weird tone.

And at that moment a long sigh left me, and I shook my head. “Look, I don’t know what is going on, or why the Hermit is here. I don’t even know why he’s offering to serve me all of a sudden⁠—”

“It’s not an offer, it’s a declaration,” the Hermit corrected behind me.

I snorted, deciding to ignore him. “Regardless of what he says I don’t know the context, so don’t ask me, ask him.”

There was a pause from everyone, seeing my clear annoyance, and even Ceylon seemed confused. But I guess my mood was certainly weird. At least, however, I was left alone as everyone turned to the Hermit and bombarded him with questions. I simply stared as he took them all, and after a moment he replied.

“I am afraid the explanation as to why I have to serve Arc is of utmost secrecy.”

Thomas and his wife paused and looked at each other, and Ceylon looked at me questioningly. I crossed my arms.

“I don’t know why he’s here either. Don’t look at me.”

My response seemed to peel all eyes away from me and draw them back to the Hermit, who simply met my gaze.

“We should talk about this privately.”

I took a breath, and⁠— shook my head. “No, we’re going to the ice workshop. If you want to come, then come, but I’m not changing my plans for the day because of you.”

With those words, I stepped forward pushing past the Hermit. I turned, looking at Ceylon who paused in horror as all eyes turned to her instead.

“Will you be coming?”

She paused and hurriedly nodded before muttering apologies to her parents. And with that, she came along with me as we left through the front gate. Though unfortunately, we weren’t left alone as the Hermit came after us.

“Do you not want to know why I’m here to serve you?” he asked after a few moments.

“Nope,” I answered uncaringly, with only one destination in mind. “So long as you want to do it privately, I don’t care.”

“I mean your companion does know you’re⁠—”

“Yeah, I know.” Ceylon sighed. “If it’s that important to you then you should say it, I’ve got no one to spread things to anyway.”

“I’ll… think about it, perhaps Miss Arc could give me some of her time later⁠—”

“No,” I denied. “At least I don’t have the headspace to do so⁠—” and I stopped remembering what I wanted.

I could ask the Hermit for help… I turned only to see him looking at me anxiously, and for some reason, I just felt irked. This problem⁠— was annoying me a lot. I truly didn’t know how to deal with it, but for now at least I could afford to distract myself⁠— was it counterproductive to not worry about whether the Hero of Flames came to kill me?

Absolutely.

But, I had faith in being able to escape with Ceylon and her parents if necessary. So in that regard, it was best to not think about it and hope he heeded his word. So I changed my mind and continued walking in the direction of the ice workshop. Ignoring each and every plea of the Hermit to be listened to.

It sounded important, so I figured I’d ask.

“Is Ceylon or me in imminent danger from it?”

“I don’t… think so…?” he answered in confusion.

“Okay.”

And then, I continued walking.

“If it’s not dangerous then it can wait until I feel like hearing it.”

My words made the Hermit, Dragon of Flames rather dispirited but he still followed after us in the casual stroll.

I made no effort to rush as I tried to enjoy the walk, though the feeling didn’t last long as I realized people were staring at us, and a whole lot more than usual. All because of one person; the Hermit.

I tried to bear with it for what felt like forever, but unfortunately, our destination was ways away⁠— Rivas was a big city. And the things people around us were saying were… unpleasant.

“Is he their grandpa?”

“No, look how he is trailing behind, it must be a creep!”

“But they are letting him…”

Needless to say, it was something that I didn’t want to deal with, not given my weird mood. So, I stopped, and turned to the Hermit with the intention to make my first command to my so-called servant.

“Dragon of Flames⁠—”

“I have a name,” he said, frowning. “Regis’karr.”

I nodded. “Regis, I’d like you to go away because you’re drawing a lot of attention to us, it’s annoying, you’re too old and you look like a creep.”

“Arc!” Ceylon called me out for my rudeness but the old man before me nodded.

“If it’s just my appearance then that is not a problem, I know humans are…” He thought for a moment. “Quite judgmental after all.”

I raised my brow. “What are you even saying⁠—”

“Just give me a moment, I’ll be right back.”

Before I could even say anything, he left and walked into an alley. I blinked, completely baffled at what just happened, but as I was about to leave. Ceylon spoke up.

“You know, I don’t… know what happened last night,” Ceylon awkwardly spoke. “But I think you should give him a chance even if I can tell you’re extremely bothered by something, Arc.”

I paused and faced her. “Why?”

“Well, you did fight him and he’s not being resentful or anything, even though from what I got, he was… fearful of you last time,” she said scratching her head. “So, maybe… you could be more… you know… lenient.”

I blinked looking at my friend before finally nodding.

“I guess…” A long sigh left me. “In short, I feel like I stand no chance should I fight the Hero of Flames, I saw him yesterday.” I shook my head. “Not only that but he also knows what I am.”

Ceylon paused and frantically looked around to ensure people didn’t overhear, but I didn’t care since I sounded like a crazy person anyway; so I continued.

“That’s why I’m bothered, I have to grow stronger but I don’t know where or how exactly. Because I know that I’ll eventually have to fight him, or others too. So, yeah that’s something annoying to deal with.”

“Right…” Ceylon nodded slowly, processing what I had just dropped on her. “Maybe you could kill other heroes…” she stopped herself. “No, that's like being a mass murderer, and finding them would be hard.”

“Yeah, I’d rather not. Though I guess I did kill the Hero of Shadows yesterday.” I shrugged.

Ceylon turned to me in shock. “You did what⁠—”

“And I’m back,” a rather youthful voice called. “I didn’t remember this form so it was slightly hard.”

I turned only to pause, Ceylon also was taken aback as we were met by a… noble kid. He wasn’t quite a kid, perhaps close to Ceylon’s age⁠— and I could just tell by sheer instinct it was still the Dragon of Flames, except this time, he had no beard. Instead, his head was full of red hair, and a pair of crimson eyes stared at me. His outfit also followed the red theme while being fancy and elegant with a coat.

It was… odd, to say the least.

“Couldn’t you have been more normal…?” I asked, confused.

He frowned. “This appearance is quite popular with human ladies, I don’t see the problem. Besides, I’m still Regis’karr, the one and only.”

“Aha.” I took a moment to accept it. “Fine, I guess this is better. Then, your main duty will be to protect Ceylon as my servant, Regis.”

He blinked, and opened his mouth in objection but then, without words, he nodded, seemingly accepting whatever fate that had been placed on him. Though Ceylon paused.

“Does that mean you won’t be around?”

“No, but at least if we are attacked, he’ll protect you as main priority while I can deal with other things,” I explained. “As for how long Regis will stick around⁠—”

“I’ll be here for decades if needed, time is not an issue to dragons,” he said with a smile.

“Well there you go.” I shrugged. “He’ll protect you even until you grow old.”

Ceylon blinked. “That⁠— how can you even take what he’s saying seriously.”

“You said to give him a chance.” I shook my head. “And if he fails at his duty even if slightly, then I’ll dispose of him myself.”

Regis shivered to my comment but frantically nodded in an attempt to reassure me that everything would be fine. And so, just like that, I considered the situation to be completely dealt with.

Finally, I turned to go to the ice workshop and enjoy my day⁠— that was the plan at least, until a familiar aged man came huffing and puffing towards me. He had no guards, just fancy dirtied clothes and a blood filled gaze that could kill someone. And he was clearly angry.

“You⁠— I will make you pay!”

It was the Grand Duke.

A sigh left me. “I really can’t deal with this right now.”

He basically ignored me as he strode up to me, flailing his arms in anger. “Thanks to you I have nothing, thanks to you I’ve lost everything, and it’s all your fault! Even my backer has disappeared!”

I raised my brow as he reached into his coat pocket and screamed.

“And I’ll get my revenge!”

He took out a dagger, the people in public gasped and without hesitation he⁠ stabbed⁠— the dagger shattered on my stomach as I blinked. It dispersed into an icy nothingness as I just shook my head in tiredness.

The Grand Duke, or now ex-Grand Duke blinked, and I just raised my hand holding my fingers together.

“Begone.”

And I flicked. I felt something snap within his chest as the sound resounded through the plaza. He went flying through the air, quickly hitting the ground and rolling as he broke through the pavement until he came to a stop with a cloud of dust.

I was certain numerous bones were broken at that moment, but all I could do was sigh. Meanwhile, the people in the surroundings gasped in horror and began to call for help.

“Arc, I think we should leave quickly…” Ceylon suggested hurriedly. “We can’t be around here or we might be arrested for assault in spite of eye-witnesses.”

But I ignored her as I stared at the fallen man, he was alive even if barely. He was the Grand Duke that had nearly killed Ceylon on multiple occasions, he had killed Ceylon’s extended family, and threatened her nobility; something that she herself worked hard for. It was the man that had turned her life into a nightmare.

Now he laid there, at the verge of death. It was a bit pathetic. And to think this person wanted to become king of the nation; of Draliz. It was unfathomable. My frown got worse and worse as I stared. My mind, thinking. If he could do it then…

Finally, Ceylon shook me.

“We have to leave, the guards are coming!”

And I made my decision.

“I’ve decided; the Arlow family shall rule Draliz.”

I turned to face my companion, speaking with utmost seriousness.

“Your father, Thomas, shall become the new King.”


Chapter. 40: Mind Breaker




There was a pause before Ceylon blinked, her golden hair moving to the wind as her blue eyes stared at me, and then she responded.

“What are you even talking about?”

“The Grand Duke, someone that was aiming to be the next king turned out to be this pathetic.” I shook my head. “If the only determiner is wealth, then it shouldn’t be too hard. I’m sure Regis should be able to help too.”

“I… I can try?” he said from behind.

“Well, I’m sure we can figure something out,” I said casually. “And, Ceylon, if your family becomes royalty I doubt you’ll ever have anything to worry about. So it’s probably preferable.”

“I guess it could be⁠—” And she paused. “Wait, first we must leave, at least if you don’t want to spend like half a day dealing with questioning⁠—”

“Oh, then that’s not necessary.” Regis smiled.

“What do you mean?” Ceylon asked in confusion.

He held his smile. “You’ll see.”

And at that moment, the guards arrived sprinting. Six armored men rushed with spears in tow, they took a look at the surroundings before locking eyes on me. And at that moment, they all rushed to point spears at me. Though, Regis, who looked pretty much like some noble kid now, blocked the way.

“Move,” they commanded, but he shook his head.

“I’m afraid not, she’s with me.” With those words, Regis reached into his coat and displayed a golden medal.

There was a pause as the guards stared,  seconds passed as they seemed to be trying to determine what it was, before finally, the leader spoke up.

“Arrest him too.”

“Wait⁠—”

And a spear was pointed at Regis’ throat. A sigh left me as we were surrounded. Ceylon too let out a sigh as the guards moved to arrest us. If I was honest, the whole having to run away from punishing someone that tried to kill me didn’t sit right with me.

So, I decided to stick through with things, and go with the interrogation.

Soon, we were taken away to get more information.




◇ ◇ ◇




Terrel usually liked his job, even when things were hard. He was an Interrogator, and while he never tortured anyone, he was good at getting factual information due to his high class level. He was a level 70, soon to be B Tier. While his combat capabilities weren’t good or great by any metrics, his ability to get information was among the best in Draliz with the exception of the Royal Interrogator.

Needless to say, he was damn good at his job. Terrel was a prideful man, and always worked diligently. So when three people in the crime scene came, he wasted no effort in getting accounts from each one of them.

And today, he would get the truth of what happened in the plaza. Eye-witnesses said that a frenzied noble assaulted the white haired girl, and that the knife shattered before she flicked him away with one of her fingers.

It was silly, but that’s what the eyewitnesses said, and now he had to corroborate that with further information. All of his time was spent polishing his skills, and that allowed him to get the best testimony possible.

First was the nervous girl, she was a noble of sorts but he didn’t know her house ⁠— he hardly knew any of the houses if he was honest. But that wasn’t relevant, her words were confusing.

“Oh, that indeed happened, she’s a Medal of Bravery holder after all, it’s not like she’d back away from something like that. As for the knife shattering… I’ve seen it happen before.”

“How strong is she? Well, she’s C Tier.”

“As for the person that attacked him… it’s… complicated.”

Of course, Terrel couldn’t force her to speak so he stopped it there. His main priority after all was finding out what happened in a truthful way. After all, he seriously doubted a knife would shatter, and let alone someone would go flying multiple of meters and break through the ground from a single finger flick ⁠— even a punch from an A Tier individual would struggle to do that.

So, he moved to the next person. A noble teen, one of red hair.

“Huh, Miss Arc? I cannot speak of her status. I do not know why that person attacked her, but it is to be expected for the blade to break, she was quite generous in just flicking the man away if you ask me⁠.”

“Also, why do you people ignore the Token of Amity from the kingdom of Draliz, this is unacceptable.”

In the end, he had to explain that the last token was given four-hundred years ago to the Hermit, but that was only met with words of lunacy.

“I am the Hermit, can’t you see?”

So, for Terrel, the information wasn’t particularly useful. And to some extent, the kid was a bit delusional, speaking like an old man and stroking a non-existent beard at times. Overly prideful and quick to anger.

So that left the last person. Arc, the person that was least likely to provide the facts, or even outright lie. Except, it wasn’t like he planned.

She scratched her head hearing his question.

“Well, where to start?” She tilted her head. “I guess, the Grand Duke lost everything because of me; I mean he was screaming about that when he came to kill me. Then, well he used a knife and it broke because it was too weak. I couldn’t really be bothered to get angry either so I flicked with my finger.”

And then with that, she shrugged.

Terrel blinked. “So, how did he lose everything?”

“Can’t say,” she replied casually. “This is to get the facts in regard to why I was attacked; those were the facts. A personal grudge. As for what happened? Well I just said it, and I know pretty much everyone else said the exact same thing.”

“So the knife did indeed shatter, and you did indeed almost kill a man with a flick of your finger.”

“It wasn’t my intention, but I suppose so. However, you could call it self-defense,” she said dismissively.

“Now, I ask; why did the knife shatter?” Terrel felt… odd.

He was getting all the right answers but the absurdity of the situation made it hard for him to believe it. It was simply… surreal. Yet, there was nothing that proved that it wasn’t the truth. It didn’t make sense⁠—

“I already said it, it was weak,” she said, interrupting his thoughts.

Terrel paused.

This was… something that could give him the truth. Any average knife would qualify as too weak most likely. So didn’t that mean if she was hit by the same attack again the same would happen…? Except, that was insanity, but the woman’s calm demeanor somehow pushed him to say something about it.

“So you’re saying that if I stabbed you, the knife would shatter?”

“Not exactly what I'm saying, but that would indeed happen.” She raised her brow. “Is that even relevant?”

A sigh left Terrel. “My job is to get the objective and unbiased truth, and unfortunately the events of the situation are so hard to believe that I have no way to truly confirm⁠—”

“Then you can just stab me with a knife, or I can flick my finger at you⁠; you can choose.”

He paused. “Are you suggesting I attack you to prove the truth?”

“Sure why not?” She shrugged. “Rather that than spend any longer than necessary here.”

Terrel blinked.

This was outrageous⁠— and it was exactly what he wanted to do earlier. But… It truly was so bizarre and so far-fetched that it made him hesitant. What if the woman got injured? He could lose his job⁠—

“So, are you going to do it? Or rather, I want you to do it.”

“You want me to do it?” Terrel asked, taken aback. “What if you get injured?” 

“I won’t, and if it helps I’ll stab myself,” she said with a hint of annoyance now in her voice. “This is taking a bit too long.”

“So, you’d try to injure yourself just to prove the veracity of what happened⁠—”

“Yes, so do it or I’ll do it myself,” she glared at him, and he shivered. “This is final.”

What⁠— what was going on? Terrel found his skin prickling, his mind telling him not to do it yet every fiber of his being was imploring him⁠— commanding him to do it. He had to, he had to put it to the test, but what if she was wrong; what would happen to him⁠?

“So?”

He panicked hearing her cold voice and his hands slowly trembled. He didn’t know the answer⁠— could he really break his moral code in order to test the veracity of the claims⁠— to do his job? His job was the most important thing to him.

“I guess I’ll⁠—”

“I’ll do it,” Terrel gasped. “I’ll do it, I’ll test out your claim.”

The woman raised her brow, but after a moment, nodded and stood up. She just stayed there, her arms on her hips, her torso wide open waiting on Terrel to do it. He had a dagger too, it was on his belt. Slowly, he reached for the weapon with quivering hands and unsheathed it, awkwardly holding.

“Well, go ahead, try it.”

He gulped and approached her, his entire being frozen in fear. He was trembling, but he said he’d do it. The woman seemed certain too. So why was he so scared⁠— he just had to do it. Even if she was injured, there was a person listening in⁠; at most he’d be docked a week’s pay. Besides, it was part of his job!

Terrel stood there for what felt like an eternity, debating himself about his job duties and fears, until finally the woman spoke.

“If you prefer I can just flick you instead⁠—”

“No!” Terrel let out a long breath, steeling himself, as he marched. “Prepare yourself, the truth shall be revealed now.”

The woman just nodded and Terrel stabbed. The dagger collided and immediately exploded into thousands of pieces just as she said it would. It was… a fact⁠— all of this was reality, the claims from the eye-witnesses had proved to be nothing but the unbridled truth. And yet, as was a rule of life, sometimes the truth was best kept unveiled.

Terrel’s head began to pound, the world began to spin around him as he stumbled back⁠— something within him had just cracked. It couldn’t be. He grabbed at his sword and asked.

“Can I?”

“Sure.”

And he unsheathed it, with a frenzied scream he slashed, only for the weapon to instantly shatter with mist. He saw the metal fragments hit the ground and splinter into nothingness almost as if they had been instantly frozen to impossible temperatures.

Watching that sight, something broke within Terrel. The headache became overwhelming as he emotionlessly spoke.

“You may go.”

The woman nodded and left the room, and then, a moment after Terrel broke down as reality stopped making sense to him anymore. Not even an S Tier individual could do that⁠— so what was it? How could this happen?!

His mind spun only to arrive at no answer⁠. Then finally he stared at the fragments of the weapons as a single thought passed his mind.

What⁠— the⁠— fuck!

And yet, deep down, a desire for a more complete truth began to well within him.




* * * * *




After the better part of two hours, we finally left the knight⁠— building or whatever it was. Barracks, I supposed⁠— not like I was familiar with the terms. All it had taken was forcing the interrogation officer to stab me, and promptly making him have a small breakdown for some reason.

It wasn’t something that concerned me, all I knew is that finally, I could move onto other things. Though, while Ceylon’s mood seemed relieved, Regis’ was quite annoyed.

“I am the Hermit and yet not a single soul believed me, what has humanity come to be?”

“Even if you were an old man, I doubt they’d believe you,” I said dismissively. “Besides, it’s best if you forget about your Hermit identity.”

Regis frowned. “Why?”

“Because I don’t want to draw attention, if you’re going to stick around you’ll be an adventurer like me.”

There was a pause on his face, one of horror, and one of… acceptance and resignation. It was quite the weird thing to witness⁠ ⁠— I didn’t even think he was serious until this moment⁠. Finally with a small sigh.

“Fine, but I won’t dress any differently. That’s my… bottom line…” and he trailed off, as if he wasn’t sure if that was actually his bottom line.

A small sigh left me. “Okay, well aside from turning you into an adventurer, which I guess we’ll do in Ranedale. You must also help me.”

“Help you?” He raised his brow. “What could you possibly need help with?”

“I need to grow stronger without killing innocent things,” I said, making sure to emphasize the innocent part.

Regis paused, and thought. “That is… I’ll think about it, but if you want a non-committal answer⁠—”

“Arc!”

And at that moment, a man came from the barracks. It was the person that had interrogated me, calling my name as he immediately strode up to me, his expression weird.

“I want you to flick me,” he demanded standing before me.

“Flick you with my finger?” I asked in confusion, raising my arm at him.

The man nodded. “Yes, I want to see the full truth. The Guards won’t⁠—”

“Alright, sure.”

And I instantly flicked⁠— the air snapped and the doors of the knight barracks broke in that instant with an explosion of wood and metal.


Chapter. 41: Developments




Contrary to his statement, chaos ensued in the knight barracks as dozens of armored men came screaming with their weapons out. Being honest, I half expected the result but it felt satisfying to do that to the interrogation officer after he was so annoying about whether to stab me or not.

I understand the common logic about not wanting to stab someone, but the thing is, he never gave a clear hard no, or even a yes until the very end. It was simply just annoying. The man was the epitome of indecision. So, in short⁠— I didn’t regret my actions even if I ended up arrested.

The knights surrounded us, screaming to surrender immediately. Ceylon raised her arms, clearly nervous, Regis also followed suit not necessarily understanding what was going on, and I just stood there, before sighing and waiting for some mana suppression cuffs to be thrown⁠—

“Stop!” The interrogator said, bleeding heavily as he stood in the door of the barracks. “I asked for this. It’s not assault, and I had warned the entire station already. This was part of my job, do not interfere!”

There was a brief pause, and a man from the knights turned to him. Then a moment later, they engaged in a very fervent discussion. One side, was the side of reason saying how I had attacked a member of the city’s forces and therefore was a criminal, and the other side, the interrogator side, was the side of insanity saying that it was part of his job, that it was the truth, and that following normal logic he should be arrested instead for trying to stab me.

They went back and forth for what felt like an eternity, until finally, the knight relented and signaled everyone to withdraw their weapons. After that, he stood before me giving me a warning.

“We will consider this a personal dispute, do not do it again.”

With that, he too left and with that we were alone. Ceylon let out a very long and confused breath.

“What was that…?”

Regis stroked his non-existent beard. “Humans are quite peculiar.”

I shook my head. “Let’s just hope the interrogator doesn’t do something regrettable later. But if he does I guess I’ll deal with it at a different time.”

“Or you could’ve not assaulted him,” Ceylon said with a gruff. “That was impulsive.”

“I won’t disagree,” I said without reaction.

It was indeed impulsive, and to some extent it was unlike me considering not too long ago I was even hesitant to even do anything flashy⁠— except for punching that one adventurer that disrespected me. Point being, I wasn’t being normal or even calm, and the reason was simple, I was still annoyed at the situation with the Hero of Flames and my levels.

“So, Regis, about what I asked?” I prompted.

The Dragon of Flames blinked before becoming pensive. “Right that… I wanted to say a non-committal answer is that I could maybe help you, but I’m not sure if the other Dragon Elders would be willing to die a couple of times and be resurrected⁠—”

“Something that doesn’t involve killing innocent things⁠— even if they are resurrected,” I clarified with a sigh. “Otherwise I can probably just ask you about the whereabouts of other heroes and go on a killing spree.”

“That wouldn’t be recommended,” Regis said awkwardly. “When heroes kill each other bad things happen.”

“Bad things?”

He nodded. “The keeper of order will interfere. At least, if a hero dies and more heroes engage in battle; I believe those are the conditions.”

At that moment I frowned. “What does interference mean?”

“Oftentimes, death,” Regis said clearly.

Ceylon raised her brow. “That doesn’t sound like it’s keeping much of an order.”

I found myself agreeing with Ceylon, as Regis let out a long sigh.

“Unfortunately, I am not privy to all of the information about the keeper of order other than the fact that he is the strongest hero.”

This time, his information made me curious. “The strongest?”

“That is right, he is the Hero of Arlas, Uwell.” Regis said, shaking his head.

“He’s still alive?!” Ceylon said in disbelief.

Meanwhile I just blinked. I definitely didn’t expect that the keeper of order amongst the heroes was another hero. But perhaps that was the reason why the Hero of Flames didn’t come after me during that encounter.

“I see.” I nodded. “That seems troublesome.”

“Which is why your request is very hard to begin with⁠— I suppose a monster heaven would be good for you, but one containing SS Tier beasts? I doubt it would exist,” Regis said, sighing as if it pained him. “Still, I can try looking into it if given time to do so.”

“I’ll think about giving you time.”

I didn’t want Regis to suddenly leave, not now at least. As for why he was serving me⁠— I was now extremely curious and intended to ask him, that was until a familiar presence came to us. I turned only for Rory to arrive, and she looked immediately relieved upon seeing us.

“Arc, I’m glad you’re okay…” She sighed. “I guess Jake wasn’t as much of a threat to you as I thought.”

“Right…?” I asked, confused.

Then she smiled. “We finally reunite again!”

“Right…” I nodded. “You did find me…”

I didn’t know how to react, it was just awkward. I had been so busy that I forgot Rory existed, and now it was as if she was a complete stranger to me even though at most three days had passed.

“Hey, what’s with that face,” Rory said, annoyed. “Also, who is this red-haired guy?”

Regis coughed. “I’m Regis’karr and Miss Arc’s… servant…” he trailed off. “It’s complicated.”

“Huh…” Rory tilted her head before smiling. “You’re interesting too!”

I wanted to sigh, but before I could even do that, the red-haired woman turned to me and dug into her bag.

“Oh, I passed by Ranedale, look at what they were selling, thought you’d find it interesting!”

With those words, I was shown a piece of ice⁠— my ice. A stake. It was… odd, especially what she had just said.

“They are… selling it?”

She nodded. “It’s quite limited too, so the prices keep going up! They are currently going for one gold coin each! But given they don’t melt and freeze things, it’s super impressive.”

I paused before turning to Ceylon, she met my gaze at the same time as I simply informed her.

“Now we know what your family’s next business will be.”

Ceylon agreed with a very slow nod, almost as if she couldn’t believe her eyes.

“Also, they were selling an S Tier spear made out of the same ice at the guild,” Rory chirped. “Jake bought it for a whopping 300 platinum coins!”

And I blinked in disbelief. “They… sold an ice spear? And Jake bought it?”

Rory smiled. “Yep!”

“That is…” I took the information before I asked her. “Are you sure it was sold in the Adventurer’s Guild?”

“No doubt.” Rory raised her brow. “Is that a problem?”

“A bit,” I answered, closing my eyes.

Now, I was slightly stumped. I did want to immediately head out and go to Ranedale at blazing fast speeds. I wanted to do multiple things at once, and⁠ at the same time, I also wanted to do absolutely nothing.

A long sigh left me.

I wanted to just sit in a room ice carving all day, I didn’t want to deal with the bullshit of knowing the weapon that had endangered my life had been fucking sold by the Guildmaster of Ranedale. That on top of not being able to get stronger in a natural manner was simply put; incredibly annoying.

Everything seemed irritating to me as I made a simple decision.

I turned to Ceylon.

“Is something wrong?”

“Take me to the best restaurant in Rivas, we’ll eat there, and then go visit your father. I want to talk with him.”

In the end, I had things to do, and I definitely wanted to set up a business for Ceylon’s family, one in which I’d essentially create a couple thousands of ice pieces a week, and have them sell it. I’d take part of the royalties, but it’d mostly help with my plans in making them the new rulers of Draliz.

As for the reason; well I just wanted Ceylon to not worry about her status ever again. Perhaps I was being too attached or readily helpful but I didn’t care⁠— anything to help me forget about the things I was going to need to deal with.




◇ ◇ ◇




We went to the best restaurant, but in the end, I made Rory and Regis sit at another table. She was too talkative and he was too responsive for my liking. So, I was alone with Ceylon, who fidgeted awkwardly.

“Are you alright?”

“I am,” I said, putting a vanilla bead in my mouth; a piece of candy from Ceylon. “I think I’m just having a dose of reality, knowing that in fact; I don’t get to live the peaceful life I had hoped for. Or to settle down without dealing with a bunch of other annoying things first.”

“Right…” She nodded. “That sucks. You know you could always just retire…”

I shrugged. “Maybe, but that also sounds boring. I’d still like to explore the world and get to be myself a bit. Though, maybe I’m making things hard for myself,” I mused as I turned to the ceiling.

After all, if the Hero of Flames wouldn’t be coming after me any time soon, then perhaps I’d be able to lay low and disappear. I had entertained that same thought not too long ago. And it honestly hurt my pride a bit. Was I one to permanently run from something that was stronger than me with no intention to ever take it down?

No.

If anything, the Hero of Flames was like the Overlord of the tutorial. Dangerous, but an achievable goal.

All that was left was getting stronger.

Finally, a sigh left me as the food came. It was some kind of fish with vegetables and what seemed to be sauce, and it was steaming hot.

Its pleasant aroma brought a smile to my face. And as soon as I took the first bite, I forgot everything as I happily enjoyed the meal.




◇ ◇ ◇




We toured the city for an hour or so, Regis and Rory got acquainted with one another even though Regis was mostly lying about everything including his noble identity or whatever, but he seemed to love regaling tales, so I let them be.

It was honestly relaxing, Ceylon tried to talk to me about things once more, but I told her to not bother.

And it didn’t take long before we returned to the mansion, this time with Rory as a guest since I didn’t have it in me to dismiss her, at least not yet.

Then, came the time where I stood before the study of Ceylon’s father.

I wanted to tell him about my plans to turn the family into royalty, but first there was something I had to talk to him about.

Ceylon’s upbringing.

And I opened the door.




* * * * *




The Hero of Shadows waited at the gathering point. He was now in Drekell, it was a small town, one of the smallest in all of Draliz. And finally, after sending a few letters, he had gotten a compelling reply. One that made him happy.

Finally, after a few minutes⁠— or hours, the person that he had asked for arrived. It was a woman in black clothing, almost feathered.

“I heard you wanted to talk?” she asked, her tone annoyed. “You do know that everything is over between us.”

“Of course I know that.” The Hero of Shadows nodded. “Like I said, this invitation was to discuss the matters of a new hero, one that is possibly one of the strongest in the SS Tier.”

“So you were serious.” The woman sighed.

Siegfried felt his mana churning and whirling, ready for what he was about to do. And then with  a confident smile, he spoke.

“Of course, I’m always serious, Heroine of Crows.”

“I told you I don’t like being called that.” The woman immediately frowned as bloodlust appeared in the air. “Do that again and I will⁠—”

[Shadow Step]! The Hero of Shadows appeared right behind her and with his fist he punched, whispering to himself⁠—

“[Shadowed Repulse]...”

At that moment, the air distorted, shadows exploded as everything contracted into a dark abyss⁠— the sound boomed and fractured around as blood exploded around him⁠— and then it all came back as a painful scream resounded in his ears.

The Heroine was sent bleeding forward as she cursed at him⁠— dozens of gigantic bird beasts fell on him, but he smiled widely⁠ as he casted another skill.

[Shadowsparse].

His surroundings exploded as he himself was torn into motes of shadows, and then a bloodied battle began. All in order to grow stronger.


Chapter. 42: Bias




Thomas was busy, in fact; he was busier than ever. He was re-drafting contracts and desperately trying to make new connections, all in order to keep Arlow’s status as a noble family, all to keep the status of Earl. He couldn’t afford to let all the family suffer, not for the impulsive decisions he had taken.

But, he didn’t blame himself. At first, there was stress, anger at the prospect of losing all of the family’s wealth⁠— the death of distant relatives who he somewhat cared about⁠— the failing businesses and the constant rejections. It was a culmination of all the Grand Duke’s actions that made him lose it. He wasn’t proud of it, he really wasn’t.

The fact that he could only rely on himself and on Arsha to do things stressed him, Ceylon was still uneducated in business; at least in the experience department. Which is why he didn’t let her help, or manage things on her own. Plus, back then, he looked down on her, it wasn’t something he liked thinking about, but the matter of fact was that he had⁠ done so.

Ceylon was easy to scare. During negotiations, during attempts for her life; so long as something was sudden, she would lose her wits. For all of those reasons, Thomas refused to acknowledge her. But now, he was different, after sending her away⁠ — since she was the least important member of the house of Arlow ⁠— he realized his mistake.

Of course, it hadn’t been straight away, but as things collapsed and things got worse and worse, the realization struck: he was going to lose his family. That thought⁠— the thought of Ceylon dying made him sick to his stomach. That was why he repented, why he worked hard now, and why he initially made the decision to forfeit the family’s wealth upon realizing his loss.

And now, it was his very duty, to ensure the family thrived. To pay off Ceylon’s efforts, to honor their savior that went out of their way to save the family, and in order to restore Arlow’s glory.

He closed his eyes.

It wasn’t going to be an easy thing.

But…

He had to do it, it was his duty, and his way of receiving forgiveness⁠—

And at that moment, the door opened. Thomas paused as he saw a familiar figure; it was their savior, Arc. A woman with strange high quality clothing, one that seemed young and refined, and yet all her features were oddly white. At first, he had been doubtful of her identity, let alone Ceylon’s claims, but now thanks to firsthand experience he knew just how amazing the woman in front of him was.

While he didn’t know if she was an S Tier adventurer, a wild mercenary, a hero, or something else entirely, he didn’t care to find out. All he had in his mind was pure gratefulness. Just her sheer presence alone made him smile.

“What do you need, Arc?”

And she met his gaze; her eyes were cold, unfeeling, almost inhuman; hostile. Thomas felt the blood drain from his face as the young woman spoke.

“I’m here to talk to you about something.”

“Talk to me…?” Thomas asked, suddenly feeling nervous.

Then, she shook her head. “No, not talk. I’m here to warn you.”

His heart skipped a beat, the room seemed to almost grow cold, and he didn’t understand⁠— he couldn’t understand why this was the case. However, deep down he just knew that this conversation was going to be hard. It was his instinct as a seasoned businessman.

He took a small breath. “What are you here to warn me about?”

And again, she shook her head. “No, perhaps the right word isn’t ‘warning’ either, it will also be your absolution.” She pondered. “Your punishment.”

“My… punishment?” Thomas asked in disbelief.

Arc nodded as she strode up to him, and before he could react she proffered her hand. Thomas blinked, he wasn’t expecting it to be so gentle⁠— and he tensed seeing her gaze. It was still just as hostile, if not even worse.

With a small breath, he grabbed to her hand and⁠—

The world blurred, Thomas felt his very being be rearranged and shifted as he found himself in a distant forest away from civilization⁠, and then, came the nausea as he immediately began to throw up. The world around him spun, literally⁠, the stairs blurred and turned into streaks, the trees became a mass of dark brown, the sky became nothing and then⁠—

He froze.

Thomas shivered as he forgot all about the nausea, his teeth chattering as he shivered for a moment. The ground around him had been covered by a thin layer of white. What even was happening?

“Was Arsha, your wife involved in Ceylon’s torture training?” Arc asked from behind.

Thomas blinked, turning. “No⁠, she wasn’t, I was the one in charge⁠—”

“I see.” Arc spoke from behind him, somehow. “So you are responsible for essentially traumatizing Ceylon.”

Once more, he paused. “Traumatizing?” He shook his head. “It’s training, it’s meant to prepare her for situations like that, there is no such thing as traumatizing⁠—”

And he was kicked onto the ground, he felt his whole body be hammered at that moment as pain like never before came everywhere.

“It is trauma, you know something is wrong when you brutally murder multitudes of people in front of an eighteen year old and they don’t even care,” she said coldly. “It is trauma when she feels hurt; when she begins to have small breakdowns when seeing actual torture rather than be horrified.”

Her words, for some reason, stung. But still, even though Thomas had pushed his daughter to embark on that mission, he didn’t consider the training a mistake. Gritting his teeth, he shook his head.

“It’s a necessity for all nobles in Draliz, perhaps it’s not pretty but it is a necessity of life. Unfortunately we can’t always be happy.”

“I agree with that, but you also sent her to her death.” There was a small silence, before she appeared before him. “In that sense, irregardless of how reasonable your opinion is, it definitely isn’t coming from a reasonable place. Because even if you have changed, you don’t seem to regret how you have treated her in the past.”

Once more, it stung, this time even worse. And when he looked up, he saw her dead gaze, as she continued to speak.

“It’s not just her training; perhaps I am biased against that, but it is a fact you didn’t appreciate her before, and hold no remorse past sending her off⁠— and even then, you haven’t done shit to show how sorry you are to her.”

“Show how sorry I am to her…?” Thomas asked in confusion.

“If I have to explain that, then you’re stupid,” she said coldly. “But no matter, because in the end, she doesn’t need you.”

She doesn’t need me? Thomas heard those words and his ears buzzed for a moment, before ice sprouted around him⁠— he was forced to stand up as his mind digested the words, and what had just happened. And then, as a wave of cold passed by him, he paused, having a bad feeling all of a sudden.

“What do you mean, by doesn’t need me? I am the head of the house of Arlow!” he bellowed.

“Yes but if you die, then who will take your place, your wife? If she dies, won’t Ceylon be the head of the house? Her brother isn’t old enough to take that seat.”

Those words made him shiver to his core, it felt like they were whispered⁠— susurrated to him by the wind, he couldn’t see Arc. Things were bad⁠. Was she serious? Was the person that had rescued them serious? Was she willing to kill everyone just for his daughter’s sake?!

That was ridiculous.

And yet, deep down, he truly felt like she was serious. That she indeed, planned to kill them if necessary. All for Ceylon’s sake…

A chilling realization hit him, Thomas’s heart jumped as he spoke up.

“Wait, I can make up for my mistakes!”

Then there was silence, as he panicked further, his heart rushed as he realized he was experiencing his final moments. This⁠— was this his punishment? Death?! Thomas disassociated. Arc had never been a savior⁠, but that was nothing but a guise. Her true identity was one of a demon, whose mercy he was at.

Thomas hyperventilated as he decided to make a plea for his life, but at that moment a voice behind him spoke.

“Goodbye, Thomas.”

He turned with a shiver, and in a blink, a spear touched his forehead. He felt his heart stop. A gust of wind swept through his entire being as his hair, brows and eyelashes simply froze over. He felt frostbite all over his skin as he blinked, blood flowing down his forehead.

He was alive…

Suddenly he let out a long labored breaths as Arc vanished with some parting words. 

“We are done for today, this is your punishment, moving forward I expect to see something better.”

Thomas barely registered what was said to him, he only felt glad that he was alive. It made sense! Arc had saved their family, there was no way she’d be willing to destroy it just for their daughter. Finally calming, Thomas let out a sigh of relief as he took in the forest, the temperature was returning to normal as if nothing happened. She was gone.

Thomas decided to try to figure out where he was, and as he turned, he paused, his eyes growing wide.

The entire forest had disappeared. It was as if it had been blown off by a natural disaster. Fallen trees covered in ice, ravaged ground covered in snow, and part of the mountain behind, was frozen. All in a cone radius behind him had been destroyed, starting with the ground right in front of him.

He had to make up for his mistakes…




* * * * *




My initial plan was to bring Thomas back after doing the small show off. But I couldn’t. I initially intended it to be a conversation without emotions, but in the end, I really couldn’t do it. Part of it, was the fact that Ceylon went through horrible experiences in the name of training, which reminded me of the system⁠— that in itself just pissed me off regardless if it was a normal practice or not.

And the second thing was the fact that they didn’t appreciate Ceylon. That itself pissed me off to no end. Nothing was worse than when one’s own parents refused to acknowledge the child’s efforts⁠— that was grating. I couldn’t kill him for it, but I damn wanted to simply out of personal reasons.

Still, I knew that I was getting way ahead of myself. And that my feelings in regards to my long gone family didn’t and shouldn’t extend towards Ceylon’s.

A deep breath left me as I sat down on a bench in the middle of the night.

In the end, I had maybe gone a bit too far, but I just hoped that from now on, Ceylon’s family would change their behavior. Thomas’ wife would follow his behavior, so here I hoped for things to improve. Even if Ceylon stayed around as a noble or not, it was a needed change.

Then, I shook my head.

“At least that’s been done.”

Now, I had to take Thomas the next day to Ranedale, all to confront the guildmaster and perhaps establish a business there in regards to the ice given it’s already being sold and has a market there.

Perhaps I’d also take the time to register Regis as an adventurer.

And in regards to Rory and what to do, I didn’t know. Even if she was sort of in the know in the sense of me being extraordinary, it was best she didn’t know about it.

I suppressed a sigh, the annoying situations I was going to have to deal with wasn’t something I was looking forward to.

“Why the long face?” A person asked.

I looked upwards only to see someone sitting on a rooftop, he wore a cloak and with a single breath he jumped down in front of me.

“I would’ve thought someone as strong as you would have a better grip on any troubles, but I guess not.”

I frowned, looking at the man in front of me. “What do you want Jake?”

“I’m surprised you know my name.” He removed his cloak only to smile. “But as for what I want…”

His expression changed to one of a frown, and extending his hand to the side, a familiar weapon appeared. The ice spear. Tension rose, as he spoke, pointing the spear towards me. Then, he proclaimed:

“I want to give you this weapon back.”

Huh?


Chapter. 43: Whims




“Are you serious?” I asked, looking at the S Tier adventurer.

He nodded solemnly, his golden eyes meeting my gaze with resolution. “I cannot accept this, not after being defeated like that. It’s not a weapon I deserve to possess, it’s SS Tier is it not?”

“It is,” I agreed with confusion.

“The only reason I could even injure you in the first place was due to using your own spear against you.” Shaking his head, a breath left him. “That means that wasn’t my own strength.”

“Aren’t you literally called the Weapon Master?” I asked, now even more confused. “I’d think most of your strength comes from weapons.”

This time, he had no reply for what I said. Before finally, he took back the spear and sat next to me looking at the night sky.

There was a silence before a sigh left him.

“You’re right, I’m not bothered about whether I deserve to possess the weapon, nonetheless, I cannot keep it.”

“Why?” I was starting to get annoyed, mostly given the fact that he wasn’t making sense.

Then there was another silence, one that served to further annoy me. Meanwhile, all Jake was doing was staring at the stars, his expression the same. He looked like a guy in his late 20s, and well⁠ to be honest, I wanted to punch him for looking up there like a dumbass for what felt like an eternity.

Finally he shook his head.

“It feels like a handout,” he said simply. “I did nothing to deserve a weapon like this, which is why I want you to take it back.”

Huh. That was a surprisingly reasonable answer.

“I see, but how about you help me with something instead?” I suggested. “Your payment will be in the form of that ice spear.”

He turned to me and raised his brow. “What kind of task could possibly be worth that much?”

“There are multiple of them,” I began. “First, I want you to research and find the identities of all the heroes you can. You have [Appraisal] after all. And naturally, I want you to bring me that information.”

He nodded. “That is indeed a hard task, what else?”

“If you hear information about me being spread, I also want it reported. But for my main task, I want you to research, to find a way for me to level up without murdering people. So in short⁠—”

“You want SS Tier monsters,” he said, nodding slowly.

“I do.”

“You do know there is a chance that there is not a single one alive, right?” Jake asked. “Even my weapons, Salas’ tooth, and Anara’s fang, both belonged to primordial beasts that were supposedly SS Tier, and yet both weapons are S Tier.”

“I also know that.” I sighed. “If the request is too much I’ll give you a sword too⁠—”

“It’s not too much,” he interrupted. “I want to clarify that this request might take me decades, if not centuries to fulfill. I will do my utmost best, but I will only commit to it for two-hundred years, and that there is a chance that it will never be fulfilled.”

“Two-hundred years…? Can you even live that long?” I asked with confusion.

He snorted. “Don’t take me for a pushover, I’m barely one-hundred-and-sixty-three years old. I got plenty of life ahead.”

“Huh…”

I remembered Ceylon mentioning something about levels giving longevity, but I don’t think I actually parsed what it actually represented. Where would I even be two-hundred years from now? If I hadn’t died to a hero by then, I didn’t know. It was such an extreme time-frame that it seemed mind-boggling.

“Well, if it seems unreasonable, I can add another fifty years to it.” Jake scratched his head.

“It’s fine, two-hundred years is enough…” I said finally.

“And how many SS Tier monsters do you need?” he asked with curiosity.

“As many as possible,” I said, turning to the sky. “One SS Tier weapon per monster, this offer is only active for this year.”

Jake paused. “That is… I don’t think I can accept those terms⁠—”

“It’s important,” I interrupted without care. “Now, you should leave, and start on that.”

Jake nodded very slowly as he stood up, putting away the spear into nothingness. Then, after hefting his cloak once more, he turned to me.

“How will I contact you?”

I thought for a moment then stood up, extending my hand towards him. After a moment, he opened his palm and I gave him an ice compass. It was crude, but it got the job done.

He raised his brow. “Where does it point to?”

“It points to me,” I explained simply before giving him a bunch of ice crystals, more than twenty. “Break one of them when you feel like you’re nearby and have something to report, if I come it means I’m within range, if I don’t then⁠— well I’m not. The range is a couple of kilometers before I only sense them being broken.”

My explanation was a bit half-assed. I didn’t know the actual distance limit, instead my directions were based on [God Step]’s range more than anything. However, that seemed to work for Jake.

“Will the compass run out of your mana?”

“I don’t know.” I lightly shrugged. “First time doing it. I’ll still be around as an adventurer so in the worst case scenario you can find me that way.”

Jake nodded. “Very well, then it has been arranged. As for whatever is troubling you, I hope it gets resolved.”

With those words, he turned around and walked away. Though he did wave with his back to me, so at least it seemed we were in friendly terms now⁠. Or at least I hoped. Finally, after that, I was alone.

“Hopefully he will be able to help with the leveling problem,” I said as I turned in the direction of the mansion. “Well, now that that’s out of the way, I should⁠—”

And I paused remembering Thomas’ whereabouts, he was far very far away from Rivas. With a small sigh, I went to pick him up before calling it a day. I didn’t bother to explain anything to him or respond to his apologies, and instead simply went to sleep as soon as we arrived.

Just like that the day ended.




◇ ◇ ◇




The next day, things were a bit awkward, mostly during breakfast. I tried to enjoy my food, Rory and Regis just chatted with each other, but the most bothersome part was Thomas. He was bombarding Ceylon with questions, to the point she seemed uncomfortable. They were all in order to help Ceylon, but it was still awkward.

Though, as I finished my food, Thomas let out a long breath, seemingly making his final question.

“Ceylon, would you like to start a business in the name of Arlow?”

And she paused, a fork in her mouth. Then, after a moment, she took it out, swallowed what was in her mouth, and took a breath.

“I’d like to, yes.”

“Very well, from now on you are allowed to use the family’s name to establish anything your heart desires as your first business. Given how much you’ve studied, I can’t wait to see what you do.” He smiled gently.

“Right, thank you.”

Ceylon nodded and breakfast ended just like that. Though as I was about to approach Regis in regards to going to Ranedale, Ceylon approached me and pulled me aside. She seemed nervous.

“Did you say anything to my father…?”

“I did, why?” I raised my brow.

And at that moment, Ceylon let out a long relieved breath.

“Ah, I’m glad. Here I thought he was looking to test me and kick me out of the family or something.”

“If that happens then I’ll burn this place to the ground,” I said, shaking my head before shrugging. “Or well, freeze it to the ground, not like I can burn it.”

“Right, if that happens please don’t do that.” Ceylon awkwardly shifted.

“I’ll try not to.”

With that, the conversation ended. But before I could go elsewhere, someone came my way, and it was Rory. She smiled at me and spoke before I could say anything.

“Thank you for having me here, Arc. I’m just here to say that, I’m leaving.”

I blinked. “Leaving?”

“Yep!” She nodded. “Talking with Regis’karr has taught me a lot, and told me that there are a lot of horizons I should expand before even thinking about trying to befriend heroes and the like!”

“Uh… huh?” What?

She chuckled. “Sorry that must be confusing, basically I hope to meet many fantastic creatures before coming back and asking more information about you Arc!”

“Don’t do that,” I said, deadpan. “But see you I guess.”

Rory’s smile turned to seriousness. “Sorry, I understand that I’m actually not a welcome presence to you, but I just want you to know that I enjoyed what you shared with me.” Then she turned to Ceylon. “And thank you for convincing Arc to let me join the party.”

“Right… I kind of regret it…” Ceylon awkwardly muttered.

But Rory just laughed and then, headpatted Ceylon. I winced at the gesture, especially how she seemed to consider trying the same with me again, before chuckling to herself and waving her farewell.

“Well goodbye to you two, if our paths cross again let us catch up on stories.”

With those words, she headed towards the exit of the house and after speaking with some servants she left. It was… very anticlimactic considering I expected to spend a lot more time with her around. And being honest, I was glad.

“You know…” Ceylon turned to me. “I’m sorry for getting you involved with Rory, it was clearly way outside what you’re comfortable with. I’ll work on that…”

“Right… yeah, I do agree with me being too closed off with people, but someone as weird as Rory even for experience is…”

“It was a terrible idea,” Ceylon sighed. “Sorry again.”

“Yeah…”

Finally, after a moment of silence, I spoke up.

“Well, are you interested in setting a business in Ranedale?”

“I am, but first I must gather some paperwork and also funds to do so,” she said awkwardly. “So I’ll do that and talk to my father about it…”

“Right, good luck.”

“Thank you.”

And with that, Ceylon too left. All while I left to talk to Regis about what was going to happen in Ranedale⁠ and what I wanted him to do in regards to his adventurer registration. To which he agreed without problems.

Finally, an hour later we set off for Ranedale, except after using [God Step] once I stopped and turned to Regis in the middle of the forest.

“Turn into a dragon.”

“What…?” He asked befuddled.

“I want you to give us a ride to Ranedale as a dragon,” I commanded simply.

“You⁠— that is… That…” His face even became weird as he seemingly processed my request, before sighing. “Fine, I guess it was going to happen eventually given the elders want to meet you.”

Ceylon spoke up. “Arc isn’t that a bit too embarrassing? I mean, for a dragon being mounted is⁠—”

“It’s fine,” Regis interrupted. “I’ve heard heroes in particular are quite fascinated by the concept, if I may ask, why are you interested, Arc?”

“You’re a dragon, who wouldn’t want to ride a dragon?” I asked, before turning to Ceylon. “If you suddenly discovered there are gigantic winged creatures wouldn’t you want to ride them?”

It was simple logic but for some reason she took a moment to parse my question before finally speaking up.

“As a child, I guess I thought about it once or twice⁠—”

“Same logic.”

Regis let out a sigh before stepping forward, and after a couple of seconds and a gigantic crimson glow, we were greeted by a majestic red creature, and⁠— I paused seeing part of his red scales were black.

“You’re still injured.”

“Of course I’m still injured.” He snorted. “Why wouldn’t I be after that fight? I’m not a freak like you, and potions don’t work on dragons.”

I did feel a bit bad as he continued.

“Anyway, get on.”

With those words, he lowered himself towards the ground and his wings too unfurled to their max wingspan for easy access to his back. I strode without hesitation as I climbed upon his neck, meanwhile Ceylon hesitated and took a while, but eventually, we both were on.

“You’re colder than I imagined,” Regis said before beating his wings.

And with that, we were off to Ranedale. Riding a legendary creature, a legendary role model for the humans, and it was all due to a childish whim. But, I found myself smiling as the wind blew through my hair.

It was great.




◇ ◇ ◇




In the end, I decided to ask Regis about his servitude. And that’s when I learned the truth, it first began with a long sigh, but he decided to explain to me everything for one reason or another. How the other dragons wanted him to serve me because he was acquainted, but more than anything how they wanted me on their side.

He spoke of a blood ritual that would turn me part dragon, which I inwardly noted but mostly made sure to listen to what he said. Which boiled down to the dragons expecting me to feel grateful so I would help them. Now, if Regis continued to serve me and he had some trouble I’d certainly help him, but when the logic fell apart is when including other dragons.

After all, Regis himself, the Dragon of Flames, didn't even seem to care that much about his kin, so there was absolutely no way I’d help him in that area; but alas. The logic of the dragons was such, he explained that they always abided by their code of honor, so in their mind there was no way I’d refuse.

Which was⁠— well stupid. But unlike Regis, he also mentioned most other dragons are actual recluses. So, no contact with anything would probably do that. So, basically, it boiled down to whether I wanted to kill some heroes or not. Finally, Regis sighed.

“You know, I never once expected you to feel indebted,” he said with finality. “The main reason I’m here is for protection, as for my kind I don’t expect you to help them as nice as it’d be.”

“Protection?”

“Protection from other heroes, those who prevented me from participating in the ongoing circumstances with Draliz,” he explained. “I’m serving you out of selfish reasons, but also because I agreed to do so during the meeting with the other elders.”

“I see, I guess that’s fine.”

There was some confusion before I explained to him that, if the heroes bore hostility towards me then I wouldn’t hesitate to repel them or even outright kill them. Which would actually be beneficial to me if the Hero itself was SS Tier, but that was something for another time.

After that, the conversation ended, and we flew through the day. And not long after, we entered the territory of the Black Forest, which made Regis speak up with a grim tone.

“The monsters are abnormal, and there are… a lot of spiders in particular. They are fighting amongst each other on a large scale, something that rarely happens in the Black Forest.”

His words made me pause as I immediately remembered the so-called hero that had summoned the previous Imera and Emera spiders.

“Anything that could’ve caused it?” Ceylon asked.

Regis nodded slowly. “Outsider interference, as for what is being done, I don’t actually know.”

At that moment, I frowned, knowing that things could potentially become troublesome. But before I could make any further thoughts, Regis called.

“Ranedale is under attack.”

I turned only to see thousands of monsters swarming the city, their cries soon reached my ears as Ceylon gasped. And I nodded.

“Alright, Regis, kill them all.”

The wings tensed, doing a double beat for a moment as he spoke.

“All of the humans too? I thought you needed the town?”

“The monsters only,” I said, frowning, it wasn’t as if that needed clarification.

The Dragon of Flames shook his head. “I cannot do that, if I do anything it will raze the town as well.”

“So you cannot grant me the wish of riding a dragon and murdering thousands of beings,” I said, sighing, now actually bothered.

“Not today at least,” Regis said as if lamenting it.

It was a childish wish, it really was, but I was so close to attaining it that it actually did irk me to some extent. A sigh left me.

“Fine, I’ll just do it myself.”

One attack…

I pointed my finger at the entirety of the town.

“[Wrath of the Ice Queen].”

There was a silence, and then thousands of spears exploded upon the land, impaling each and every single one of the spiders, ending the siege of the city in an instant. We flew low, surveying the city to take in the damages, and all there was present was carnage.

“Alright, I guess we are clear to land then,” Regis spoke casually.

I nodded. “Yeah.”

And he stopped flapping his wings diving down, and before I could stop Regis, we landed. In the middle of Ranedale that is. Where everyone could see us. Where my identity could get completely exposed…

At that moment, I felt myself grow pale as I realized that I had very little ways to save myself.


Chapter. 44: The Hero of Frost




Dragons.

Monsters of legend; the peak of beings and the strongest of all races. Children of Arlas, blessed beings that were worshiped by certain religions across the world. They were holy, they were ancient and commanding of respect. And amongst them, there existed the Grand Dragons and the Grand Dragon Elders.

The latter were the strongest and rarest of them all. They were known to be legendary creatures that commanded great respect, each of their names as commanding and as terrifying as the last one, their appearances marked in history books for those that bothered to remember.

And today, one of such creatures descended upon the small town of Ranedale. The town of the Black Forest, and one of the least visited ones in all of Draliz in spite of its economic importance. Yet in spite of circumstances, one of those creatures of legends was here.

It was the Dragon of Flames, the Creator of the First True Flame, the Herald of Crimson, and one of the Grand Dragon Elders.

Dergan couldn’t believe his eyes, all of the spiders had died in an instant by spears of ice and now, a legendary beast was here. Descending in front of him with a mighty flap of its crimson wings, the ice around melted by the presence of its body temperature, and even though there was chaos in the town, it all quieted down in the presence of the sacred creature.

There were so many questions Dergan had in mind, he had thought Arc was around and somehow had saved them, but now he wasn’t so sure. The Dragon of Flames had descended, only a person of legendary status could possibly be around the dragon⁠— given the timing it only meant one thing.

Someone had made the Dragon of Flames submit, and this someone was…

Dergan stood there in shock, all while the bystanders were frozen, their mouths agape as they stared. Perhaps not everyone understood what was about to happen, but Dergan did⁠. With a gulp he waited, for things to happen, and they did⁠—

A shockwave of ice blasted through the vicinity, the houses and streets became frozen over and yet, everyone present was unaffected by the cold. It was a weird experience that sent the entirety of everyone present into a wave of hushed whispers.

But it didn’t take long before a figure leapt from the dragon. It was a knight of ice blue armor, the most delicate in the land, lined with intricate patterns and on their back, there were three spears. At that moment, Dergan knew, everyone knew who it was. Perhaps, they had never heard of him before, perhaps no one had seen them before, but everyone instinctively knew it.

Dergan swallowed.

It was the Hero of Frost. He who commanded all ice and the temperature itself. Even Arc, the S Tier adventurer he met, wouldn't compare with this person. This person was a hero, and their presence was overwhelming.

The air seemed to change, and breathing became hard as the tension rose. Some of the townspeople stared from their houses, but everyone present outside were adventurers and guards. They had been fighting to wipe the spiders, however now that they were gone, what could the hero possibly want?

Were they friendly?

Or were they foe…?

Then, they took a step. All of the guards and adventurers tensed, weapons were immediately raised, but contrary to expectations the Hero of Frost turned to Dergan. He paused, and without hesitation, the man strode up to him.

The Hero of Frost was tall, enough to tower over him, and then they spoke.

“The Hero of Spiders, where is he?” It was a… weird voice, it sounded almost like the one of a boy rather than a man.

But yet, the oppressive aura increased. Enough for Dergan to immediately forget about the weird dissonance. He blinked.

“The Hero of Spiders…?” Dergan took a moment before it all clicked⁠— “It must be his work! The spiders returned soon after they were quelled, and now they are more rampant than ever!”

He gritted his teeth.

“I do not know where the Hero of Spiders is, but that bastard must be responsible for this!”

“So you don’t know.” The Hero of Frost lowered his head. “Very well, then I shall take my leave.”

At that moment Dergan and the rest of the people blinked; he was going to leave just like that? He hastily spoke up.

“Oh, surely you can stay around for a bit! I’m sure Ranedale would adore throwing a party in your honor!”

“No.” The Hero of Frost turned around. “I must make haste.”

With those words, the towering yet weird man walked up to the dragon who just so happened to have an… ice block on his back? It was incredibly confusing, but everyone watched as the Hero of Frost departed. Soon after the Dragon of Flames took flight and left the town, riding towards the sea.

Dergan couldn't believe it.

He met a hero in the flesh…

There was no doubt about it, someone as strong as him had to be the chosen one to control the element of Frost. And Dergan was sure of it, and he’d remember this for many years to come.

He met a hero…

With a smile, he turned around.

It was time to get Ranedale back in order.




* * * * *




We flew for around thirty minutes before I decided it was far enough, then we landed. Shortly after, Ceylon got up, shivering from being covered in a thin ice cube, but in the end, I had no other choice to disguise her identity.

“P-Please warn me before doing that…” she said.

“Sorry, but even if I warn you it wouldn’t change how you feel right now. However, I really am sorry, Ceylon.” I closed my eyes, deciding to forget my annoyance for a moment. “I hope this really doesn’t happen again.”

She nodded very slowly and decided to sit down given that it was more than clear that my mood was less than perfect. Regis slowly turned back into a human teen, and I just stood there with my arms crossed.

I had just engaged in cringe roleplay just to save my identity, I heard it in the crowd too. People were calling me the Hero of Frost, which actually wasn’t a bad idea to have as a cover identity, but that was logically speaking. From a sentimental side, I was fucking annoyed, annoyed that I had to pretend to be some badass mysterious hero and even change my voice.

But I was even more annoyed, that somehow and in some way, Regis seemed thick enough to not even realize what he had done. He hadn’t apologized once during the entire trip, and now that I saw him in his human form I knew why.

The fucker was smiling as he strode up to me.

“That was great wasn’t it?” He opened his arms wide. “You got to display your status for the entirety of the town to see! All managed by me!”

And at that moment, I couldn’t hold back.

I walked up to him, as he met my gaze.

“Well, what do you say⁠—?”

I raised my arm, and I smacked him. He squeaked as the ground shattered beneath us, his face dug into the dirt as a groan of pain.

“Dumbass.”

It didn’t completely erase my anger, but at least, it was enough to improve my mood. Regis lacked common sense, I knew that, I just didn’t think he lacked that much of it. Perhaps his gesture came from a good place, but it completely violated my goals and aspirations.

“If he wasn’t a legendary beast, I’d say that’s overkill, but honestly I think you went easy on him.” Ceylon breathed. “Regis’karr, sorry to say, but that really was a terrible idea.”

I closed my eyes.

So, in the end, it seemed that I was going to need to teach my new dragon companion how to behave before even going to Ranedale.




* * * * *




The day turned into night, and finally a long battle came to an end. A sea of black engulfed the Heroine of Crows, killing her once and for all. Feathers rained, pieces of birds and holy beasts littered the ground, and the small town of Drekell was no more.

The Hero of Shadows laughed, cackled as he realized that this was just the beginning of his rise to power.




[ You have leveled up. ]

[ You have leveled up. ]

…

[ You have ascended to the next Tier: SS. ]




It had been so easy, and this was just one hero, just killing a few more would do the trick.

With a grin, he vanished as the sun rose, not even the keeper of order would touch him. This was just the first of many battles to come.




* * * * *




Giselle snorted from her hideout, she couldn’t believe it. The Hero of Frost existed now? What was next, the Hero of Wind? Fuck, she was the Heroine of Spiders, what was next, fucking Hero of Rats? I mean, she was sure the Hero of Wind did exist, but it was still fucking ridiculous.

“Broken ass system, glitched out of its mind.” She sneered.

The assault on Ranedale failed, and that was okay, she didn’t expect to bring the town down in a single attack. This was a planned scheme after all, one that had been happening for years. Unlike other Heroes she was alone, mostly because they called her goals insane. No organization agreed to her terms, and considering altercations between heroes were hard, that also meant they couldn’t exactly force her hand.

Of course there was even a time she died, after all, unlike the strong fuckers she was a mere S Tier hero, sure she was strong enough to destroy almost all S Tier beings in existence, but it wasn’t enough. Not for her dreams.

She even tried to have an apprentice at some point, but the man became delusional and claimed to be a hero, and even went and started shit with Ranedale before planned. So in the end, she had to kill the man.

But that didn’t matter, for she knew she had something she could truly rely on.

Spiders.

Giselle smiled as she walked down the cave she resided in. Soon, she reached a ravine from where screeches came from, and looking down she could see it⁠— it was so close⁠—

And at that moment, the Grand Emera Spider killed its opponent.

Then she paused.

“Oh… I really did it…”

She smiled seeing the [Appraisal] information, it was her masterpiece, she had really done it, she had created a legendary beast.




[Ancient Emera Spider. Tier: SS]




She watched as the gigantic spider slowly collapsed on the ground and began the lengthy process of shedding its exoskeleton. With its help, she’d finally be able to fulfill her long insane dream.

The dream of razing an entire country.

And with the Ancient Emera Spider, no one would be able to stop her.

That night, Giselle laughed like never before, as the rest of her spiders gave up their life, all to fulfill her dream.




* * * * *




Teaching Regis common sense had proven to be difficult, whether it was his misconceptions born from the fact that he was ancient, or just overthinking things; neither of them helped. But somehow, I managed to at least get him to understand that attention drawn towards my power and true identity was bad.

And finally, after that, he apologized and said he’d try to behave more normally. Though Ceylon and I met what he said with skepticism.

This time around, we decided to sneak into Ranedale straight away rather than go through the gate. We appeared in a random alley devoid of people. Though there were some spider corpses here and there, but it was something to ignore.

Afterwards, we headed to an inn to spend the night. It did however prove to be difficult given most of the inns were crowded for whatever reason.

But eventually, we found a place to stay, with the caveat being we all three had to share a room; I honestly didn’t care but Ceylon seemed bothered with the concept of sharing a room with Regis, because well, the Dragon of Flames was a he.

After a lot of back and forth conversation, and Regis essentially saying that humans were disgusting and unsightly, Ceylon finally became somewhat comfortable with his presence. Though I mean, he was a dragon.

I certainly couldn’t care less if a dragon was male or female, so I didn’t see the problem, but alas.

Finally, after all of that was settled I set off to confront the Guildmaster of Ranedale.




* * * * *




Dergan was in a good mood, Ranedale was back to mostly functioning in a single day thanks to the joint efforts of all the adventurers that had come from afar. So all in all, things were going well. It had been a long day, but he could finally rest.

He entered his home humming, and closed the door behind him, only to turn and pause.

“What…?”

Arc was sitting down at his dining table, eating soup but before he could say anything, she turned to him as an overbearing pressure overcame him.

“We need to talk in regards to the ice spear I left.”

And at that moment, Dergan felt all blood drain from his face.


Chapter. 45: Confrontation




I stared at the familiar guildmaster in front of me, and he seemed almost scared as he backed against the door. Which, while not something I intended, I didn’t think was a bad thing. I slowly got off from the chair and walked towards him.

“T-There is an explanation!” he stuttered.

“I’m sure there is, and I want the full explanation,” I said standing before him, my eyes narrowing. “You see, that same spear almost killed me, so it better be damn good.”

As my words turned chilly, the ground began to freeze. Dergan began to shake as he nodded desperately. I was annoyed, I didn’t know how annoyed, but definitely enough to at least give a small beating to the guildmaster. In a sense, it was partly my fault for not dissolving the spear; a mistake I didn’t plan on remaking, but other than that, he also sold it.

“So?” I urged.

“R-Right, the reason is very simple, but let me elaborate,” he said nervously.

“What is the reason?” I asked.

He swallowed. “The guild needed money you see? After you left, there were no spiders, but a few days later they began to attack the town daily. We had to put up a hiring request for adventurers, however after some time we ran out of budget, so we had to sell the S Tier spear that you left in order to fund things…”

He looked at the ground.

“I know it's disgraceful, but if it weren’t for the platinum coins Jake provided, Ranedale would no longer be standing. An actual Imera Spider besieged the town, and if it hadn’t been for outsider help, then I'd be dead right now.”

I noticed the Guildmaster shaking, refusing to look at me as I saw a single tear stream down his aged face.

“Please forgive me, I understand that it never belonged to us, but in order to save lives, in order to save myself, I⁠—”

“Enough.” I closed my eyes and sighed, turning around. “I’ve heard enough.”

The Guildmaster just stood there shocked, as I thought about things for a moment. I didn’t expect him to actually have sold it for a good reason; if anything I expected the reason to be rather frivolous and selfish. But, he had sold it to help the town. Still…

“Are you telling the truth?”

“A-Absolutely!” he stammered. “Every receptionist and guard can vouch for me. I wouldn’t dare to lie to you!”

I turned and narrowed my eyes. “Would you bet your life on it?”

“Yes!”

I nodded, and decided to think once more. Depending on my mood I’d verify the veracity of his claims or not, but for now, I decided I would trust him. With that in mind, I sat down once more and continued to eat the soup on the table. Though, I still had information to find.

“Did the spiders just randomly show up?” I asked, putting the spoon in my mouth.

The soup was nice, but unfortunately I needed information on the ongoing issues first and foremost. So, I focused on that instead. The tension died down for a brief silence, before the Guildmaster finally spoke up.

“They did.” He closed his eyes, sighing. “It happened from one day to another, there was no crazy man claiming to be a hero either.”

I frowned, and the Guildmaster took his chance to sit across from me as he continued.

“This time, the attacks seemed coordinated, but none were unmanageable except for the one that happened today. If it hadn’t been for the Hero of Frost…” he trailed off and shook his head. “There were dozens of civilian casualties, but it could’ve been much worse.”

“I see, that’s good.” I nodded knowing that I had saved multitudes of people. “So, has there been any suspicious figures in the town after the spiders came?”

“Suspicious figure?” he asked somewhat taken aback before thinking.

I continued to eat the soup, this time enjoying it. It was cold, but it tasted quite nice; I had taken it from a fridge-looking thing in the Guildmaster’s kitchen. Finally, after a few more seconds, the Guildmaster nodded.

“There was someone.”

And I paused. “What were they like?”

“A girl, more than a head shorter than you, she had black hair and red eyes, her irises had white rings, however that’s not what made her suspicious,” he said, shaking his head. “It was her… insistence on arguing that there were more than enough adventurers already and that it was a waste of money to keep hiring them.”

Dergan sighed.

“People argued with her, but she knocked out an adventurer with a kick in the groin, and then left huffing and puffing never to return. She was muttering something, but no one heard her. I think that's the only weird individual I have encountered during this time period; it happened about three days ago.”

With those words, he closed his eyes as a long sigh left him.

“I don’t know, I just hope the Hero of Frost can rescue us. They seem to have personal business with the Hero of Spiders,” he said. “As for where they came from, or what their goal is, I don’t know.”

“I see.” I nodded.

To be honest, I preferred to not become the Hero of Frost again, but perhaps if things went awry, I’d have no choice. I shook my head and continued eating the soup, much to the amusement of the man before me, and as soon as I finished, I stood up.

“Thank you for the food.”

He blinked. “You’re… welcome?”

I nodded at him, and without any further words, I left through the front door before using [God Step] to return to the inn and end the day.

As for the Guildmaster, my business with him was done for the most part, at least for today.




◇ ◇ ◇




The next day quickly arrived.

Unfortunately the inn we were staying in did not offer breakfast, so we went out to try to find something. Though, well we found some meat skewers and… spider skewers, which actually were quite good; their main allure was the crunchiness. Regis had no problem eating them. Ceylon on the other hand…

“This is…” she hesitated. “It’s… good right?”

“I like it.” I shrugged.

Meanwhile Regis just nodded. “Not comparable to the best delicacies in the world, but certainly good for a cheap meal in the middle of nowhere.”

Our words seemed to prompt her to try it. She chewed onto whatever spider thing the skewer had as we walked down the street.

“It’s quite… I don’t know, edible I guess…”

After that, she took another bite, and slowly ate her food. I didn’t want to force her to eat, but I would’ve certainly felt worried if she went without eating for numerous days again. Unfortunately a lot if not all restaurants seemed to be out of business due to the constant spider sieges.

So, that was all we could eat. As for our destination, well it was of course the adventurer’s guild.

It took a few minutes of relaxed walking to make it nearby, though it was worth noting that every other person in the street seemed to be in a somber mood. Tthe adventurers around didn’t seem to be doing any better. The reasons for this were obvious, except too…

“Huh, I wonder why everyone is so depressed around here? I mean, spiders just attacked, but it seems a bit much, it’s not like they deal with them daily…”

Regis.

The dragon that was disconnected from human affairs at a grounded level. Perhaps, normally he wouldn’t voice his thoughts out and come across as normal, but given he was traveling with us and our new companion, he was being open and friendly. And well, it was honestly jarring.

“Can’t you just…” Ceylon massaged her temples. “Nevermind.”

Regis raised his brow but said nothing, and moments later we arrived at the adventurer’s guild. We walked through the double doors to a full guild; all the tables were occupied and every single receptionist had a line, so, in the end we waited.

I decided to pick the receptionist from last time, and when it was my turn he instantly recognized me. The bald man with a long beard nodded at me.

“So it’s you again, are you here to take a request?”

I shook my head. “I want to register my friend, Regis, as an adventurer.”

My red haired companion nodded as the receptionist turned to him.

“How strong are you?”

He paused and turned to me, clearly unsure what to reply.

“He’s a D Tier Flame Mage, or whatever class it was,” I said dismissively. “Let me just talk with the Guildmaster about this.”

The receptionist met my gaze. “While I know he values you very highly, you cannot just demand his presence whenever you feel like it.”

“Huh?” I blinked, I had literally broken into his house yesterday. “He’ll understand, just call him over.”

It was a bit annoying, but I couldn’t exactly do as I pleased given my identity as a C Tier adventurer. So, I just crossed my arms waiting for the reply. The receptionist frowned at me, and spoke.

“That is not⁠—”

And I heard it.

“You don’t get special privileges just because you spoke with the guildmaster once.”

The sound of an adventurer starting conflict— did this always happen? I turned, only to see a man walking with a frown, meeting my gaze.

“You need a reality check, and I’ll give it to you.” He reached me. “You are no one, and you should go fuck off and wait in line like the rest of us who want to meet the Guildmaster.”

I frowned, it was always annoying to be talked down on. And then, I saw it, his index finger moving to poke me, only⁠— Regis walked in the way.

“Stop, you’re annoying Arc.”

The man frowned and turned to him.

“And who do you think you are? You’re just some pretty noble boy who thinks they have what it takes to be an adventurer. Look at you, you’re scrawny and weak.” Then, he pushed Regis with his arms. “You don’t have what it takes.”

“Don’t do that again.” He breathed in annoyance.

“Or what?” The adventurer towered over him. “You’ll cry to your rich father?”

“No, I’ll beat you within an inch of your life,” he growled.

The adventurer laughed, and pushed, only for he himself to be made to stumble back against an immovable object. Then, without words Regis walked up to the adventurer who was regaining his balance, raised his arm and smacked him.

The adventurer cried as the floorboards of the guild shattered⁠—exploding wood in all directions as the man ended up literally six feet under.

“Waste of time.” Regis snorted.

I blinked, having a small feeling of deja-vu as the entire guild went silent, staring in horror. Regis crossed his arms, and a moment later, the side door slammed as the Guildmaster came out.

“What the fuck is going⁠—”

And he paused, meeting my gaze.

“Arc, did you cause this?”

“No, but my companion who I want to register as an adventurer did.”

There was further silence, and then, the Guildmaster nodded at us.

“I see, come in.”

And he walked back into his office. People let out weird sounds of surprise as I quickly gestured for Regis and Ceylon to follow. We went in and closed the door, and as soon as we did that, the guild hall exploded into heated discussions about what had just happened. Some spoke of a new S Tier individual, others tried to guess my relation with the guildmaster, and⁠—

I stopped bothering to listen, as I removed the Necklace of Obfuscation and handed it to Regis. Hopefully it would make registration much easier.

As for the Guildmaster, he was… glaring at us.




* * * * *




Dergan didn’t want to upset Arc, not someone as strong as her. Even if he had met the Hero of Frost, he had to remind himself that S Tier individuals were still at the peak of humanity, and Arc was one of such individuals.

But even then, she was odd. Whether it was her way of doing things, or even the new red-haired companion she had brought. Dergan didn’t know what was wrong with the boy, other than he didn’t seem human. His mannerisms were slightly mechanical to him, but the feeling stemmed from something else, something that he couldn’t quite pinpoint.

Dergan let out a breath before getting to work, but honestly he didn’t want to do too much. Especially thinking back on the scene that had unfolded outside of his office. So he simply turned to ask.

“Is he secretly S Tier too?”

There was a pause, one of hesitation, before she ultimately nodded. “Yeah, he is.”

“I see. Alright.” Dergan nodded.

He didn’t understand how such a young boy was that strong, but perhaps he had gotten to B Tier at 16, and stopped aging at that point. That was a reasonable explanation to him. So he began to make a new adventurer tag.

“What Tier and name?”

“D Tier, name Regis’karr.” The boy answered confidently. “Class Flame Mage.”

“Alright.”

In all honesty if what he was doing was found out, he’d instantly lose his position, but something told him that this was the right thing to do. So, he still nodded and got to work, and in nothing short of a minute a new Adventurer’s Guild registration had been made. He stared at the engraving.

Name: Regiskar. Registered in Ranedale Branch. Tier: D

He nodded, and handed over the plate only for Arc’s companion to frown.

“You got my name wrong, it’s not Regiskar, it’s Regis-kar-r,” he emphasized.

And Dergan blinked. “Like… the Dragon of Flames, Regis’karr?”

“Yes, that is me.” Regis’karr snorted. “As if I’d let my own name be sullied by a human.”

Arc paused, Ceylon facepalmed, and Dergan blinked.

“Human⁠—”

“Don’t mind what he says, he is just eccentric.” Arc sighed, interrupting him. “The adventurer tag is fine.”

Regis’karr frowned. “What do you mean, my name is clearly wrong⁠—”

And he paused under the gaze of Arc.

“It’s fine,” she reiterated.

The boy slowly nodded, his gaze towards the ground. “Ah, right… Yeah, it’s fine.”

Dergan couldn’t believe what he was seeing, but before he could think of anything further Arc turned to him and bade farewell, leaving the room with her companions shortly after. And all Dergan could do was take in what just happened.

“Humans… that is him… name sullied?” he muttered to himself. “That monstrous strength, it can only mean…”

And it dawned in his mind.

Regis was Regis’karr, the Dragon of Flames. And yet, before Arc he was completely submissive. Which could only mean he had submitted to her; but hadn’t the Dragon of Flames submitted to the Hero of Frost already…?

Arc too used Frost, and she was terrifyingly strong, the feeling she gave him yesterday was exactly the same…

And Dergan paused.

“Arc is the Hero of Frost…?”

It made complete sense to him, it all suddenly made sense. Her mysteriousness, the fact that she was around when the Hero of Frost was around⁠—

“Wait…”

And then he rolled his eyes at himself.

The Hero of Frost was a man, including the massive height difference, there was absolutely no way that Arc could be the Hero of Frost.

“That really was quite stupid of me.” Dergan chuckled, smiling to himself. “Arc being the Hero of Frost? Ridiculous.”


Chapter. 46: Forgotten Places




I didn’t know what I expected, that was for certain. Somehow, I had faith that Regis wouldn’t just expose his identity like that. Could I have tried to gaslight the Guildmaster? Probably. But I also felt like it would’ve made things a lot more suspicious and weird as a whole. In the end, I just had to have faith that the bizarreness of the circumstances would be enough to come across as a delusion.

Finally, after a few minutes we found ourselves in the inn’s room. It was private for the most part but I still covered the entirety of the room in ice and shoved Regis in. Needless to say, I was annoyed. Annoyed that I had to deal with a lizard that had no subtlety.

Ceylon was left out of things, I wanted it to be private.

“I get it, I made a mistake, I just need not to do that again,” he said somewhat irked. “Ceylon clearly explained it to me, I won’t get it wrong.”

“No, you do not understand.” I frowned. “Your pride as a lizard will continue to get in the way of things, your necessity to feel superior.”

“I don’t feel superior to you, and don’t call me lizard!” Regis said, crossing his arms.

“Yes, but you feel superior to other people,” I continued. “Of course, I do too, but you know the difference between you and me? I know that given my circumstances, it’s best to keep my mouth shut in situations like this. You could’ve just said that the name was like the Dragon of Flames because your parents thought it was nice or something, but instead you blabbered it out. Because you’re too proud to be the Dragon of Flames.”

“Of course I am proud, are you not proud to be the Heroine of Frost?”

“No, so I cannot relate to your pride.” I crossed my arms. “But you will have to swallow that for as long as you are my companion, you won’t be the Dragon of Flames, but Regis. Just like how I am Arc, and not the Heroine of Frost, and just like how Ceylon is Ceylon rather than the child of a famous noble family.”

Regis frowned for a moment, before turning away. “I guess I can do that, but is this fixation on staying hidden really that important to you? Why can’t you just join a Hero organization? You’re clearly strong enough. The only flaw I’ve noted is that your mana consumption is through the roof due to every single skill you have being SS Tier.”

I managed to parse the reason for my mana struggles, but it didn’t mean anything right now, not in this situation.

“I cannot join because I like my freedom, who knows if they’ll force me to be an underling or some bullshit.” I spat. “So yes, it is extremely important, who the fuck wants to do whatever a group tells them to do just for some minor benefit you actually don’t care about? I sure don’t.”

I crossed my arms in a huff. It was stupid, the fact that my identity as a hero placed me in a potentially precarious situation was stupid. The duty assigned by the System was long gone, so I should’ve been able to do whatever I wanted, but instead I had to deal with the issue of my strength being found out by the wrong people.

Did I want to pretend to be weak? Not exactly, that would hurt my pride. At most I could try not to do flashy things in front of others, but that was about it. It was just annoying. And ultimately, I had a feeling that it was all because I was a hero, even if I was S Tier instead of SS Tier I’d have this problem. The problem lay within my title, not my strength, and that was the stupidest part of it all.

A sigh left me as I realized Regis had yet to reply.

“So? Will you⁠—”

“You’re right.” Regis breathed. “Who wants to do whatever some group they don’t care too much about tells them? I sure don’t either, but yet I am here because of the other Grand Dragon Elders.”

“Yes, you’re in the exact same situation I want to avoid.” I pointed out. “So, I’m sure you should now understand why I got so damn annoyed at you.”

He nodded. “I do, and I’m sorry. You’re right, my pride at least in this situation has potentially landed you in trouble.” A sigh left him. “I think I needed to hear all of this in order to be better.”

I raised my brow skeptically. “Will you⁠—”

“Yes.” He nodded, with no trace of his previous emotions remaining. “I wouldn’t wish to drag you into a situation like mine. So, please forgive me for my childishness.” He bowed lightly.

Then, he turned to the walls, quietly gritting his teeth.

“I do not understand how to behave or act as a human, it’s frustrating. There is no way for me to exercise my authority, I can exercise it sometimes like I did in the guild, but there is no sense of respect; no sense of admiration. I’m just another human in the eyes of others, and it’s infuriating.”

And a long sigh left him.

“Sorry, I guess all of this is just weird to hear is it not?” He shook his head. “I guess in the end, I end up overreacting or behaving in a childish manner; or it comes across like that since I have no other way to react or socialize…”

Finally he turned to me, doing a deep nod.

“I’m sorry for what I’ve put you through. While I did have honest intentions with the landing, I do think it was in retrospect absolutely stupid. So, please forgive me. I’ll strive to be a companion you can keep around, not for my status, but for who I am.”

I blinked looking at Regis’ sincerity. For a moment, I found it hard to believe that this was the same dragon I perceived as stupid, but it also made sense. For as much as I looked down on him, he was still someone that was actively sought after for his wisdom. So, I chose to trust him as I nodded.

“Then, I hope you’re my companion for many years to come. As for your dragon problems…” I thought for a moment, placing a hand on my chin. “I could maybe try to help if given more context, since they want you to recruit me, do they not?”

Regis paused, he blinked with surprise and then nodded very slowly.

“Yeah, but it’s going to be a bit difficult.” He scratched his head. “There is also quite a lot to discuss if you wish to help me that way.”

“I see.” I nodded before dismissively snapping my fingers and turning around.

The ice all over the room evaporated into nothingness, leaving the place completely dry and untouched. Then, I opened the door and gestured Ceylon to come in. She looked at Regis only to see him seemingly at peace, which confused her.

I closed the door before freezing it over once more, though I didn’t freeze the entire room since it was overkill. Then, I took a deep breath and turned around.

“Regis, let’s talk about your situation.”

He paused for a moment. “Already? I thought you’d think about it for some time…”

“His situation?” Ceylon asked, confused as she sat on a chair.

Meanwhile, I sat on one of the beds while Regis was on the other one.

“Basically, I want to help him out with the dragon duties forced onto him.”

“Oh, the Grand Dragon Elders…” She nodded understandingly.

Regis slowly nodded as if nervous. “It really isn’t that easy, are you sure you don’t want to think it over?”

“I mean, I just have to join you, no?” I asked, confused.

He nodded. “But then the Grand Dragon Elders will begin trying to force you to kill heroes.”

I raised my brow. “Can’t I just say no? Or at least say that I’m not ready?”

There was a brief period of hesitation before he nodded. “I guess they’ll allow it but once they get desperate⁠—”

“They’ll try to kill me?” I raised my brow. “Don’t they really need me to topple the balance in the realm or whatever?”

Regis paused, and then went into deep thought, closing his eyes. This lasted for a few seconds before a long sigh left him. 

“Yeah, I guess they have no certain way to force your hand… but…” And he took another breath. “What will you do then? Just mind your own business?”

“Of course not, I’ll get the most I can out of them.” I smiled. “You mentioned a blood ritual, did you not? It sounded like a benefit, what would it do for me?”

Regis paused. “I don’t think that’s⁠—” Then he shook his head. “No, while I’m on the side of the dragons, what they are doing is not something I agree with. As for the blood ritual, it doesn’t give any levels.”

“Then what does it do?” I raised my brow.

Regis smiled. “It should still help you a lot. It makes you a dragonkin, a higher race than a human. It will make you much stronger, especially in physical attributes and durability.”

I nodded. “That does sound like something I’m interested in, what other benefits are there for joining the dragons?”

Regis blinked. “Well my servitude was supposed to be part of the benefit, but…”

“But you’ll be here even if I don’t join,” I finished for him. “So, what else?”

He frowned. “I suppose knowledge is one, and perhaps since you like fighting I’m sure you could get at least someone to agree to fight you, but it certainly wouldn’t be to the death⁠—”

“Then that’s boring,” I dismissed it. “There has to be something the mighty dragons have that no one else can offer, aside from wealth⁠—”

“Actually I’m the only wealthy dragon.” Regis chuckled. “It’s a bit hard to say what can be offered. Perhaps the Dragon of Frost would be willing to try to teach you Frost skills, which would certainly help you.”

I thought for a moment before shaking my head. Not only did I have plenty of skills to use, I felt quite certain I could even come up with new skills on the spot. I had already managed to replicate Jake’s ability to draw skills out of a weapon, and I had quite a few ideas on how to use it.

“What else?”

This time Regis frowned, taking quite a lot of time to think. Time passed, perhaps close to a minute before he spoke hesitantly.

“This is my idea, but I thought about what you said in growing stronger… and if I can enlist the help of the Grand Dragons I might be able to help you with your problem. If I successfully manage to do what I was thinking about then…”

Regis took a very deep breath before meeting my gaze in a serious manner. The room seemed to come to a halt before finally he spoke.

“You’ll be able to gain levels, not just one, or two, or three, but multiple, enough to at least possibly step into the middle echelons of SS Tier, and it all begins with the forgotten places.”

“The forgotten places?” I asked, now more interested than ever.

He nodded, taking his time. “It’s not like the age of oblivion vanished without a trace. It was a period of slaughter and legendary beasts, where SS Tier was the common rule. Something like that, even after millennia, still has its traces. And those traces are known amongst dragons as the forgotten places. Places that are meant to be forgotten by the world, places that shouldn’t exist, places where…”

Regis met my gaze with utmost seriousness.

“Places where the corruption exists.”

I paused, Ceylon just blinked, uncomprehending of what Regis was saying.

The corruption…?

For some reason, hearing Regis say that gave me a sudden bad feeling. And then, I sensed it; a presence. Spiders piled⁠—accumulated in front of the door making a blob of arachnids.

Regis rushed to protect Ceylon, and a moment later, a full figure formed. A woman of black hair and red eyes appeared before me, already meeting my gaze.

“So you are the Hero of Frost?” She raised her brow. “A woman? Didn’t expect that, but it doesn’t make a difference.”

I blinked in confusion. “Did you just⁠—”

“Well enough chatting, time for you to die so I can conquer all of Draliz!” She raised her arm, as I felt a sudden sense of danger and ominous chittering sounds entered my ears. “So, die for me!”

“[Call of the Spider Deity]!”

And she slammed her hand down as the entirety of the room exploded.


Chapter. 47: Ancient Emera Spider




Ceylon could barely process what happened after the mysterious woman showed up. It all happened so fast. Regis’karr moved to her side and next thing she knew⁠— the entirety of the room exploded into multitudes of jagged limbs. And then moments after, she was outside surrounded by flames; hisses of agony resounding in her ears.

Ceylon blinked as Regis stood by her side, dozens of spiders burning around her, and the building next to her torn. She could see the shadow of the gigantic spider looming over the inn, a monster of jagged spikes and deformed appearance, its chitin black, akin to the darkest of nights, and yet⁠— Ceylon didn’t recognize it.

In all her memory, not a single monster fit the description of this grandiose spider, even though it was so distinct, nothing came close. Perhaps the Grand Emera spider did, but this spider before her was much bigger, more threatening, and especially stronger⁠—

The spider pounced into the building as ice exploded around in random directions. Ceylon tensed as she realized the spider was going after Arc. And the reason was the person riding it; a woman that Ceylon quickly realized was the Hero of Spiders that Arc spoke about⁠— or Heroine. It didn’t really matter, all Ceylon knew was that Arc was in danger.

It wasn’t like other times, where Ceylon was concerned, this time it was different. Arc was fighting a hero and their monster, which only meant: it was a two against one. Two SS Tiers against one.

She shuddered for a moment as she turned to Regis’karr, who was frowning as dozens more of spiders were incinerated in an instant. Ceylon recognized them as Fledgling Imera Spiders, however she also saw Lesser variants as well ⁠— they were all swarming around Ranedale, attacking any person in the vicinity.

Ceylon winced as an adventurer was overwhelmed, and Regis’karr just watched, shaking his head, which made her immediately turn to the dragon.

“Save him!”

“Huh, what for⁠—” And her eyes narrowed.

Regis’karr frowned and flicked his fingers, and all the spiders around the adventurer burned to ash in an instant.

“There, but I cannot save everyone here. My main duty is to protect you.”

Ceylon paused for a moment seeing Regis’karr’s serious expression. Her request hadn’t been unreasonable, not even close but she understood now, somewhat. She somewhat understood that Regis’karr was planning on serving Arc at least for a while, and that somehow he truly was serious about things.

But still, something had to be done, something in order to help Arc⁠—

At that moment, numerous buildings were demolished as even the ground beneath their feet froze. Ceylon could hear the deep spider hisses echoing around Ranedale, and she knew that without Regis, things would truly be dire. She took a breath, and spoke.

“You have to help Arc, she is facing a hero and a monster of the same tier as her. If you protect me till the bitter end and something happens to Arc, then what will happen?”

Regis’karr frowned. “Arc⁠—heroes⁠— aren’t frail enough to die from just something like this. And I already told you, I’m here to protect you, and you only.”

“Yes, but you still have to help her. Even if Arc doesn’t die, what happens if she is repelled away and the Heroine of Spiders comes for us next, will you be able to protect me?” Ceylon asked, meeting his gaze. “Are you certain you will be able to fend two SS Tier beings while protecting me?”

Her words made Regis’karr hesitate. And Ceylon continued.

“You can just leave me at the forest with some protection Artifacts and I’m more likely to be fine than if you let Arc be defeated.”

“I cannot leave you alone⁠—”

“If you don’t, then I will probably die,” Ceylon said unrelenting. “And Once Arc comes back, what will you tell her?”

“I⁠…” He hesitated and Ceylon continued.

“You need to help⁠—”

“Fine.” Regis’karr breathed, interrupting her before meeting her gaze once more. “I will help Arc, but first we must find you a safe place.”

Ceylon nodded, and they quickly set off as the city of Ranedale continued to erupt into chaos.




* * * * *




Dergan barked orders to the adventurers as the Hero of Frost began his bloodied fight with the Hero-ine of Spiders. He didn’t understand what happened, or how it happened, but it didn’t matter as everyone focused on fighting the spider infestation and saving the civilians. Even the Hero of Frost was actively saving people while fighting the Heroine of Spiders, somehow and in some way.

He watched for a few seconds as the armored hero valiantly repelled the attacks with the use of two dual swords. He parried every hit from the spider, and even as the Heroine of Spiders tried to use skills to assist her grand monster, all it would do was push the Hero of Frost back but not defeat him.

At that moment, Dergan felt lucky to have someone like him around, as for Arc, she was nowhere to be seen. But he hoped she too was saving the lives of civilians. With that, Dergan turned around and continued on his duty.

* * * * *




[Ancient Emera Spider. Tier: SS]




Things were… irritating.

I was now wearing ice armor, essentially roleplaying as the Hero of Frost. Perhaps, it had been a bad decision, and I should’ve fought the Heroine of Spiders as myself, but I didn’t want to risk getting found out by even more hero organizations; so here I was, in a fight in which I had to hold back, because⁠—

And I flicked, killing dozens of spiders with ice spikes, saving a small family. I couldn’t go all out, unless I decided to disregard hundreds, if not thousands of innocent lives. So, I was stuck in a standstill with the Heroine of Spiders and her SS Tier Ancient Emera Spider. I wielded two swords of ice, parrying the large swipes from the spider monster, but I knew it was a status quo that couldn’t be maintained.

The Heroine of Spiders frowned. “What’s wrong? You sounded a lot more confident when looking for me just yesterday?”

I didn’t reply, for I knew I couldn’t even pretend to sound like a man in the middle of battle. The Heroine of Spiders scoffed and flicked her arm up. At that moment, dozens of spider legs erupted from the ground aiming for my life, but it wasn’t hard to dodge, not at all. I stepped to the side, and following my instincts I swiped⁠—

Dozens of beautiful sword arcs destroyed and slashed through the attack in just a single moment, in comparison to training, this was nothing. The sight made the Heroine of Spiders let out a scoff.

“Sparky, out!”

At that moment, the Ancient Emera Spider let out a roar, the chitin around its body began to shine in a dark red luster, and with an awful hiss, it attacked. I blocked but felt my arms tremble in slight pain.

This is… I blinked in surprise, dodging an attack that nearly blurred in my vision. The spider is…

I backed off, using numerous skills at once to throw the spider back, but I couldn’t help but smile as I realized:

The spider was stronger than me as far as physical attributes went.

I wanted to fight it, I wanted to go all out against it, but I couldn’t here in Ranedale, not without disregarding my morals and to some extent my humanity. Which only meant…

I raised my swords to block, and the spider swiped⁠— they cracked and I was sent flying through the city, breaking numerous buildings. I crashed all the way into the town walls. My ice armor fractured as I felt actual pain, but now I only had to⁠—

And I paused as the Heroine of Spiders laughed, the Ancient Emera Spider immediately shattered a building with two of its frontal legs.

“Now, I shall raze this city to the ground!”

Even more spiders swarmed into the city, hundreds if not thousands came right at me, and I snorted ⁠— [Ice Burst] ⁠— frost exploded around me, annihilating most spiders, but things were still complicated.

My mana was steadily being consumed, and I knew it wouldn’t last long enough to stop every single spider along with the Heroine of Spiders and her Ancient Emera Spider. Not unless I did something different.

For a brief moment, I remembered my conversation with Regis in regards to learning new skills, and I had told the truth. I indeed had ideas, and there was no better situation to do it than this. Only when I fought did I truly feel it, the need to do better; the desire to go above and beyond to surpass my own limits, and right now, I felt it.

I remembered all of my experiences from training, every instance I would mess with my skills, how I had created [Wrath of the Ice Queen] among other skills. And it was during those moments where I felt most alive. When I surpassed what I thought was possible with my powers, just like how I had taken Jake’s power and made it my own⁠— this was no different.

I extended both arms forward and clapped my palms pointing at the Ancient Emera Spider.

Like [Frost Domain] but only taking the important parts… That feeling…

I closed my eyes for a moment, remembering how it felt to cast [Frost Domain], remembering how my [Ice Creation] skill was used in order to craft it.

It was free, almost… sentient.

I had to let my ice act by itself, mold itself, and follow my instincts, something completely different to everything else I knew, but that was…

I smiled feeling it from my heart as I called⁠—

“[Avatars of Frost]!”

Easy, was it not?

At that moment, hundreds of ice golems sprouted from the ground across all of Ranedale. The mana consumption was negligible for its effect as the Overlord itself emerged in front of the Ancient Emera Spider, the Heroine of Spiders gasped, but before either of them could react the Overlord slammed⁠—

The Ancient Emera Spider was crushed in just a single moment, before pushing back. I smiled, contracting my hands into fists, and the Overlord⁠— shifted. It became a gigantic deer that charged the spider monster into numerous buildings, drawing a pained cry. The golems around began to kill all of the spiders.

I sat there, manipulating the battle with nothing but my hands with a wide smile and it felt amazing. The main avatar of ice became a gigantic silverback gorilla that threw the Ancient Emera Spider in my general direction⁠— destroying through rubble before hitting the adventurer’s guild and finally stopping in the middle of town.

The spider quickly rose as the Heroine of Spiders screamed.

“How dare you, you leave me no choice⁠—!”

And at that moment, a red shadow swept. The Heroine of Spiders was hit⁠— thrown out of town breaking through numerous trees in the forest. I blinked, seeing Regis, the Dragon of Flames flying directly above the Emera Spider. But before I could question him, he called to my mind.

“Ceylon has been placed in a safe place, I will deal with the Heroine of Spiders, you can deal with the Ancient Emera Spider.”

With those words he left. I had no choice but to believe what he said as I turned my attention back to the battle and⁠—

The main avatar of ice was thrown to the town entrance right next to me, then I turned back only to see the Ancient Emera Spider enter a frenzy in the middle of Ranedale. Destroying buildings left and right with a red breath of mana.

The Heroine of Spiders was gone, which meant it was no longer being controlled. I watched as it easily toppled other buildings, ignoring even the people as it rampaged. And from my very brief observations I further confirmed my suspicions.

The Ancient Emera Spider was a worthy opponent for me.

I wanted to fight it so bad, but unfortunately, I couldn’t; not without destroying Ranedale completely. So far, about forty percent of the town remained, but if I fought seriously everything would be gone.

Which is why I had to get it out of this town.

I clapped my hands once more, the main avatar of ice shifted to a gigantic Alkline Wolf that I quickly rode. With a single command, it ran across town and bit the SS Tier monster, drawing a cry for attention⁠— my hands moved and the Alkline Wolf became the Overlord once more. This time I stood over its shoulder as I gave the final command⁠—

The Overlord roared and slammed the Ancient Emera Spider down with all of its weight, before kicking it. It flew across the town near the entrance as I made an Ice Spear within my hand. And then, I took aim.

In order to fight it, I had to give my everything…

“[Ice Aura], [Haunting Sharpness]⁠, [Blessing of the Ice God], [Gift of Frost]...”

The skills blurred under my breath as I continued casting every single skill in quick succession. The Ancient Emera Spider finally got up and roared at us, but just before it could unleash a mana breath, I finished⁠—

“[Throw of Death]!”

And the spear left my hands.

It was like a burst of light, the surroundings it traveled through became frozen over in an instant and then, it hit⁠— the Ancient Emera Spider was hit, blood exploded as three legs flew through the air before the town walls burst. Frozen brick flew through the air as the monster was thrown out of town and into the Black Forest, breaking through dozens of trees as everything in its path became frozen.

And then, it stopped as ice-covered dirt flew over the horizon, but I knew it wasn’t done⁠.

With a smile, I called.

[God Step].

The world blurred around me, leaving the town behind and the golems to deal with the remaining spiders. I immediately found myself standing over a bloodied SS Tier being. With a smile, I cast an ice sword over it and then brought it down.

I heard death throes, before there was only silence.

And to think, it had taken just about half of my mana.

Then a system notification came, one that gave me pause.




[ The Ancestor of Emera Spiders sheds its primal exoskeleton to roam the lands once more as an Immemorial Beast. ]




I blinked reading it.

Where was the kill notification…?

Then, the corpse cracked.

I looked down and a moment later it burst⁠— chitin flew across the forest as a bright red spider emerged before me. All my senses screamed of danger as I used [Appraisal] once more, only to see something different⁠—




[Immemorial Emera Spider. Tier: SS]


Chapter. 48: Surpassing the Limits




For some reason, I found the presence of the Immemorial Emera Spider oppressing, but I still braced myself as I raised my sword only for the red spider to immediately hit⁠— I felt my entire being recoil in pain before I was launched through the Black Forest, shattering through trees. I felt my heart rushing and for a moment, I was lost.

I didn’t understand how the Ancient Emera Spider became an Immemorial one instead, and I hardly understood why it was stronger than me⁠— no that was untrue. In training, monsters of the same Tier were always stronger than me, so there was no reason for an SS Tier monster to not be stronger than me, however…

I landed, my boots gritted through the grass and ground destroying the dirt, freezing it over as I looked onwards. My skill [Avatars of Frost] ended, and the ice armor covering me had fallen apart just from the aftershock of the hit alone; sure it was in a rough state but I still found it surprising. The spider was stronger than its Ancient version by quite a margin.

And it was something that shocked me. It was something that made my heart rush, reminding me of my times in training; not the enjoyable thrill of battling, but the other side.

The struggle for survival.

I took a deep breath and summoned an ice spear, the weapon I was most familiar with. And after a blink, the Immemorial Emera Spider arrived, swiping its serrated limbs at me. I raised the spear diagonally to block, and the limbs, hit⁠— I felt the ice nearly crack on the spear as the ground around me shattered.

My arms throbbed in pain as I muttered⁠ numerous skills. Every single one to strengthen the weapon was applied, and then, the spider hit again, this time diagonally as my feet gave out, sending me crashing into a tree.

I was frowning.

I didn’t like any of this, but I had no choice. I couldn’t run, I had to fight an enemy that I was actually unsure if I could even overcome; I had to survive. The spider came and before I could even try to attack, I was hit by a frenzy of attacks.

I parried, the first that came for my neck, the second came for my head as I was forced to raise the spear high⁠— the ground shattered once more and my arms quaked in pain. Then came low which I barely deflected as I nearly lost my balance.

I pushed myself to the limit, until finally I had a chance and I used one of my most familiar skills⁠—

[Frenzied Whirlwind]!

I stabbed, hundreds of times forward and the spider’s chitin merely cracked as it charged for me⁠⁠—

“[Deft Thrust], [Repulse]— [Armor Breaker]!”

The spear blurred, and it instantly hit the Immemorial Emera Spider; the ground exploded, numerous trees shattered as the red spider was thrown far away with an echoing hiss of pain.

I lowered my spear, letting out a breath.

For some reason, I felt my breath growing short and my heart racing faster. My breath was shaky, and then I paused as I realized that my arms were red⁠— I was bleeding under my clothes. It was clear that I was outmatched as far as physical attributes go, and even the [Armor of Perma-frost] had long been bypassed.

It was… unreal.

I didn’t understand what I was feeling, but it was something along the lines of apprehension, apprehension to fight this⁠—

And I paused.

It was fucking fear.

I was fearful of the Immemorial Emera Spider because I did not understand it, it felt like being thrown a new enemy in training which I had no previous experience with⁠— or even expected to face. Not only that, but it was so strong that I was sure I’d be quite incapacitated if the thing got a single clean hit on me.

I had all the reasons to be fearful, and yet…

I couldn’t accept it.

Memories of the training flashed, of every single victory, of every smile after a long hard battle, even during the times I was fearful I’d eventually collect myself and win. In that sense, this was no different than the training. I had pushed it back had I not?

Then, there was no reason why I had to give an ounce of respect to the spider, because in the end, the gap could be crossed.

I regripped my spear, and the spider came in a blink and this time, it tried to do the same flurry attacks, except I wasn’t going to let it⁠—

[Quick Step].

In a single moment I found myself on top of the spider and with the spear in hand I used the same combination of skills as before⁠— the spear blurred and the Immemorial Emera Spider drew a hissing squeal as it was slammed into the ground⁠— dirt exploded all around as I regripped.

Again.

But before I could slam the spear, the spider flipped. I was thrown back into the ground and a web enveloped me; the silky string immediately began to freeze but the Immemorial Emera Spider flung⁠— I was sent crashing against numerous trees before bouncing back to the monster who was waiting with its wide open fangs⁠—

And the web shattered, another spear formed in my hand as I called the most desirable skill in this situation⁠, [Repulse]⁠— and I threw the spear. It impacted the spider and it was thrown flying back in a single instant.

Then, I made another spear, reinforcing it with [Blessing of the Ice God] before the spider came. I frowned, barely dodging the swipe, then it opened its mouth and⁠— shot. [Quick Step] was used before part of the forest was consumed by a deadly red mana breath, one that evaporated things without a trace.

As much as I would’ve loved to use fancy skills against the spider, I knew they probably would be ineffective. I was better off whittling it down with my basic skills and conserving my mana for a final blow, but⁠.

Was that the right thing?

I asked myself as I engaged in another fruitless battle against the Immemorial Emera Spider, I could feel my body slowly giving out; not out of mana but physically. I knew I was barely a match for the attributes of the spider after using enhancing skills. But, the real question was:

Could I endure it long enough in order to finally kill it off?

I ducked under a swipe before calling out.

“[Ice Creation]!”

A pillar below the spider, one that was shattered in no time⁠— a lot of my ice skills were ineffective against it as well too. So, what were my options? Hope that I’d triumph in the end? That sounded a bit stupid and yet⁠—

I was forced to block another hit from the unrelenting spider, feeling my bones tremble under the strength.

Was it really my only option?

I needed something new, [Avatars of Frost] wouldn’t work, nothing in my arsenal would work. So I had to create it…?

Two new skills in a single day…?

And I smiled.

“Why not?”

I immediately focused on my thoughts as I went through plausible variants of every single one of my strong skills. Whether it was a different version of [Frost Domain], a different way to use [Judgment of the Ice God] or a single target focused [Everlasting Glaciation]. I went through everything, as my body was slowly worn down.

The fight continued.

This time, I was cut, this time I was thrown around like a ragdoll as I felt ribs break, this time, it was hardly a battle as it became one sided, but I ignored it all because I knew, this was part of overcoming my limits.

This was the reason I had survived training.

My mind parsed through things as I realized I kept hitting the same realization over and over again. I had to use [Stasis], my strongest skill, but it was so mana intensive that using it on an SS Tier being just for a second would completely drain me in my current state, given I was at one-fourth of mana remaining.

I knew I had to modify it, but… how?

I gritted my teeth, returning to fight as I pushed the spider back. It fought tooth and nail with me, even if I threw it back, its dexterous limbs would keep it moving, its joints would give it flexibility I couldn’t match⁠—

And I had a realization as the spider landed a clean hit on me. My entire sleeve was torn as I was thrown into a thicket of trees, my left arm heavily bled as it clicked.

Why couldn’t I use it on just parts of its body?

That wasn’t enough, though. I still needed it to be more efficient in the mana department. I still had to optimize it, and make it.

The spider came once more. This time I only managed to deflect a hit before I was thrown back; one of my arms was entirely useless and my mind distracted.

But as I landed bleeding heavily, I couldn’t help but smile as I finally pieced together a solution.

I rose from the ground as I extended my arm in the general direction. It was a bit of a mouthful, but as I felt it in the tip of each of my fingers, grasping the air itself, just like [Stasis] but more limited and more specific.

Of course, that wasn’t the end of it, far from it⁠. Skills were used as my senses expanded to the limit hearing everything, even what was happening in Ranedale, and within my hand, I truly felt it; the connection I was seeking. I thought about the body of the spider, how each of its joints moved, and I grinned.

The spider arrived, swiping its serrated leg for my head, and I closed my hand, grasping the strands of air and bringing them together as I called:

“[Shattered Stasis].”

And the limb cracked, freezing for intermittent moments ⁠— milliseconds ⁠— as I easily dodged. Its movements turned hundreds of times more sluggish as I backed off, easily dodging the spider. My right hand clutched onto my left arm, quickly freezing the wounds before making another spear of ice.

I pulled back, feeling nothing but exhilaration as I spoke a deluge of skills outloud, every single skill I knew that could make the spear stronger was used once more. And then, as I saw the slow and stiff spider, I grinned.

“It’s time for payback.”

And I threw it.

A large part of the Dark Forest immediately froze as a haunting squeal echoed, marking the beginning of my revenge.




* * * * *




Giselle gritted her teeth in anger. The Dragon of Flames was intervening, and even though it was S Tier, she was at best his match. She couldn’t understand it, and she hated it. Her flawless plan was being meddled with by a random hero she had never seen before and the supposed neutral Dragon of Flames?

It was ridiculous.

She hated it all.

Giselle swiped, her arm transforming into the limb of an Ancient Emera Spider, only to hit a shield of flames; it barely cracked and then a deluge of flames was breathed upon her. She was pushed back, gritting her teeth in pain.

She didn’t have many spiders left, otherwise she would’ve already made short work of the Dragon of Flames, and she hated it. She hated that now she had to wait for the Ancient Imera Spider to kill the Hero of Frost ⁠— which was an uncertainty without her control ⁠— and then for it to come back after its frenzy was done.

She was after all, it’s mother so there was an instinctual draw that would make it come back⁠— but she couldn’t force it to come back.

Otherwise the Dragon of Flames would’ve long died. Giselle hated it! If anything, the only way she could get rid of it was using her trump card. 

She gritted her teeth. “How dare you intervene! Are you that insecure about your master dying?!”

“No, but it is part of my duty!”

The dragon retaliated with another breath of flames, one that Giselle struggled to deal with as she continued to curse him out.

“If it weren’t for you, she would be dead! And now you leave me no fucking choice!”

She really didn’t want to do it, but it was a necessity. The only way for her to win was to kill all of her spiders and use their reduced experience to move to the next Tier, she was a mere five levels away. Simply killing the Ancient Emera Spider would be enough, but she didn’t want to do it, however she had to.

Gritting her teeth, she reinforced her decision.

“I hope you repent in the afterlife, and as for your puny hero, once it's two against one she will stand no chance,” she hissed, continuing. “[Command of the Spider Deity: Peri⁠—]”

And she saw a red shadow, Giselle covered her face as the ground next to her exploded. And when it cleared, she saw it⁠, she sensed it—




[Immemorial Emera Spider. Tier: SS]




I-Immemorial…? Her mind nearly froze, it was a genetic lottery and a masterpiece, but the spider was nearly beaten to death. Which meant…

And she heard the cracking of knuckles.

“You know, I really didn’t need Regis’ help.” Giselle turned only to see the white haired woman walking towards her, cracking her neck. “I alone could’ve dealt with both of you, but it doesn’t matter.”

Giselle could barely register it⁠— somehow and in some way, the Immemorial Emera Spider had been beaten this badly. Sure, the Heroine of Frost was extremely beat, part of her skin was missing and one of her arms was bent the wrong way, but… By her calculations, almost no hero should be able to touch it, and yet…

Before she could react, Arc appeared next to her and kicked.

Giselle felt her ribs break and location change as she fell to the tiled ground. Around her there were shattered buildings, and people taking shelter.

It was the town she attacked.

And then, the crackling of ice brought her attention back to the Heroine of Frost, who was now wearing a magnificent armor of ice covering her full being. She stood over Giselle, looking down and then she spoke in a pleasant whisper, raising her arm.

“I had a good fight, thank you.”

Giselle paused, and the Heroine of Frost brought her arm down as the judgment of Ice fell on them. Ending her current life right then and there, and Ranedale cheered for her demise.




◇ ◇ ◇




Giselle awoke to a deluge of notifications and throbbing pain. She was in a dark cave, and finally when her eyes refocused a loud angry growl left her.




[ Bloodline Succession has been used. ]

[ Bloodline Succession has entered a cooldown of: 6 Years, 364 days, 23 hours and 59 minutes… ]

[ You have leveled down. ]

…




“Heroine of Frost, I will fucking kill you!” she screamed looking with her night vision into the egg-filled cave with anger.

It was her hatchery, and for the first time in decades it was nearly completely empty. She had sacrificed so much just to make that Ancient Emera Spider, and it even became an Immemorial Emera Spider only for it to immediately fucking die.

Somehow and in some way, the Heroine of Frost had overcome it, even though⁠— Giselle didn’t understand it.

She stomped her foot. “I will kill you, even if it’s the last thing I do, I swear I will dance on your corpse, and then find you again and kill you for good so I can dance some more!”

“That is quite insane, isn’t it?”

Giselle froze hearing a familiar voice, and turned only to see the same bloodied Heroine of Frost.

“How did you⁠⁠—?”

And the woman interrupted, walking forward. “I didn’t know the use of a revival skill would still send a system notification, but no matter.” Her eyes narrowed standing before her. “I will just kill you again, this time for good.”

Giselle shivered, and before she could react, she was punched into the wall, numerous bones breaking.


Chapter. 49: One Sided Bargaining




Giselle coughed blood, her head throbbed and her heart rushed, all while she struggled to get up. She was vulnerable; her body was extremely weakened right now. She had just revived! And yet, the Heroine of Frost was knocking at her footsteps already; it didn’t make sense to her!

Her ribs ached, and her vision blurred, but she managed to turn towards the culprit and call upon one of her skills.

“[Summon Spider: Swipe]!”

A serrated leg broke through the ceiling and slashed down. The Heroine of Frost moved her arm to the side, and with a lazy punch⁠— it shattered. Like shards of glass, the leg flew through the air. It was effortless. Giselle hissed and clapped her hands.

“[Summon Spider: Eat]—”

The ground exploded as a gigantic Ancient Imera Spider tried to swallow Arc whole, only for the monster to be stomped, Shattering like glass. Of course, they weren’t real spiders and were just made of mana, but Giselle still gritted her teeth.

She didn’t understand it, how could it be so effortless? How could she just do that?!

“No!”

And she clapped her hands, and four gigantic limbs stabbed at Arc from both sides of the cave. Yet, with a swipe of both of her arms, the Heroine of Frost destroyed them easily. Giselle stepped back, her mouth bleeding from her broken ribs as she spat.

“Just fucking die!”

She balled her hands into fists, and at that moment, dozens of limbs and maws sprouted, trying to consume the hero before her, only for them to⁠— shatter. Their fragments flew through the air, as thin as stardust and all Giselle could do was stare.

What…?

Before she could understand, the white-haired woman was already standing before her. Giselle’s eyes grew wide as the Heroine of Frost raised her arm and⁠— slapped her. She felt her neck nearly break as she was flung into the wall, what was this humiliation? Why?

Giselle barely recovered and flicked her finger forward; a needle-like limb stabbed but it too was turned to nothingness.

Why?

Giselle watched as the Heroine of Frost drew closer to her, her heart rushing in confusion. She didn’t understand why she was outclassed this much. It was clear to her that the Heroine of Frost was in no good state; she was battered, even if her broken arm had healed. The woman was in an awful state, and yet in front of her, she seemed insurmountable.

Why!?

Giselle panicked, but the Heroine of Frost loomed closer and kicked her into another wall. Her bones shattered as she coughed blood. Giselle didn’t understand it, she didn’t understand anything.

“Why are you doing this?!” she screamed. “If you keep at it I’ll really die! I get it, I shouldn’t have messed with you⁠—”

“That’s the point,” the white-haired woman said, ”for you to die.”

Giselle blinked, uncomprehending for a moment.

The Heroine of Frost was really going to kill her?

That⁠— that couldn’t happen!

“What about the keeper of order, Uwell, are you not afraid of his wrath?!” Giselle cried as she was picked up by the scruff.

She was made to meet the ice-cold eyes of the Heroine of Frost, and she shivered as she heard what came next.

“If I cared then, I wouldn’t be doing this, would I?”

The woman raised her fist, and Giselle’s heart skipped a beat.

“W-Wait, we can talk, let me negotiate for my life!”

Though there was no change, and Giselle at that moment saw it⁠ in her eyes⁠— the resolution to kill.

“Every hero wants to get stronger right⁠—”

And the woman punched. Giselle squealed, only to notice the fist was looming right in front of her face.

“Go on.”

She hastily nodded.

“Like I was saying, every hero wants to get stronger, right?”

And she swallowed, meeting the woman’s gaze.

“Let me help you.”




* * * * *




“Let me help you.”

The words of the Heroine of Spiders echoed in my mind for a moment, she squirmed as I held her by the hem of her dark dress. Then, after a moment, I narrowed my eyes, meeting her gaze once more.

“Explain.”

She nodded desperately once more. “I made⁠— created, that Immemorial Emera Spider that you… killed…“ She sounded weird towards the end but continued nonetheless. “So, why can’t I make more Ancient Emera Spiders for you to kill? As we both know, as long as you kill things within your tier you level up, so long as they are not too far below you.”

She took a breath.

“And if you grow too strong, I can still create stronger Ancient Emera Spiders given more time.” With that, she finished, giving me a meek smile. “What do you think?”

I frowned. “That is fine and all, but how can I trust you won’t just try to kill me then?”

Her face contorted, it was anger, it was rebuttal but in the end, a snort left her. “Do I look that stupid to you?”

“No, but you look like the type of person who would want to get revenge no matter what.”

She frowned. “That is⁠—”

“Anyway, if you want to negotiate, then I have a requirement.” I interrupted, meeting her confused gaze. “I want you to dump all of your mana.”

“What…?” she asked, lost.

“I want you to use every ounce of your mana against the depths of the cave. Only then will we talk properly.” I frowned. “Otherwise, I’m sticking to my decision of killing you.”

I saw anger in her face. “That is⁠— are you insane⁠—” And she paused.

Her thoughts went into overtime before a long sigh left her.

“Fine, I’ll do it.”

I let her go, as she collapsed on the ground with shallow breaths, before shakily standing up and facing the depths of the egg-filled cave. I saw a small part of her lament the sight before she attacked.

“Die!” And some eggs exploded. “You pieces of⁠—”

The onslaught inside the cave continued for what felt like a few minutes, all while the Heroine of Spiders unloaded a barrage of curses and insults all to quell her unstable anger. Before, finally, she finished with very shallow breaths.

“That is… everything.”

I shook my head. “Use one more skill.”

“I’m telling you… that is… everything…” She said panting. “If I use one more skill… I will⁠—”

“Do it.”

There was a pause before she nodded and, waved her arm forward decisively⁠— and blood splattered. She broke into a coughing fit on the ground as I nodded.

“We can negotiate now.”

“Fuck… you⁠—cough!”

“So, how can I trust you?”

I watched as the woman continued to struggle on the ground for a few more seconds before finally, she collected herself enough to reply.

“I’m not part of any of those stupid hero organizations. They all were rejected and subsequently gave up on me after they realized they stood more to lose than to gain.”

“What do you mean?” I raised my brow.

“My goal is… or was simple.” The Heroine of Spiders sighed. “To raze a nation to the ground, and I didn’t plan to stop at nothing in order to achieve it. But  now that you’re here I can’t even dream of that lest I wish for death, so⁠— anyway, that is why you can trust me.” She scowled. “I’m not connected to those louts.”

“So I can trust you because you were deemed clinically insane by the other heroes?”

“I’m not clinically insane, or whatever. I am simply someone who has dreams of destruction.” She crossed her arms. “But yes, you can trust me, because even I, Giselle, the insane Heroine of Spiders, still wishes to live. I have unattended business with people in this world too.”

I raised my brow now more curious. “Which people?”

She frowned and turned to me before sighing. “I guess I have to cooperate, otherwise I die, huh?” Giselle shook her head and continued, immediately gnashing her teeth. “It’s just one person, the fucking Hero of Arachnids, I hope he flips over and dies.”

“What did he do?”

“Everything, he mocked me, he tried to…” She closed her eyes and shook her head. “And he laughed at my spiders because not all arachnids are spiders so therefore he is superior. At least he got a surprise when his spiders turned against him. Fucking trash.”

I blinked, there was something untold and somehow I had an idea of what it was. But I preferred to not assume anything and let the topic go.

“I see. So, all hero deaths send system notifications even if they revive?”

“I think so?” She thought for a moment. “I’ve gotten them before and see the bastards show up years later.”

“I see.”

I closed my eyes, controlling my emotions. The realization was simple enough, but it also showed and told me why the Hero of Flames hadn’t actually come after me. Perhaps, part of the thing was the keeper of order, but the other part was:

The Hero of Shadows was still alive…

I sighed. “How stupid.”

“It is, but we can’t dictate how the stupid system works, so alas.”

“I see.”

I nodded, and sensed presences approaching; familiar ones. Regis and Ceylon.

“So, what do you say, Heroine of Frost⁠—”

“Arc,” I interrupted. “That is my name.”

Giselle nodded. “What do you say, Arc? Will you spare me?”

“I’ll give you your answer in a few moments. No buts.”

I saw the Heroine of Spiders hesitate but ultimately nod. To be honest, I highly doubted she’d act up or try to escape in any way, she couldn’t after all. And thankfully, even if she evidently had screws loose, she was still a rational human being when it came down to it.

So we waited, and a few seconds later, Regis and Ceylon arrived. Regis paused, and Ceylon looked at me in horror, and then in confusion at Giselle who was still on the blood covered ground.

I nodded at both of them and turned to the heroine.

“I’ll spare you.”

She paused and nodded, barely containing her smile. “Thank you⁠—”

“But you will have to wait here under Regis’karr’s supervision. I have something to take care of first.”

She blinked, and Regis nodded.

“The Dragon of Flames’ supervision?”

I ignored her question and stepped past her and past Regis.

“If she tries to hurt you or Ceylon in any way, kill her.”

Regis nodded, and before Ceylon could even ask me anything, I left.

Unfortunately, I couldn’t leave the Heroine of Spiders to her own devices.




* * * * *




Jake had set off on his journey, but he still hadn’t made it too far away from Rivas. He wished to try something, and that was to fight the deepest terrors in the Black Forest. Of course, he hadn’t slacked off either in his research, visiting multiple libraries on the journey here, but right now, it was his day off.

And he was fighting one of the terrors.




[Fenrir of the Black Forest. Tier: S]




It was the Fenrir, a mythical beast, and this one was at the peak of S Tier, and yet⁠—

“[Deadly Impalement]!” Jake thrust.

And the beast⁠— exploded. Frozen gore burst in all directions, as all the trees in a kilometer radius were broken and lightly frozen. It hadn’t been a fight, and worst of all, he even gained a level from killing the beast.

It wasn’t fun, it wasn’t even a challenge. Jake looked down at the spear of ice in his hand and dismissed it into his [Storage Ring]; something he was still getting used to for his weapon storage needs. But that didn’t matter, at this moment, he only cared about one thing and that was struggle.

Jake watched as the last of the chunks of flesh hit the ground, and in the end, he had two realizations. One was that he couldn’t use the spear as fun as it was because it just made every single fight easy, and the second realization was…

No fight in decades for him had been like that.

A sigh left him. “I really miss Arc⁠—”

“Huh, that’s a nice sentiment, I hope that you’re not in love or anything though.”

Jake shivered and moved to the side only to see the familiar woman, except⁠— she was all bloodied? No part of her was untouched, even her hair was messed up. For a moment, he was lost.

What could even put her in that state considering he struggled so much to even injure her?

“What happened to you?”

“Not important,” she dismissed. “Our deal has changed, I need your help.”

“Wait how did you even⁠— no, you said you could sense the ice crystals.” Jake shook his head. “What do you need help with?”

“I need you to control a hero, keep them in check basically.”

“Keep a hero in check?” Jake blinked and then shook his head. “Impossible. While I think I am the favorite to win against even some SS Tier heroes ⁠— mostly thanks to your spear ⁠— there is absolutely no way I can keep a hero in check.”

Arc nodded. “Which is why, I will give you this.”

And a sword appeared in her hand as she dropped it to the ground.

“And this.”

Then a staff appeared.

Jake thought that was the end of it, but he watched as Arc conjured dozens of ice weapons onto the ground much to his shock, and just as he thought she was done she decided to add spares in case they shattered.

“Just what the fuck am I keeping in check?”

“I’ll keep it simple.” Arc met his gaze. “This hero will create SS Tier monsters for me to kill, which is why you need to keep them in check; so that they don’t go on a rampage and destroy a town, and so you can kill them if they decide they want to try for revenge or something.”

Jake slowly nodded. “I see… I can do it, but I have a request.”

He turned to the weapons of the ground.

“After everything is done, in a few years, can you only let me keep one of these? I cannot keep accepting them.”

Arc nodded. “Sure, no problem.”

“Thank you.”

Jake crouched and immediately stowed all of the weapons in less than a minute. With that, he was ready.

“Take me to the hero.”

Arc nodded once more and extended her hand. Jake touched it and suddenly, he found himself in a very dark cave illuminated by a single flame. To which he turned only to see a red-haired boy, but his eyes grew wide as he saw the person on the ground.

“Giselle?”

The Heroine of Spiders blinked. “Jake?”




* * * * *




I blinked taking in the situation as their conversation started.

“Didn’t you say you’d be SS Tier when we met again?” Jake asked mockingly. “What happened?”

“Shut up, you’re also the same stinky S Tier as well.”

“So you guys know each other?” I asked in confusion.

Jake nodded as Giselle crossed her arms.

“It’s a bit complicated, but I fought her some decades ago and after I came out victorious she swore to me she’d become SS Tier before me.”

The Heroine of Spiders huffed. “I’ll have you know I’m five levels away or maybe eight now...” she trailed off.

“I’m now four levels away.” Jake grinned.

“Well, I am a mere three levels away.” Regis interjected randomly only for the Heroine of Spiders to snort.

“No one cares.”

“Hey⁠—”

“I guess this will make things easier,” I said simply, interrupting Regis. “Since you guys know each other and all.”

“Easier?”

“Jake will be supervising you in your promise, that is the only way I can spare you,” I explained.

“I do want to be spared, but to be monitored by Jake⁠— that is… there must be a workaround⁠—”

“No workaround, don’t argue with me anymore.” I met her gaze. “Take it or die.”

She swallowed. “I will accept this, but⁠—”

“Ah shut up,” Jake said, stepping forward. “I know the arrangement, so I’ll just take her away before she gets more annoying.”

I nodded.

“Hey, what are you⁠—”

And before she could react, she was hefted like a sack of potatoes and carried out of the cave, protesting like a child all the way through.

A sigh left me. “At least that is done.”

I could feel a pulsating headache, and my body was still tired, but it was over. Finally, I relaxed enough to look at my notifications.




[ You have defeated: Immemorial Emera Spider. Tier: SS. ]

[ You have leveled up. ]

[ You have leveled up. ]

…




And I paused.

“I learned an SS Tier skill…?”

Before I could process anything further, my active skills came to an end and I:

Fainted.


Chapter. 50: Rumination




I didn’t know how long had passed, or what passed through my mind while I was out cold. But  when I awoke, I was lying in a forest and a weird sound was ringing in my ears. I opened my bleary eyes, my ears were muffled, and my heart was calm yet confused. What was…? I saw Ceylon face me only to let out a small squeal of relief, and finally, I managed to hear.

“Arc!” she chirped. “I’m glad you’re good, I was worried!”

I blinked as she clung to me, ignoring whatever cold my body produced as she embraced me, oddly enough making me feel the slightest bit of warmth. Perhaps…

“For how long was I… fainted?” I asked hesitantly.

“Enough for me to seriously worry,” Ceylon said quietly.

Meanwhile, I heard footsteps draw near. “You were gone for about twenty-four hours. So, a while.”

I paused, confused as I turned to see Regis, the Dragon of Flames whose current appearance resembled a red-haired teen. He met my gaze and shook his head disapprovingly.

“I don’t understand what kind of fight you had, but next time let this be a warning.”

It was… confusing to me, but also amusing, I smiled.

“Warning? It was the best.” I chuckled. “I loved every second of it towards the end; I was afraid for the first time in possibly years, and I was pushed for the first time since becoming SS Tier.”

Regis somehow, let out a sigh seeing my reaction. “I knew you had issues as soon as you attacked me for threatening you, but this is still surprising. Still… I saw you fought an Immemorial Emera Spider, those things…” He thought for a second frowning. “Those things were only present in the age of oblivion, and as strong as you are, I don’t think you are stronger than it, especially having to kill its Ancient variant first, or are you actually stronger than I thought?”

I blinked, confused as to why Regis seemed so invested in the situation. But, I still smiled; what he said, is actually why the fight was so enjoyable.

“You are right, when the fight started I was weaker than it, but…”  I smiled. “I overcame it. Though till the end its attributes were higher than mine.”

“Does it matter?” Ceylon asked. “I’m just glad she’s fine.”

I smiled, seeing the rather cute reply, but Regis slowly nodded in response.

“It does matter, but I can’t help but ask. How did you go through two fights in a row, and come out on top? All while having the energy to beat up the revived Heroine of Spiders⁠?”

I tilted my head.  “I came up with a skill called [Avatars of Frost] to deal with the Ancient Emera Spider to save my mana, and I came up with a skill called [Shattered Stasis] to conserve my mana and win against the Immemorial Emera Spider.”

Regis paused, and Ceylon blinked.

“You came up with two skills…?” she asked.

And Regis with his eyes wide, asked a question. “You are not joking, right? You came up with two SS Tier skills on the spot, in a single battle?”

“I mean… I had the rough idea of [Avatars of Frost], but yeah I guess so?” I said in confusion.

Regis swallowed and nodded, then, slowly laid down on the grass to simply look in the sky.

“What kind of monster are you?”

“Monster?” I raised my brow. “How does that make me a monster?”

He shook his head and didn’t reply, and Ceylon finally pulled me enough for me to turn to her.

“Arc, are you actually alright?”

I grinned. “I’m great. I even learned a new skill.”

Regis let out a sigh but didn’t ask, meanwhile Ceylon’s eyes grew wide. “A new skill? What is it?”

I smiled looking at the notification.




[You have learned an SS Tier skill: Frost, Stasis, Eternity and a Prophecy.]




Its name was long and weird. But in comparison to my skills, just bringing up my skill list there was a stark difference:




[ SS Tier skills: [SS Tier: Frost, Stasis, Eternity, and a Prophecy]  ]

[ S Tier skills: [SS Tier: Shattered Stasis], [SS Tier: Stasis], [SS Tier: Judgment of the Ice God],  [SS Tier: Avatars of Frost]... ]




It was my only true SS Tier skill.

Even [Avatars of Frost] and [Shattered Stasis] fell under S Tier, regardless of the System’s visuals. Even though they were ranked according to strength; hence [Shattered Stasis] being first, it still didn’t cross into the SS Tier realm. Which was the reason I couldn’t stop smiling.

After a moment, I took a breath.

“It’s an SS Tier skill called, [Frost, Stasis, Eternity, and a Prophecy],” I said almost poetically. “As for what it does…”

I trailed off thinking for a moment, getting a sense of its effect only to smile.

“What doesn’t it do? It’s a realm-type of skill.”

“That is…” Ceylon paused. “A domain type of skill? Aren’t those the most powerful kind of skills?”

“I dunno,” I said in a pleasant tone. “I’m just happy.”

“Right… I’m glad.” Ceylon nodded.

I could just feel it, the skill was strong. Incredibly so, I wanted to try it. I already had an instinctual idea of how to control it; even if it was abstract. However, I was looking forward to the day I had to use it.

I truly couldn’t wait.

I decided to enjoy the environment, as Ceylon finally let go of me and decided to lay next to me. Her clothes were casual, but I decided to not question it.

“You know, I didn’t think I’d be this worried for you. I’m glad you’re okay…” Ceylon admitted.

“Well, now you know how I felt during the assassination attempt in Blackcrest,” I said, chuckling, before turning to the sky. “Sorry for worrying you.”

“It’s… fine, not something to apologize for.” Ceylon shook her head. “Thank you for all the help thus far, to me and to my family. As for the future, I’ll try to make selfish decisions like you said.”

I smiled. “Good.”

And then, there was the pleasant silence of nature. Nothing to worry about, or to think about, just simple and unbridled enjoyment. I laid there for what felt like an eternity; though it was probably a few minutes. After some time, I finally made my decision as I slowly stood up.

“We should go back to Rivas.”

“Didn’t we have business in Ranedale though?” Ceylon asked in confusion.

“Over half of the town was destroyed, as fast as they usually seem to rebuild, I don’t think it will be easy this time around.” I shook my head. “Not with the casualties; while there weren’t many, there definitely was a lot.”

Ceylon tensed, immediately rising from the ground. “That reminds me.”

I raised my brow. “Yeah?”

She stood up, and walked up to me, sternly meeting my gaze. “Why did you let the Heroine of Spiders live?”

I blinked. “She made a good offer in the way of making SS Tier monsters for me, and since she is under Jake’s supervision I see no issue with it.”

“That’s it?” she asked, irritated.

“What…?” I raised my brow, confused.

Ceylon glared at me. “You let her live, just because of that? What about everything bad she did to Ranedale?”

And I shook my head. “I killed her in the middle of Ranedale, that alone makes up for it. I’m sure they cheered too, since it happened in front of a lot of people.”

Ceylon blinked for a moment, taken aback by my rebuttal. “Isn’t that deceitful?”

“Maybe, but it is a fact that she died then and there, and I’m sure it felt like an actual death too,” I said, shaking my head. “And now, she will atone by working for me.”

“That is…” she trailed off.

“I think, it was a good thing,” Regis said musing, though it sounded as if he was forcing himself to speak. “The people of Ranedale will be happy that she paid the price; sometimes the truth is best kept hidden. Though in this case, it is not a lie either.”

With those words, he stood up stretching for a moment before shining in a bright crimson glow as Regis turned back to the Dragon of Flames, his majestic scales now shimmering to the sun as if they had never been injured to begin with.

He shook for a moment as if dusting himself off before turning to regard us.

“Let us go back to Rivas.”

Ceylon nodded in an awkward manner, and well, I was also taken aback because the topic came to an abrupt end. However, I also felt like things were better this way, so I boarded the dragon, and after a few seconds, Ceylon did too.

And just like that, we departed from the Black Forest and towards Ranedale.




* * * * *




Regis’karr felt weird about the information he had received, perplexed perhaps, but also oddly irritated. And, after asking Arc if the skill she learned was the only SS Tier skill she knew, he got a reply that put him at ease; that was until she added the two skills she created were S Tier and one happened to be her strongest skill.

It wasn’t something extraordinary in itself of course, plenty of other heroes had made their own S Tier skills; even though the higher tier the skill was the harder it was to make one. An S Tier skill was achievable given enough time to perfect it. However, that was where the problem lay.

Most people would take decades to create an S Tier skill, and based on what Regis’karr knew, heroes would still take years to create one, unverifiable rumors that the Hero of Flames had created a skill in months, but still, Arc had created a skill in mere minutes, if not seconds.

It didn’t make sense to him and that’s why he was irritated, because there was no conceivable way for Regis’karr to believe that claim. Yet, he also didn’t take Arc for a liar, and asking for proof would hardly yield anything other than waste both of their time. So in the end, he was left alone with his thoughts, struggling to come to grasp that Arc was possibly the most talented hero he had ever even heard of.

While it wasn’t a widespread fact, heroes were said to be the pinnacle of their element or thing they represent. They are meant to stand at the peak in that specialization, regardless of whether the specialization was broad or narrow; insects or ants, spiders or arachnids, water or frost.

So the fact that a hero was talented wasn’t a surprise, however, Regis’karr couldn’t wrap his head around creating two skills in the midst of battle. Not only that but the woman had learned an SS Tier skill, essentially opening the gate to what they felt like.

Given that fact…

Wouldn’t she be able to create her own SS Tier skill soon enough?

While Regis’karr didn’t believe it to be a feat that had never been achieved before, it was one that was unheard of at least to him. And yet, deep down he felt like for Arc it was a matter of time, and that thought scared him.

It terrified him.

Maybe…

And he stopped his thoughts, he couldn’t entertain things or a new era or something ludicrous like that. In the end, Regis’karr focused on his destination and flew in peace, simply letting his own thoughts simmer. Because at the end of the day, Arc was extraordinary; an extraordinary individual and someone that perhaps could change the status quo on the entirety of Arlas.

The Forgotten Places, one of the looming dangers to the world…

Hours passed, and finally they arrived near Rivas, where Regis’karr transformed into his young form before being immediately taken to the Arlow’s place of residence. There, Ceylon was met with a lot of relief but also an endless barrage of questions, and all Regis’karr did was refuse to answer and to not be disturbed until further notice before heading to the guest room. One which he had been provided previously.

There he closed the door and shortly thereafter curled himself in bed, entering deep thought.

Days passed.

He was barely aware of his surroundings during this time. Of course, he still took note of Ceylon’s and Arc’s activities as much as he could, and apparently an ice business had been established in Rivas, but that was all he was aware of. Instead, most of his focus had been in his thoughts and feelings:

What he felt in regards to Arc and what was the best course of action, as well as how to ask for her aid when the time was right. How strong she was. What her capabilities were. What to expect from her.

So many things passed through his mind during this time, but one thing was for certain, and that was⁠—

A knocking sound startled Regis’karr, he shivered as he rose from the bed and⁠ fell to the ground before quickly recovering. His mood instantly became terrible, he didn’t understand who could bother him at this time, especially after specifically saying to not bother him until further notice.

He walked to the door and unlocked it before opening it only to be met with Arc, standing in front of him.

Regis’karr blinked in confusion, and seeing her expression he couldn’t figure out what she wanted, it was very neutral. He hadn’t spoken with her for so long, was she angry? Was she upset? Did she have an insane request for him? Regis’karr didn’t know, but he still spoke up.

“Is there anything you need, Miss Arc?”

She met his gaze.

“I am free now, take me to the Forgotten Places.”


Chapter. 51: A Bug




In a faraway land, the Hero of Shadows smiled with great happiness, his name was Siegfried and after living for centuries in contempt he had his wake up call. The Heroine of Frost⁠— that wench⁠— had attacked him out of insanity and killed him. And now, he wanted revenge, but he also wanted to not be stomped ever again, however more than absolutely anything he wanted his revenge.

He wanted to make sure she died, to make her pay for her insanity, to make her regret what she had done, regret coming to this world⁠— regret becoming a hero and not dying in training instead.

Everything. And he was looming closer to his goal.

Siegfried grinned looking down at the bloodbath around him before finally looking at the system notification that loomed at the center of his vision.




[ You have vanquished the: Hero of Felines, from the world. Tier: SS. ]

[ You have leveled up. ]

[ You have leveled up. ]

…




He grinned, the Heroine of Crows had escaped him, but the Hero of Felines hadn’t been so lucky to avoid dying after their resurrection. It was almost a universal fact that heroes could resurrect; that they would be like cockroaches and have resurrection points aside from some exceptions.

Of course, there were some heroes who did not possess a revival skill, but those were rare. However, it didn’t mean that they were any less, in fact they were stronger. And Siegfried knew one of these heroes and he was also going to⁠— fucking kill him!

He stomped. Blood splattered around the dark cave, entrails and animal parts surrounded him. And right now, it was deadly quiet. The Hero of Shadows smiled to himself once more, he could feel it, he was on the edge of a breakthrough now.

Tightening his blood stained fist, he grinned.

He was on the verge of learning a new SS Tier skill.

Aside from the one that came with his boon, he had yet to acquire one, and in spite of leveling more than five times already it had yet to be given to him, but now, he knew he was close. So close that he could just smell it.

It was right there.

With a smile he finally relaxed and walked, his boots squelched across the wet ground as he made his way to the exit of the cavern. His mood was great; it truly was. Everything was going according to plan, and for as long as another hero didn’t interfere in his fights, the keeper of order wouldn’t be showing up.

Now, he just had to find another hero.

With a smile, he marched, but at some point he started to maniacally laugh. That was until he saw the exit after making a turn. Standing there, facing away from him was a red armored man with a helmet on; two long horns protruded from it as he looked into the starry sky, a long draping cloak of felt adorned his back.

At that moment, Siegfried felt his whole being shiver, then the man turned to him.

“Your actions have been deemed unreasonable, however the balance has been shifted too much,” the man spoke emotionlessly as he took a step forward. “That is why your punishment will be to help this world.”

The Hero of Shadows had a bad feeling.




[???. Tier: ???]




[Appraisal] finally responded, the system window remained before it started to flicker, the text became garbled before it disappeared.

And a moment later his whole world went black.




* * * * *
 

Regis’karr blinked. Arc’s words resounded in his mind.

To… take her to the Forgotten Places…?

He hadn’t misheard, she quite literally said she was free and that they should go now. And that was… Regis’karr blinked. That was…

“No!” he responded in immediate denial. “That⁠— that’s not even how it works!”

He turned around in frustration, he wasn’t screaming, but he was frustrated. His⁠… his deep thought had been interrupted by the hero he was supposed to serve, and while he could certainly let it go and even learn to get used to it. He couldn’t wrap his head around not being listened to.

“I even said that I needed the help of the other dragons!”

“Well then, let’s go to see the other dragons and do this dragon blood thing,” Arc said, crossing her arms. “It can’t be that hard.”

“That’s…” he trailed off. “It is harder than you think, but I guess I haven’t explained it to you. Ignoring that however, how could you even forget how tentatively I talked about the Forgotten Places?”

He turned around, only to be met with a frown from the person he served, one that gave him a bit of a bad feeling, and a moment later it all made sense.

“Regis, you have been in this fucking room for a month, I ran out of patience long ago.”

Regis’karr blinked. “Wait it has only been a couple of⁠—”

“It has been a month,” Arc reiterated. “You have been here for that long, there are even notes on the ground from the servants asking you questions, and look.”

She pointed only for Regis’karr to look at the floor and see dozens of squared pieces of paper with writing on them. His mind couldn’t wrap around what he was seeing, but it was an undeniable fact, a weird one that greatly confused him.

He blinked in shock. “But how could this be…”

“You just lost track of time or something,” she said, shaking her head. “Stop trying to excuse it, the point being I want you to be useful, I’m tired of waiting.”

“Right, that is fair…” Regis’karr nodded. “I know you established a business, what else have you been doing throughout the… month?”

Arc raised her brow but decided to answer, finally uncrossing her arms as she walked into the room.

“I have mostly been enjoying various restaurants, though I realized that the better the food I ate, the less enjoyable it was, so I decided to do it sparingly like two weeks in. I’ve also been visiting an ice workshop where I can relax while everything else blows over. And…”

She frowned.

“News of the Hero of Frost is spreading everywhere, which is annoying, especially about the fact that the Dragon of Flames is his steed. So you better⁠—”

“I know, I won’t bring it up nor do something as stupid again.” Regis’karr nodded, his tone certain. “Once more I am extremely sorry for my previous mistakes.”

Arc paused before shaking her head.

“That’s all I’ve been doing, and also ensured that the Grand Duke wouldn’t be able to touch Ceylon’s family ever again, though I didn’t do anything; Thomas said he’d deal with it after I informed him of my intention to permanently cripple the man, so I guess I don’t have to bother.”

Regis’karr listened. It sounded, to him at least, for the most part relaxing. Though, he didn’t comment on it, lest he misunderstood something. And then, Arc asked a barrage of questions.

“So, how about you give me some useful information? What are these Forgotten Places? What is this corruption thing exactly? Why can’t we go meet the other dragons?”

Regis’karr blinked, as the woman took a seat on the bed he had been laying on for all this time. His brain processed what was just asked of him.

“I cannot answer that many things at once⁠—”

“Just do it in order.” Arc sighed.

Regis’karr nodded. “Well first, I guess I’ll answer the easiest question. The dragons are probably not all present at the Maw of Dragons, so we must summon them first.”

“Okay, and then let’s just summon them and do the blood ritual thing then.”

“Are you really sure? You know you’ll stop being human and become one of us?”

“And what makes you think I’ll behave like a dragon all of the sudden?” Arc raising her brow. “It’s just more strength, and even if it’s undeserved if it helps me I shall take it. Because I realize now that the Hero of Flames has a very real chance of killing me if I don’t continue to grow stronger.”

“Right.”

“I gave you time, the Heroine of Spiders cannot create an SS Tier spider in a short time, and according to Jake ⁠— after contacting him with a message scroll ⁠— it will take at least six months to a year for a single spider.”

Regis’karr awkwardly nodded.

He felt like he was finally getting the full picture, and if he wasn’t misunderstanding Arc had a very simple problem: time. She didn’t have decades to get stronger, but mere years instead before the Hero of Flames came after her. So now, he understood that this month he had taken to just think was something rather… unacceptable.

“I understand, then let’s see this meeting request made and head to the Maw of Dragons at the end of this conversation.”

She agreed and Regis’karr continued focusing on the next easiest question.

“As for what the corruption is… it’s a bit complicated. I think it is easier to see the Forgotten Places as gaps in the world. Gaps that lead to a different place. As for how to define this place, I do not know how to explain it.”

Regis’karr thought for a moment.

“They are like a pathway you see? Once you enter, even if you find yourself in some broken down ruins, outside of those ruins and even in the ruins themselves, you may encounter the corruption I’m talking about.”

Regis’karr did his best to explain an abstract concept, so he continued.

“The simplest way to see the corruption is as something that breaks reality, an almost impossible clash of the laws of reality itself, and the reason it exists is because…”

He trailed off for a moment, wondering if to actually share this information or not, but in the end, he relented.

“The System is the reason the corruption exists. And the corruption itself makes things less, but also more. It will distort them and break them, and at the same time create something new, something terrifying that is enhanced by it. Any living being that is corrupted will get marginally stronger, but also become replaced by something else.”

“So it’s like a system bug, got it.”

“A system… bug?” Regis’karr blinked.

Arc nodded.

“Yes, the stupid server room malfunctioned after being attacked and now it’s sending glitches throughout the land, all while we live in an rpg game where numbers mean everything.” Then she sighed. “The more I learn about the hidden secrets and what happened in the past, the dumber it sounds.”

“Dumb…?” Regis’karr processed.

He didn’t actually understand almost anything Arc had just said, other than what he was saying was something stupid in her mind. Or rather, that the situation was stupid, but… how?

“You don’t understand, it’s a threat to the world!”

“Of course its a fucking threat.” She snorted. “And the fact that it’s a threat is fucking stupid.”

Regis’karr paused, utterly baffled by her response, and then, she spoke again.

“Let me guess, it can corrupt the whole world, consuming it whole?”

“Yes… that is exactly what will happen if we leave it unattended.”

“I figured.” Arc sighed. “Are there any other world ending things that I should keep in mind? Well not like you or I can destroy this corruption.”

“Right…”

Regis’karr inwardly agreed that the corruption problem was something that was nigh unstoppable, not without the help of every single hero in the entirety of Arlas at least.

“As for world ending things…” he trailed off. “The looming wars and hero organizations, the attempt to recreate arcane magic⁠—”

“So the corruption is the main problem?” Arc asked, interrupting him. “What about the Dragon God? Are there other gods?”

“There aren’t, and yes it is the main problem.”

The woman nodded at him, before standing up.

“Alright.”

Then she met his gaze.

“The conversation has come to an end, send in the meeting request.”

Regis’karr gave her a small nod of confirmation before getting to work.




* * * * *




The Dragon of Frost entered deep thought atop a mountain.

Regis’karr had been sent in the name of the Grand Dragon Elders to recruit the Heroine of Frost. And, he hoped for his success, even if it took years of arduous work. Heroes were strong beings, dragons were too, but unlike them, heroes united out of selfishness while their goals were much more selfless.

However, with a hero on their side, they would hopefully be able to shift the status quo of the world as a whole. Perhaps begin to take other heroes under their wing in order to focus on the issues at large. But at the same time, simply killing the heroes was a desirable outcome for them, it’d be ideal for the world.

That was why it was so important to the Grand Dragon Elders to recruit the Heroine of Frost, all to bring change to the world.

However, the Dragon of Frost was ancient and wise. Wiser than most of the Grand Dragon Elders, and he knew⁠— he understood that he couldn’t put faith in the fact that the Heroine of Frost would remain by their side, let alone serve their selfless goals.

That was why he had come up with a plan. To control her, to make her fully subservient. A small sacrifice to save Arlas, this dying world, and it all began with:

The blood ceremony.

He had already made preparations, but they weren’t going to be used for years or decades to come. However, even then, the Dragon of Frost prayed for Regis’karr’s success.

But for now, he’d enter slumber until that day⁠—

And an alarm blared in his mind, along with a message written in ancient magic, a simple one, and yet it was one that the Dragon of Frost couldn’t believe.

The Heroine of Frost has agreed to join us in order to become one of us through our blood. Let us meet at the Maw of Dragons, I am on my way there with her now.

It was… nothing short of a miracle.

But one that the Dragon of Frost was going to take full advantage of.

He stood up, and beating his wings he took flight towards the Maw of Dragons to make his final preparations.

All in order to bring the Heroine of Frost to their side.


Chapter. 52: Meeting at the Maw




If I was honest, I was annoyed and bothered that things had turned out this way. I had tried to enjoy myself this entire month, but I could only enjoy myself so much when I was trying to live life on standby. I wasn’t trying to settle down or anything, so even if I found myself enjoying going to the ice workshop every other day, I couldn’t exactly treat it like a hobby but a distraction instead.

Even if I enjoyed it.

I turned to Regis, the Dragon of Flames who had just used some kind of skill or magic to contact his fellow dragons. However, before I could speak, I brought up the two questions I had in my mind.

“Do other heroes know of the Forgotten Places?”

“They do, but…” Regis shook his head. “They don’t think it’s worth the trouble last time I checked. Should I elaborate?”

“No.” With that, I moved on to my next question. “So now with everything out of the way. I have to ask; what did you do for a month in this room?”

“I was in deep thought,” Regis said simply. “I laid in bed and thought.”

I raised my brow, somewhat intrigued but also skeptical. “What did you think about?”

“I…” he trailed off for a moment, and then, he met my gaze with resolution. “It was all in regards to you and how to proceed for the future.”

His reply stunned me for a moment. “Ha?”

“You are, while not the strongest hero, your talent is something I had never even heard of before,” he said looking at the ground. “I don’t know how to process it, or how to ask for your help, what to expect from you⁠— nothing.”

I followed his words, thinking through them before deciding to acknowledge things very slowly.

“I do not know how talented I am, and I find it baffling, however, there is nothing to process Regis,” I said. “If you need my help, and you do become my friend I shall help you, as for what to expect from me? Well, I enjoy fighting but contrary to what it seems like right now, I do not actively seek it out. I just take opportunities thrown at me⁠—”

“Like our fight,” he interrupted and I nodded in agreement.

“Yeah, my main goal is finding a home and enjoy what this world has to offer, nothing else and nothing more. So I guess you can expect me to help you if you have personal struggles,” I said tilting my head. “But if it’s too troublesome I won’t lift a finger.”

“That is harsh but I understand.” Then he lightly smiled. “Thank you for explaining it to me. I concluded something similar.”

“I see.” I closed my eyes for a moment, before making a decision. “We should leave now.”

“Right, let’s go.” With those words he stepped towards the door only to pause. “Where is Ceylon?”

I shook my head. “Ceylon won’t be coming along, she is busy dealing with the ice business.”

Though, that wasn’t the truth.

She did want to come, except I had denied her. Unlike other times, I knew that if things went somehow wrong with the dragons, I’d likely be unable to protect her. So in the end, I told her to focus on her family and left a graciously large stock of ice, and even gave her permission to sell all of the ice sculptures I had made throughout the month.

After that, we said our goodbyes, but she did make me promise that I’d return which was something that made me smile.

Finally, I returned to the moment and moved to leave the room.

“Let’s go, we are going now.”

“Right.”

With those words, we quietly left the place of residence of the Arlow family in the middle of the night. Soon after, we left the town of Rivas and headed as far away as possible. Unfortunately, we had to travel through the use of [God Step] and [Quick Step] due to the fact that the dragon sightings had been linked to the Hero of Frost.

So; the Dragon of Flames could not be spotted anywhere near Rivas, which made us travel for hours rather than minutes.

But eventually, we were in the clear and rode towards the Maw of Dragons.

A place, where perhaps, a life changing event awaited me...




◇ ◇ ◇




An hour later, we found ourselves flying over a vast sea. I had no clue where we were, but Draliz, the country that I had emerged in and lived in since coming here, had been left behind even if briefly. And now, I watched the sparkling stars overhead atop of Regis’karr, the Dragon of Flames, all while watching the eternal blue expanse all around us.

The wind rustled my hair and I just relaxed.

I had spoken with Regis about what to expect, and in the end, it seemed that the dragons would try to intimidate me, or perhaps welcome me; he was unsure. However, he reassured me that there was no ill will from them, which well, was to be expected since they wanted me to go to their side.

So given all of that, I decided to relax and enjoy the scenery, mostly the stars.

And that’s what I did, until finally, Regis spoke up.

“We are arriving now.”

I blinked, and rose from his back, turning back to see the vast ocean, and off in the distance. I saw it, a gigantic mountain on the horizon, almost the size of a small country. It was in the middle of the sea and impossibly tall; it soared above the clouds themselves, and through its middle, a large gaping crack ran. It was filled with incandescent light; palpitating and pulsating as if it were alive.

I recognized it instantly.

It was the Maw of Dragons.

The place where Regis told me to seek him last time, and the place where I would be meeting the other Grand Dragon Elders; SS Tier beings. The notion made me briefly hold my breath as we got closer and closer to the country-sized mountain.

And soon, Regis’karr flew through the crack in the middle and maneuvered through gaps in the stone. Moments later we found ourselves in a center-most area. A large place with a center pit, one that was filled with magma.

And as Regis’karr landed, I saw them.




[Dragon of Wind. Tier: SS]

[Dragon of Shadows. Tier: SS]

[Dragon of Earth. Tier: SS]

…




The seven Grand Dragon Elders.

However, one caught my eye. While the ground wasn’t completely even, one part in particular stood out which was like a small hill across the room, and there, the last Grand Dragon Elder sat.

He had blue scales, and it was none other than…




[Dragon of Frost. Tier: SS]




My dragon counterpart.

Our gazes met, his blue eyes met mine for a moment, before finally he stood up. All of the dragons present were looking at us now, or rather at me. Regis got a few passing glances at most. So I stood there, confused on what to do now as I simply waited. Finally, the Dragon of Frost out of all people spoke up.

“Heroine of Frost, we welcome you to our humble abode.” He lowered his head, as if in a bow. “It is with great pleasure, and shock to see you listen to our fellow Dragon Elder, Regis’karr.”

Right… I nodded very slowly, acknowledging what he had just said.

“We didn’t expect to welcome you this soon, however, you can make yourself at home.”

I looked around at the cave. How am I supposed to even make myself at home? Well I had an idea, but still…

I nodded once more, and then there was silence as his speech came to an end. All of the dragons turned to me as I struggled to not look at the ground. It was… awkward. I wasn’t used to being the center of attention, but I knew that I actually came here for one thing and one thing only.

And that was…

In my mind, I took a deep breath before speaking. “I came here, because I was promised one thing.” I didn’t know if to play the arrogant hero or not, but… “As for anything the Grand Dragon Elders want, I’m more than happy to provide it afterwards.”

Regis winced, a lot of the dragons took a pause and finally, one of the elders spoke up.

“A transactional relationship?”

“I mean, I guess so?” I said, uncertain. “It is not purely a business oriented thing, I’ll never forget any favor that the Grand Dragon Elders do for me, and I do not intend to join any heroes⁠— I already attempted to kill the Hero of Shadows.”

“Siegfried?” The dark scaled Dragon of Shadows asked. “He is too hard to⁠—”

“Well I killed him,” I said simply. “I just didn’t know that the System would send kill notifications even if they revived.”

There was a silence before all of the dragons present started to bicker amongst themselves, all for me to hear given we were in the same room.

“So Regis’karr was saying the truth about her boon!”

“Well, I said he has [Truth Divination] already, of course he was telling the truth!”

“Still, to have a hero so strong here with us is…”

Their conversation continued and I noticed something, while Regis’karr just stood there unknowing of what to do, the Dragon of Frost was observing the other bickering dragons shaking his head.

Finally, after a minute of letting it play out, he spoke up again.

“That is enough, we have a guest here.” That was enough to silence things as he continued, turning to me. “Your arrival is largely unexpected, so unfortunately the blood ceremony cannot be done at this moment, for I must enact preparations first.”

“Right…” I nodded, as if understanding.

To be honest, it seemed a bit irresponsible to me that it couldn’t be done at this moment, it was… very disappointing; wasn’t that one of their selling points for recruiting me? It just left a bad impression on me, which the Dragon of Frost seemed to notice.

“I am sorry for our negligence, I will personally ensure it is ready as soon as possible by making the ceremony myself.”

With those words, he beat his wings and took flight, disappearing into a crack in the roof and going elsewhere. This, however, made the Grand Dragon Elders bicker once more amongst themselves.

Something about the Dragon of Frost being the one to do it personally was something that rarely if ever happened.

Which, well, was something I largely ignored.

Though, in the corner of my eye I noticed something. It was the Dragon of Shadows, and they were coming towards me. Regis’karr stepped aside as the Dragon of Shadows arrived meeting my gaze with their golden eyes, before finally, they spoke.

“Heroine of Frost, what is your name?”

“Arc, do you need something?” I asked, raising my brow.

“Arc, I’d like to have a private talk with you.”

I paused, and thought for a moment before gauging Regis’karr’s reaction. He seemed surprised but said nothing, nor did he seem worried; considering all of those things, I agreed.

“Alright.”

The Dragon of Shadows nodded in response and turned around. “Please follow me.”

And just like that, I found myself following after the Dragon of Shadows. We quietly left the room through one of the many crevices in ground level, and… no words were spoken as we traveled.

It took a few minutes, but eventually we found ourselves in a plateau overseeing the ocean. Finally, I turned to regard the Dragon of Shadows only to see them become a mass of black that quickly melted. And I paused. What greeted me was, a woman of black long hair and golden eyes, and she seemed to be wearing black leggings and a crop top? It was… unexpected.

She smiled at me. “I’ll introduce myself now, I am the Dragon of Shadows, Malz, if it sounds weird to you, you can just call me Mally.”

“That is… right.” I nodded, still confused.

Her smile deepened. “Do I look weird or something?”

“I kind of just thought every dragon was male?” I said, doubting what I was saying. “You all kinda sound the same in dragon form.”

She chuckled. “That is fair, the Dragon of Wind is also a female if you’re curious, the rest are male.”

“Uh huh, right… thank you.”

Her smile faded to a small one as she spoke up. “I wanted to talk to you about the Hero of Shadows, Siegfried.” She turned to look at the ocean. “You see, I’ve fought them before.”

“And did you lose?”

“Not lose, I easily overpowered them.” She shook her head. “But he easily escaped my grasp, so I guess I am confused on how you did it and want to find out.”

“Oh.” I blinked. “I just used a do⁠—”

She shook her head, interrupting me. “No, that’s not what I mean. I don’t want you to explain it, I want to find out how you did it.”

“Find out…?”

Wasn’t explaining it finding out? Malz nodded at me, meeting my gaze before stepping away.

“That is why I brought you here.” Her figure became a pitch-black abyss, her voice distorting as she grew in size. “It wasn’t to talk, but to…”

And I was met by the looming Dragon of Shadows, who towered over me, bloodlust engulfing my surroundings.

“Fight you.”


Chapter. 53: The Parallel of Insanity




I grinned, feeling the threat. “So a true challenge?” 

“That is right, so what do you say?” she asked, meeting my gaze.

Was that even a question?

“Of course I’ll agree.”

The wind blew across the plateau for a few moments. The Dragon of Shadows slowly closed her eyes and then, she chuckled.

“Good, then don’t disappoint me, Arc.”

I blinked, and then she swept⁠— a long black tail of shadows immediately hit me as I barely managed to block it with my arms. I felt the invisible [Armor of Perma-frost] crack from the hit. I was sent sliding back across the ground as I stared at the Dragon of Shadows.

“Well?” she asked.

I blinked, confused. “That wasn’t really… hostile…?”

“You want me to be hostile?” the Dragon of Shadows asked, taken aback.

“Well, what was with the bloodlust then?” I asked, now a bit annoyed.

“That is to raise the challenge, or are you suddenly telling me you’re not up to it?” The Dragon of Shadows frowned. “I didn’t take you to be that kind of person.”

“I’m up to it, but…” I stared at her, she too was an SS Tier being, and I wanted to see what she was capable of but something like this…

How was I even supposed to approach it? It wasn’t fun⁠— it wasn’t particularly thrilling and I didn’t think it was exciting either. Not if I couldn’t explore things, or see at least how capable the Dragon of Shadows was, this was just boredom.

“Not like this.” I shook my head. “It’s just a boring fight with no stakes, I don’t see the point really, not if you don’t want to kill me.” A sigh left me.

Sure I did have the option of royally pissing off the Dragon of Shadows, but I didn’t want to be a douchebag so I could have a good fight. I had already been impulsive enough against Regis’karr, though at least he gave me the impression that he wanted to actually kill me from the get go before I even attacked.

However, this was different.

“Oh.” She blinked. “You’re one of those maniacs. Well, that is easy enough, then I just have to genuinely want to kill you, no?”

I paused, meeting her gaze and her aura changed. I felt the surroundings begin to darken, and moments later I felt it⁠— bloodlust, similar to the one of challenge, but also different.

“You know, I really really hate Siegfried, that piece of shit⁠— and the fact that you killed him instead of me angers me.” She shook her head. “Of course, I’m sure he’s still alive so the chance is not forgotten, but if I kill you⁠.”

The Dragon of Shadows met my gaze, her voice turning to a raspy whisper. 

“Wouldn’t it be just like killing Siegfried given that you killed him?”

At that moment, my fighting spirit was reignited but also had the realization that the Dragon of Shadows was⁠ insane—

And they vanished, their body turned into a puddle of darkness as my surroundings suddenly shifted, becoming a vast void of darkness⁠— one with flowing gray mist. I was standing on an endless abyss, and then⁠, a booming sound echoed⁠— the sky flashed and I saw a gigantic silhouette over the horizon.

It was just as big as the Maw of Dragons, its form barely moving and then, there was a harrowing purple light that showed the gigantic figure of the Dragon of Shadows. Her chilly voice echoed through the land.

“Vanish from this world.”

The light was fired⁠— a supersonic beam that made my hairs stand on end instantly arrived⁠ and I used [God Step] appearing off in the distance, and then a gigantic claw of shadows gripped me. The world around me blurred, and in a single moment, everything became purple before I was engulfed in a deadly explosion.




* * * * *




[World of the Abyss].

An SS Tier skill, one out of the two Malz had. And now, it was over. Arc had wanted true risk, and Malz was perfectly willing to give it to her. Truth was, she had resented Arc since she learned the fact that Siegfried had died, and deep down she did wish to kill her, simply disregarding her logic and herself hadn’t been difficult⁠— not when the other party wanted it too.

And now, this was the price.

Death.

Malz waited for the notifications to come, she wasn’t too worried, perhaps the loss would even give Arc a wake-up call that would sway her to join the dragons for good out of their strength. Except, as the purple dissipated nothing came.

Malz blinked only to hear a crackle to her side⁠— her head snapped in the direction of the noise, and there she saw it. A blood covered hero with a gigantic ice sword, her pearly whites showing with a crazed grin.

“This is fun!”

And Arc slashed.

Her vision was slashed in half, pain shot through her neck, and the abyss was torn⁠— the surroundings exploded into ice as an explosion shook the land. Her gigantic body toppled, shadows exploding and dispersing around, her passive skills working in conjunction only for Malz’s to become confused.

How was she alive…?

In a moment, her body reformed, now normal sized, and Malz felt danger. She immediately conjured a barrier of shadows only to have it sheared right through, black particles flying through the dark abyss as she hastily dodged⁠— the oversized sword barely hit, nicking through her neck as a flare of pain and more shadows exploded.

This was…

And Arc disappeared, Malz blinked only to feel her tail being pulled⁠—

What?

With inhuman strength, she was grabbed and thrown into the air. Pain flared through her body as Arc stood on the ground, creating an ice spear.

“You know, this fight reminds me of how I fought the Hero of Shadows, he too was helpless. But, you’re still stronger than him.”

Those words were like a trigger. Malz’s confusion turned into sheer anger. Her pride had been touched, the only thing she wouldn’t allow. At that moment, she screamed, numerous skills going off in her mind.

“I’ll fucking kill you!”

Arc threw a shining spear.

“[Darkest Distortion]!”

And a hole of pitch black darkness consumed it in just a moment, then with a single command of her mind, the spear was thrown back towards Arc. The hero’s eyes flashed with surprise.

“Interesting.”

And it exploded, an all consuming ice explosion engulfed the [World of the Abyss], sending reverberating shocks throughout and yet she knew that it was far from over. Malz turned, casting another skill as Arc appeared raising her hand.

“[Perdition of the Abyss]!”

“[Judgment of the Ice God]!”

At that moment, an explosion of ice and shadows engulfed the place.




* * * * *




Regis’karr had had a bad feeling, it all started with a small tremor on the ground, Arc and Malz had been gone for some time when it happened. And he was a bit worried, Malz had⁠ (in his opinion) a couple of screws loose. And Arc ⁠(also in his opinion) had a lot of screws loose. A combination that shouldn’t meet, but deep down, he hoped they just wanted a private talk.

However, that wasn’t the case, first was a small tremor, then came another one, one that informed him something was wrong, and then⁠— the entire room shook. Something that made even the arguing Grand Dragon Elders come to a stop.

“Do you think the Dragon of Frost finally rediscovered arcane magic⁠—”

“It’s just a rumor, besides do you think he’d actually research something that endangers the world?!”

“Of course! Not for nothing does he act all high and mighty⁠—”

And Regis’karr had enough, at that moment, he had screamed at all of the Grand Dragon Elders to get their head out of their asses and to go check on the Dragon of Shadows and the Heroine of Frost. It was something that had stunned all of the elders, and for good reason.

It was the first time he had ever gone against them or even raised their voice.

But Regis’karr had a bad feeling, one that he couldn’t erase and sought to confirm as he traveled through the cave system in a hurried feral sprint. All while the Grand Dragon Elders closely followed, and a minute later they arrived.

Regis’karr stopped in his tracks, gasping, and before the rest could question it, they too saw it.

A large dome of shadows, many recognized it however, for some reason they could see inside and hear. Regis’karr simply gaped at what was before him, a grand battle of ice and shadows, Arc was bleeding and yet for every hit that was landed on her the Dragon of Shadows would take one as well.

“You think that’s all I’m worth? I’ll bury you!” Malz screamed.

And at that moment Arc grinned, calling out a skill that Regis’karr was unfamiliar with.

“[Avatars of Frost]!”

Her hand moved forward and slammed. A gigantic figure of ice appeared out of thin air and hit the Dragon of Shadows right into the ground with a squeak of pain. Then with a different command, the figure reformed into a charging beast that resembled monsters of old⁠— twisted horns and a large torso with ghastly legs.

The Malz was impaled, blood flew through the air as all of the present elders winced. A scream was drawn along with a cry of a skill.

“[Abyssal Repulsion]!”

And the ice exploded, all around it shattered yet Malz flew as if she were in slow motion, almost as if her time was different. Then from the corner of his eye, Regis’karr saw Arc holding a shining spear, muttering under her breath⁠—

So many skills…

He knew what was about to happen next, and a moment later, Arc threw the spear. The Dragon of Shadows clicked her tongue before it hit⁠— an explosion made everything white, and a moment later the [World of the Abyss] exploded⁠— burst like an egg as a cry of pain resounded.

Regis’karr blinked, all of the Grand Dragon Elders shook on their spot as the implications of what had just happened dawned on all of them.

Malz, the Dragon of Shadows, and one of the strongest elders had been defeated in a matter of minutes. Though, Regis’karr still had a bad feeling that was quickly confirmed by a scoff of anger.

“You think I’ll let this end like that? No!”

The deep bellow shook the plateau, rocks fell into the ocean as the shadows immediately faded into nothingness. There in the middle was Malz letting out labored breaths with an awful frown, Arc stood not too far away raising her brow, her now dried blood covering her body.

“I’ll kill you even if it is the last thing I do, and it will start with a [My Cro⁠—”

At that moment, the sky became pitch black, Regis’karr’s heart skipped a beat realizing what was about to come. And yet, in spite of everything Arc smiled and raised her hand in reply, speaking at the same time.

“[Frost⁠—]”

Her voice echoed, the ground became blue; frozen over in a single moment.

“[Stasis⁠—]”

The air particles stopped, Regis’karr had to will his own heart and blood to flow as he himself felt something within him stop working.

[Eternity⁠—]”

It was all happening within a single moment, just a single sentence whose every word seemed to change the environment in different ways, and this time was no different. Regis’karr lost all sense of depth from the world, and then, he heard the end of the sentence.

“[And a]⁠—”

“Stop!”

A bellow shook the entirety of the Maw of Dragons, the ground⁠— the air itself became frozen over as the mana within the air stilled. The Dragon of Shadows who was now trembling paused mid skill, the sky returned to its starry glory, and Arc blinked looking at her fingers strangely.

Regis’karr let out a breath of relief, one of the elders collapsed on the spot, while all the others were sweating through their multi-colored scales. A myriad of thoughts passed by Regis’karr’s mind before finally, a cold gust of wind swept over everyone.

The beating of wings drew the attention of everyone, only for the Dragon of Frost to immediately descend upon the plateau with lightning speeds.

His presence seemed to oppress everyone as he gave a sweeping gaze amongst those that were present, before finally landing on Arc and Malz.

“You both should be ashamed to fight like this in the Maw of Dragons,” he growled. “Clean up after yourselves, and heal. I won't allow either of you to be in such a pathetic state for much longer.”

Arc blinked but slowly nodded, as did Malz. Then, the Dragon of Frost turned to the hero, meeting her gaze.

“You know what to do first.”

He closed his eyes, reopening them for a second as he took a breath.

“Then, we can begin with the blood ceremony.”


Chapter. 54: Malz’s Offer




It was a shame. A shame that I hadn’t been able to use my SS Tier skill, even casting it out loud made me happy ⁠— well if I was honest I felt like I had to vocalize each and every word or it wouldn’t come. It was… magical. Every syllable triggered my mana to respond in a certain way, and it had all been at the tip of my fingers.

But unfortunately, the Dragon of Frost had interrupted things, and the mana within the air trembled, enough to at least make me stop along with his roar. But that small disruption threw me off a bit, but I also felt like it allowed me to understand the skill slightly better.

Every word felt like it built upon each other… The mana strands in the air and how I felt them changing were no different either. Unfortunately, the disruption had made me lose that magical feeling, but at the same time, I supposed that it ended up sparing the Dragon of Shadows.

Which in retrospect, was for the best.

And now, I found myself walking down the cave along with none other than Malz, who was somewhat limping as we walked. It was… awkward. I had so many thoughts and feelings, but as time passed, only one thing remained.

Guilt.

“Hey, I’m sorry for… you know…” I shifted awkwardly as we walked. “Everything…”

There was a silence, as the walk continued, it lasted for a few seconds before a sigh left her, and contrary to my expectations she shook her head.

“It’s fine, It’s not like I behaved the best way either.” A sigh left her. “But I appreciate your apology, sorry for not accepting defeat after all was said and done.”

“Right… it’s fine…”

It was… weird. Perhaps it was because Ceylon wasn’t around, but I didn’t know how to interact with Malz, or Mally as she had suggested. Which well, just made all my interactions with her awkward. At least with the Dragon of Frost I knew what I wanted, so even if it was hard to assert myself I could still do it, but with Malz⁠… that really wasn’t the case at all.

Because well, I ultimately didn’t know what I wanted to even achieve with her, or anything really.

I frowned as we walked, and then she spoke.

“You know, I never thought that you would be so strong. At least, not to be able to survive the [World of the Abyss] an SS Tier skill. I do know your boon, but…” She shook her head. “It is still impressive to me.”

I blinked. “Thank you…?” It was an… odd compliment. “I guess I just did what my instincts told me to? I encased myself in ice, used a lot of skills and survived…”

She chuckled. “Yeah, your kind is always very… instinct driven.”

“My kind?” I raised my brow, now confused.

“Yeah, your kind.” She nodded. “The kind of beings who derive enjoyment out of fighting. Your kind thrives in situations where their life is at stake, and when it isn’t they kind of just…”

Her words made me curious, enough to prod on what she was saying.

“Kind of just?”

“Well, they are just kind of there. They just live until their next battle and that’s about it, do things to pass the time but they never really stop fighting. Naturally, I don’t know your life but I have a feeling you’re in that situation too.”

“I’m not, or at least hope not to be.” I shook my head. “I’m just here to get stronger because I’ll have to deal with the Hero of Shadows again, but also because of the fact that I will have to deal with the Hero of Flames too.”

“The Hero of Flames?” Malz lowered her head as we walked. “I can see your troubles now. But if you have such a strong SS Tier skill then I don’t think you should be that worried.”

“I have to make sure I can kill him,” I said, shaking my head. “That is all. I’m way more interested in trying to live a somewhat relatively normal life and finding a place to call home than to have the fact that I’m a hero spread to the world.”

“So you’re saying that most heroes aren’t aware of you?” She asked as we finally reached the center-most room. “That is quite unexpected.”

“Only the Hero of Shadows, the Hero of Flames, and the Heroine of Spiders should know, but the Heroine of Spiders is now working for me,” I said, shaking my head.

“Oh, that is quite nice.”

The talk continued as I followed Malz, and we headed to another cavity where she had to transform into her human form. Once we were there, I was met with a rather archaic room, one that was full of potions and bottles.

“Well, now we are here,” she said, letting out a breath before turning to meet my gaze. “Though to think you’re so different from those battle maniacs I’ve met, yet you exhibit almost the same traits.”

“I guess so.”

She nodded and then turned to the variety of shelves, all of them carved within the rock itself. Malz looked around for a few moments, before picking up two potions and handing them to me.

“These are for you.”

“Right, thank you.”

She turned and grabbed something from the bottom shelf.

“And this is for me since conventional stuff doesn’t work on dragons.”

I nodded and looked at the two potions she handed me.




[ Ancient Mana Potion of Immemorial Times. Tier: S ]

[ Ancient Health Potion of Immemorial Times. Tier: S ]




I blinked, and Malz spoke.

“They are not SS Tier, but they should still restore you to almost top shape, that’s how amazing they are.” She said as she uncorked the gourd she held in her hand. “By the way, how long did it take you to finish training?”

I blinked, as I watched Malz down whatever liquid was inside her gourd.

“Thank you for the potions.” I nodded.” As for the time, it was… five years and seven months⁠—”

And she spat the liquid onto the ground. “What⁠— five years?!”

“Yeah…? The System said something about record time; now that I think about it.” I thought for a moment. “Is that even good? I have no point of reference.”

She gasped for a moment, trembling before shaking her head. “Out of all heroes, your time is the best I’ve heard of, the Hero of Flames took seven years…”

“Oh. Huh…?”




◇ ◇ ◇




I ended up drinking the potions and being bombarded with questions, but by the end of things, after we both were healed and everything died down, she was simply put… staring at me. Almost in reverence. It was awkward. And as we headed back, I had about enough as I asked:

“Aren’t heroes largely irrelevant to dragons?”

“Yes, but I’m probably the most interested in heroes out of all the other elders, and you are just…” She shook her head. “I don’t understand you.”

“What do you even mean?” I raised my brow, still walking to get back, while I was invested in the conversation I also had another thing in mind:

The blood ceremony.

The sole reason I had come to this place.

Meanwhile, Malz seemed to be thinking. “I don’t know, when did you arrive in this world? Did you learn that SS Tier skill in training?”

“I came here like a month and a half ago,” I said after a moment of thought. “As for the skill, not really. I learned it after killing an Immemorial Emera Spider.”

“You… killed one in spite of…?” She blinked. “Ha? One of those things?”

I nodded now, smiling pleasantly. “Mhm, it was a good fight. A fun one really.”

“I mean, I assume it was, but just how⁠—?!” She gaped. “No, I have to find out how!”

“And how will you do that?” I asked as I walked into the plateau that was now devoid of dragons.

I was a bit confused, but before I could react Malz pulled me and grabbed my hand. She met my gaze with her golden eyes as she lowered herself before me.

The wind blew, and after a breath, she spoke resolutely.

“Arc, I want you to take me with you.”

I blinked. “Ha?”

“I want to go along with your adventures or your journey towards a normal life.” She closed her eyes. “I can also help if the Hero of Shadows or the one of Flames come.”

“No? I already have enough with Regis’karr.”

“I can just replace him.” She frowned. “I’m stronger than him and more knowledgeable than him in everything but earthly topics.”

“I said no.” I lightly frowned.

“Can you at least reconsider it?” her pleading voice gave me pause.

I stared at her for a moment. My thought process boiled down to; I didn’t want to have two dragons following me. Not when I’d also possibly need to teach Malz common sense. But her offer was still tempting to me… In the end, a sigh left me.

“I’ll make a final decision after the ceremony.”

She blinked. “Right, I can work with that.”

“So, where is the ceremony?” I asked.

“It’s at the peak of the Maw of Dragons.” There was a pause before Malz spoke again. “I’ll take you there.”

“You what?”

And before I could react, the Dragon of Shadows displayed her true form before me, lowering herself.

“Get on, it’s faster this way.”

Wasn’t dragon riding supposed to be something dragons didn’t easily agree to?

“Right…”

Though, I still listened, more interested in the ceremony than anything. Then moments later, we set off towards the top of the mountain.




* * * * *




Regis’karr was nervous, nervous about the fight that had happened between Arc and Malz, the Dragon of Shadows. Arc wasn’t the most stable of individuals, and Malz wasn’t either, but the thing was; Malz was one of the elders. She was a Grand Dragon Elder, whereas Arc was practically an outsider.

Sure she was the Heroine of Frost and one of the most promising individuals the dragons had seen in centuries, but matter of fact was:

She was an outsider.

And now, after the situation settled in, the Grand Dragon Elders wanted her out. They were raising their concerns to the Dragon of Frost, he who had the most respect and whose decision weighed the most.

“She is a savage!”

“She will be the doom of all of us, starting a battle with the heroes!”

“If any of us anger her enough she will attack us too!”

…

It was a barrage of voices, and Regis’karr understood. But Arc wasn’t that extreme⁠— she certainly was unreasonable at times, but so was any hero who had gone through the System’s training. They had very fickle personalities, and to some extent, Arc was actually the sanest one Regis’karr had met.

But it’s not as if his words could convince the other elders. They all wanted her to not receive the blood ceremony, and the Dragon of Frost, standing at the peak of the Maw of Dragons, simply observed. A golden chalice that was the size of a person stood to his side.

Finally, after a few moments and as the complaints died down. The Dragon of Frost shook his head.

“I believe in her integrity, and I believe in what Regis’karr saw.” He closed his eyes before opening them resolutely. “That is why I shall personally take responsibility should anything come from her actions after she joins us.”

The elders wanted to argue, but the Dragon of Frost continued.

“The ceremony will be seen to the end.”

His eyes narrowed, and his voice dropped as the atmosphere turned cold.

“This will mark a new age for the dragons.”

And at that moment, a gust of wind swept as everyone’s attention turned to the base of the peak. Where Malz the Dragon of Shadows arrived, and on top of her was…

Arc.

Regis’karr blinked, all of the elders did at the same time as the implications of what it meant settled in their minds. For some reason or another, Malz had made this choice. Meanwhile, Arc after thanking the Dragon of Shadows stepped down and began to walk towards the chalice.

“Welcome, Heroine of Frost,” the Dragon of Frost said with a smile. “We were awaiting your arrival.”

She nodded. “Thank you.”

Malz moved next to Regis’karr, all while Arc approached the peak of the mountain under the tense gazes of the present elders. Then, finally, as she stood before the chalice the Dragon of Frost began.

“It is time for the blood ceremony and it is time for you to become one of us. Are you ready to accept the responsibilities of the dragons?” He met her gaze. “To share our burden, and to save Arlas from its impending doom?”

Arc took a breath and nodded. “I am ready.”

“Good.” The Dragon of Frost nodded. “Let us begin!”

And he spread his wings wide, the mana in the air shifted, the chalice shone red and something within the Maw of Dragons changed. Malz and Regis’karr shared a glance in confusion, and yet the rest of the elders seemed to ignore it as they focused on Arc.

She stood in front of the chalice, her eyes barely seeing its contents. Yet for some reason, Regis’karr had a bad feeling of what was about to come.

“Through consuming our mana filled blood and flesh, you will become one of us.” The Dragon of Frost gestured. “Now consume.”

Arc stood there, in silence for a few moments before she shook her head.

“SS Tier poison, really?” She sighed. “If you wanted to kill me that bad there are better ways to go about it.”

With those words, she kicked. The chalice dented and went flying out of the Maw of Dragons, its contents spilling into the air as everyone just stared.

It was as if a pin was dropped. A stifling silence engulfed the peak of the highest mountain in all of Arlas, that was until a laughter broke it. And the one who was laughing was no one else but the Dragon of Frost.

What even was going on…?

The Dragon of Frost continued.

“I really wanted to do this the easy way, but it seems like it will be the other way around!”

Regis’karr blinked, and then an explosion of ice engulfed everything. Blasting all of the other elders from the top of the gigantic mountain. And as he fell, Regis’karr heard an echoing voice full of hatred.

“Submit or die.”

And another explosion of ice shook the mountain peak in reply as a bloodied battle began.


Chapter. 55: The Arcane




His name was ancient, long forgotten by everyone alive, only the remnants of it known by a select few. However, all of that was irrelevant, now, he was known as the Dragon of Frost. He was the first Grand Dragon Elder and he had a very simple mission, and that was to ensure the Heroine of Frost came to their side, and for that, he needed to make her submit.

The Dragon of Frost narrowed his eyes as a retaliation came, a blast of ice instantly arrived and he⁠⁠— scoffed. With a sweep of his claws, the blizzard-like burst of ice failed to reach him, dispersing around him as his eyes narrowed.

He was fighting against a hero. And his own counterpart no less.

The Heroine of Frost.

Which was why he had to be careful in the first place. He didn’t want to use his preparations if he didn’t have to. And so, instead he decided that he had to win the fight as fast as possible, through using nothing but his own strength.

His muscles tensed, his bones creaked, and his mana flared. The Heroine of Frost took notice of it, but it didn’t matter as he instantly channeled all of his mana to his extremities, and feeling it from his throat he called⁠:

“Oh, no you don’t!” And the Heroine of Frost appeared, slashing down upon his neck⁠—

“[Playground of Frozen Nightmares]!”

And the ice sword that hit his neck shattered⁠— a blast of ice sent the Heroine of Frost tumbling back as the entirety of the mountaintop was engulfed in a thin layer of gray colored ice. In an instant, the surroundings were shrouded in a blizzard of sharp ice, and with a command of his extremities, deformed creatures appeared.

The Heroine of Frost stared surprised as her cheek was slashed by the blizzard.

He knew her boon, he knew the only way to truly get rid of her was by using SS Tier skills, and this was just the beginning.

He was the oldest, the wisest, and the strongest.

His eyes narrowed as he commanded the monsters of forgotten times to attack. A worm immediately pounced, one that was hundreds of meters long and a dozen meters wide, its elongated body shattered the ice. The surrounding monsters too attacked; a twisted wolf and a four winged bird.

The expression of the Heroine of Frost never changed as she made an ice spear and her body was engulfed in an armor of ice. Then, a moment later, all of the were monsters impacted⁠— ice shards flew through the air and roars echoed.

The Dragon of Frost smiled, he watched as more beasts formed. The environment was his and his to control alone. He could feel it, pulsating with waves of his mana. He could feel the instincts of the ice monsters that had been created, and it was exhilarating.

The beasts attacked, and some died, but in the end, it was too overwhelming as the Heroine of Frost got thrown around. She fought back, sometimes her reflexes were truly worth of praise, and other times, for more inoffensive attacks, they were incredibly dull; almost lazy.

The Dragon of Frost scoffed and commanded the monsters to be more aggressive.

She was pushed faster, made to react more, but in the end it didn’t matter as a hill sized four-legged beast hit her with its claws. The armor shattered, sending the Heroine of Frost flying, and that’s when he saw it…

Her face.

It was almost vacant.

Had she given up on fighting already!?

The Dragon of Frost felt anger like never before and immediately slammed both of his claws down as most of the monsters began to fuse into two legendary beasts. One was the worm, the other was a serpent, just as big. They had both been two terrifying beings that ruled the grand desert of Arlas:

The Great Serpent, Anara, and Salas, the Conqueror of Sands.

He had fought them in the past, but now he was using them to put an end to this and kill the Heroine of Frost in order to start the process of forcing her to come to their side.

His eyes narrowed.

It was only a matter of time before she started to beg for her life.




* * * * *




Malz flew above the peak of the maw, worried about what was unfolding before her eyes. The Dragon of Frost was fighting Arc, for some reason. She had kicked the chalice and soon after, a battle ensued. Arc had no animosity towards the dragons, and Malz had reason to believe the woman was telling the truth about her reason for coming here.

Moreover, no other Grand Dragon Elder had supervised the creation of the mana-filled blood within the chalice, it had all been supervised by the Dragon of Frost, the same dragon that was trying to kill Arc at this given moment. Malz found it strange, perhaps not out of character, but strange, and also worrisome.

Yet she didn’t act, not while all the other Grand Dragon Elders flew by her side. Regis’karr stared, surprise in his eyes. However, the other elders were rather confused, and of course, gossiping amongst themselves.

“Is she against us?”

“She mentioned poison but!”

“Do you think Frosty would be as dumb as to try to poison a hero? It’s clear it was a premeditated decision by the Heroine of Frost!”

…

Malz listened, and she simply gritted her teeth listening to their ongoing thing. They weren’t even paying attention to the fight, not much at least. The elders were just angry, angry at Arc for standing up, angry that the Heroine of Frost was a savage who couldn’t follow the ceremony. Angry that she would lie and taint the name of the dragons⁠—

It was all bullshit.

Malz teetered in indecision, she didn’t know what to actually do, Arc was struggling against the two beasts, but… Malz couldn’t jump in to save her, not without angering the rest of the elders and causing them to join the fight in the name of betrayal.

Her thoughts veered for a moment before she heard one of the elders speak.

“We should help to punish the sinner.”

At that moment, the other elders agreed. Malz paused and felt anger flare inside of her again.

“Are you all dumb?!” she roared.

The dragon elders paused, stunned at her comment, and turned to her with frowns, but she continued without pause.

“Arc hasn’t done jackshit against us, the only reason she is even on our bad side right now is because I literally forced her to fight me!” Malz protested. “Can you all think for a moment? All heroes have [Appraisal], if she said it’s poison then it probably is! Why would she provoke us when we are all here? If we all used our best skills, no single hero would be able to fight back!”

She flapped her wings with fervor, her anger rising.

“Think, didn’t the Dragon of Frost prepare the ceremony alone? And didn’t he react a little bit too fast? His words alone indicate that he was planning this!”

The elders blinked, stunned in silence as they registered what Malz was saying. That was until the Dragon of Earth spoke.

“And how can you be so certain of this?”

Malz blinked.

He can’t be serious⁠—

“Arc was telling the truth.” Regis’karr sighed. “That chalice indeed had poison. [Truth Divination] tells it all.”

There was another pause, the elders shared some glances and one talked about being unsure of Regis’karr’s words, and another dragon pointed out that they had been relying on him for information the entire time⁠. Then, it broke into an argument.

Malz couldn’t believe it. She wasn’t the oldest or youngest among the elders, but somehow at this moment, she felt as if she was looking at a bunch of fossils that had lost their reasoning from old age.

This was⁠—

And an explosion down below occurred. One that screamed with a shrill cacophony of sounds of broken glass. Malz paused, the elders froze and craned to look down only to see one of the beasts that was fighting Arc missing, and the serpent was sent flying again.

“You know, I really tried to understand it,” Arc said, shaking her head as she walked forward. “But the nature of an SS Tier skill is still relatively confusing to me. I cannot replicate it.”

At that moment, the serpent recovered and pounced⁠. Arc dodged and stabbed in between scales only for cracks to appear across the beast and⁠— shatter. The same horrible sound echoed as Arc continued to walk.

“However I’m done with all of that.”

She shook her head before meeting the gaze of the Dragon of Frost. Malz instinctually shivered and then, Arc spoke coldly.

“Now I’ll kill you.”




* * * * *




The Dragon of Frost felt his body tense at that moment. But the heroine continued as she walked forward.

“I don’t understand if you were telling the truth earlier in regards to the ceremony or if it was a ploy from the start. But I don’t care now.”

She spat on the ground.

“I don’t need a stupid blood ceremony to overcome my problems, coming here was a mistake.”

At that moment, the Dragon of Frost felt his pride as a dragon being touched. She was looking down on one of the most esteemed and highly regarded traditions, and he couldn’t take it.

“The ceremony is real,” he growled. “Consuming the mana filled flesh of a dragon will instantly strengthen any living being, how dare you slander it!”

The Dragon of Frost felt nothing but hatred consume him as he prepared his next skill, he was going to use everything and get rid of her once in for all⁠—

“Oh is that so?” She asked, appearing next to him. “Well I don’t care!”

And she slammed the spear down, at that moment a gigantic spear formed in the sky and was brought down. The Dragon of Frost was hit, screamed as judgment bore on him. Then, his eyes went wide seeing her in the distance. She was holding her hands towards him, and then, a moment later, she clapped⁠—

The ice shifted, and he was hit. He was thrown into the air by a being bigger than him, a humanoid one that had red mana lights for eyes and an elongated and twisted body. And before the Dragon of Frost could do anything else, the creature jumped.

His eyes grew wide as he saw the beast grip both of its deformed hands looming over him, and then it slammed⁠— the Dragon of Frost felt his body scream in pain as he crashed at supersonic speeds against the top of the Maw of Dragons. Rock exploding everywhere.

What is happening? The Dragon of Frost couldn’t understand. Things had been so much easier earlier. But now, the Heroine of Frost was suddenly so strong?! How?!

How had she shattered the beasts in the [Playground of Frozen Nightmares] so easily?!

It didn’t make sense to him, but he still had to kill her. He just needed respite.

[Blink]!

In a single moment, he appeared on the farthest cliffside and he immediately raised his claw to the air. Meanwhile, in the distance, the Heroine of Frost turned to him and pointed her finger.

The Dragon of Frost blinked, and the next thing he knew was⁠— pain. He was thrown like a doll back to the center of the mountain. It was as if time had skipped for a single moment with no trace of the woman he was fighting.

He gritted his teeth.

It didn’t make sense at all!

Still, he just had to use his domain SS Tier skill and it would all be over!

He raised his claws. “[Coldest Rea⁠—]”

And he felt his mana itself flicker stop at random intervals enough to throw him off. A shadow loomed and the gigantic summoned beast slammed upon him, its whole body falling on top of the Dragon of Frost as he let out a miserable squeak.

There was so much he didn’t understand at this moment, but in his mind one realization became clear.

He was weaker than the Heroine of Frost. It was a painful fact, but one that he chose to swallow. Perhaps he wasn’t weaker, none of her skills had been SS Tier, but for some reason he was still outmatched. And deep down he felt like he knew the reason.

She was much more talented in the element of Frost than him.

He was the Dragon of Frost and yet he was lesser…

But why? He thought about his life, all he did for the dragons and his research, how he had experienced and looked at the things in the age of oblivion, how he had initially discovered the existence of arcane magic.

And then he arrived at why he wanted to subjugate the Heroine of Frost.

Perhaps it had been dumb to try to initially poison her, perhaps he should have just attacked her instead. And perhaps he should have tried to do things amicably instead. But in his heart, he would never trust a hero, which was why he had to do what he was trying to do; in the end, her power was invaluable to starting a new era.

Which is why he had made plans, plans that initially he didn’t want to use, but plans that he now had to use.

Even if it was a risk to the world.

Even if it was against the principles of the very system.

Even if it was an external power from bygone times..⁠.

He had to use it.

The Dragon of Frost screamed, roaring as he pushed his very will into the Maw of Dragons. His mana left his body as it quickly reached his living quarters, where it was touched.

At that moment, a cold wave passed through the entire mountain, freezing the rock itself as the Heroine of Frost stopped in her tracks.

He was going to do it!




* * * * *




Malz froze, recognizing what she was feeling.

It was… arcane magic.

She was sure of it. It was chilling, alien, and dangerous. Her senses blared in alarm and a moment later a gigantic pale blue circle formed in the air above the entirety of the Maw of Dragons. It was kilometers wide with intricate designs.

Her heart stopped.

That was…

The Dragon of Frost screamed.

“Arcane Magic: Judgment of the Coldest Frost!”

And the circle fired, engulfing the Maw of Dragons in an instant.


Chapter. 56: Frost, Stasis, Eternity, and a Prophecy




Things were calm, almost empty since Arc had left. Ceylon wasn’t used to it, the last time they talked was in the afternoon when her friend and savior explained to her the situation and why she couldn’t come. It was a hard pill to swallow, certainly, but eventually Ceylon accepted it and focused on putting all the knowledge she learned in her formative years to work.

Everything she knew about administration and business; about distribution and logistics, she used all of it. It was hard, but things had been going well for the business that she had started thanks to Arc. It wasn’t a complicated thing really, it was simply time consuming to her. Though…

Ceylon sighed.

She was unsure if this life was for her. It was tedious and boring; sure it was relaxing. But walking around in the forest was relaxing in a much better way. Arc’s presence, their lifestyle⁠— everything was just so much better with Arc around. Though, at least Ceylon figured she had to use this opportunity to learn things; not necessarily to obtain knowledge, but to become more helpful towards Arc.

To grow her capabilities in the way that it mattered. Whether it was cooking, actual thinking and reflection, or educating herself on commodities that Arc might enjoy.

Ceylon didn’t know why she wanted to go to such lengths for the woman that had saved her life; after all not once had any kind of repayment been requested. At the same time, Ceylon did not feel a sense of having to pay back either ⁠— she did at first ⁠— but now her emotions were different.

Now she wanted to help Arc, someone whom Ceylon herself perceived as… needing help. As strange as that was. Perhaps it was how easily Arc got irritated sometimes, her reactions to eating food till this day, or even how impulsive she was; there was really nothing that Ceylon could point specifically at, but Arc wasn’t…

Another sigh left her as she stared at the contracts before her desk.

Perhaps it was due to the content in the contracts negotiating for one of Arc’s ice sculptures. It came from the capital itself, and more specifically the kingdomship of Draliz. Ceylon didn’t know what they wanted the sculpture for specifically, but nonetheless it was something very important, and something that closely reminded her of Arc.

Perhaps it was that.

Ceylon smiled to herself. “I really should stop thinking that much, huh?” A small chuckle left her. “Though I still want to help you⁠—”

She shivered. Her heart skipped as she bolted up from her seat. Ceylon felt sweat starting to form as her heart refused to calm.

The temperature had shifted.

She quickly moved to the window in a hurry as she had a bad premonition, and then it happened: past the horizon, past the clouds, past everything she saw a thin line of pale blue light, one that pierced the sky, one that carried insurmountable power, and one that made her shiver.

Somehow and in some way, Ceylon felt like it had to do with Arc, and not in a good way. She frowned, hoping for Arc’s safety.




* * * * *




Regis’karr shivered watching the beam of light engulf the Maw of Dragons. It was arcane magic. Power that was meant to be forgotten. Power that messed with the System itself and created…

The edges of the light distorted flickering in and out of existence.

Corruption.

A thing only to be found in the Forgotten Places, but now it was here in this world. Regis'karr watched it flicker. It was here in Arlas…

And yet in spite of everything all he could do was stare. Lost on what to do. All while hoping that Arc would be safe.




* * * * *




It happened in a blink.

The world itself cried, the earth at my feet shattered, and yet I myself stood there. Unaffected by the blue light that seemed to freeze the air itself. Before me, stood the Dragon of Frost, or somewhat. I saw lines of light coursing through his extremities, ones that would lightly flicker in and out of existence and sometimes distort his body.

But that didn’t matter, not right now. Not while I felt danger, not while I felt fear. It was the same kind of fear as with the Immemorial Emera Spider ⁠— the fear of the unknown.




[Dragon of Frost. Tier:̵̛̩̭̎ S̷͉̻̍̎S̷̯̞̚.]




I was watching it, his Tier distorting, flickering, glitching. It wasn’t a hard realization, the fact was, I was staring at the corruption. He met my gaze, his blue eyes staring at me with resolution and anger.

“This is a curse, a curse that I will have to use in order to kill you,” he growled. “You should be dead already and yet you stand before me, all due to your existence being one with Frost. How stupid, how laughable, and how…” His eyes narrowed. “Infuriating!”

At that moment, the air stopped, my skin burned from an insurmountable cold, and then⁠— it resumed. Fine snow began to rain, a tiny flake touched my skin, and⁠— it bled. My skin was cut, at that moment, my eyes grew wide in surprise, then moments later it turned into a blizzard.

Fuck⁠—

I made armor around my body and I immediately used [Quick Step], finding refuge underneath a formation of rocks. A gasp left me as I raised my arms and hundreds of flakes stabbed into my armor; with the use of mana, an ice barrier was cast. One that immediately began to crack less than a second later.

It had just been a couple of seconds and my heart was already rushing. Adrenaline was now coursing throughout my body. My hands were shaking against the barrier, mending it with each passing moment, and my mind⁠— it was confused, baffled, and fearful.

What even was that…? So many questions had passed through my thoughts, but that was the most prevalent one, yet it wasn’t the one I needed to ask.

The real question was: could I win against this…?

I took a small breath as I heard the maddened laugh of the Dragon of Frost. And deep down, I felt like I could do it. But only with that skill and only because it was frost against frost. The chances were slim, and it would take at least a second to cast, however…

Running wasn’t an option.

I had no choice.

I took a breath and readied myself.




* * * * *




Malz knew what to do, she could barely sense what was happening past the light, but she still knew she had to help. Gritting her teeth, she tried flying in only to be hurriedly stopped by the other elders.

“What do you think you’re doing?!” The Dragon of Earth questioned. “Don’t you see that if you touch that light you will die?!”

“But we must help her!” Malz growled. “After Arc dies will we be next? It’s arcane magic⁠— something that will bring doom to the world!”

The Dragon of Earth opened his mouth. “That is not⁠—”

“I have a plan,” Regis'karr interrupted. “The light, as lethal as it is, is only covering the outside of the mountain, though the inside is probably just as dangerous. However, if Malz wants to enter then we should support her in doing so.”

The Dragon of Earth stared at him.

“Are you insane?”

“I’ll do it.” The Dragon of Wind agreed from the back.

There was a small hesitation, but the Dragon of Nature spoke soon after.

“I will assist the Dragon of Shadows.”

And soon, all the others joined. The Dragon of Earth was quickly singled out, and he thought about arguing, but in the end he too relented.

“Fine let us help, Arc.”




* * * * *




What was judgment?

It was a question I had asked myself about one skill I possessed, [Judgment of the Ice God]. It was the most destructive of them all, and yet long ago in training I had tried to make a ramification of it, but I never succeeded. To this day I didn’t have the confidence to do it, all because I had yet to understand what the judgment part actually represented, but I knew now.

Seeing this arcane magic, Judgment of the Coldest Frost, I had understood it. It was never meant to judge, it was meant to condemn. [Judgment of the Ice God] was for death, whereas Coldest Frost was for…

I felt my skin be prickled, instantly made to bleed as I appeared looming over the Frost Dragon with a giant ice mallet.

Suffering.

My skills had long been cast, [Broken Stasis] in effect, and now only the ending came.

“[Deathblow]!”

And I swung, the mallet blurred and hit the Dragon of Frost, the ground beneath its feet shattered, ice formed, and yet all the dragon did was smirk at me as parts of his skin broke off akin to shards of glass. My eyes grew wide, and his arm moved⁠— trembling for a second before he swiped at the air⁠—

My armor shattered, my ribs nearly broke, and I crashed against the mountain ground, coughing up blood with immense pain.

What even was that? My mind hardly understood, but I still stood up, now much more certain about the capabilities of my plan. My body trembled, constantly being pelted by the sharp ice, all while I cast a spear. Under my breath, I began to chant my skills, pulling back my weapon. The Dragon of Frost stared at me, almost amused.

“And to think I thought you gave up on our battle when we first started.” His smile turned to a grin. “I shall then give you a magnificent death.”

I finished and let go of it⁠— all the stored kinetic energy was instantly thrown towards the Dragon of Frost, who spoke.

“Arcane Magic: Restriction of Immerial Frost.”

My muscles grew slow, my mana stalled, and heaviness permeated my body. The Dragon of Frost smirked, and the spear hit⁠, he barely winced as I raised my hand towards him. It was slow, slower than anything ever, something that seemed to amuse him as he began to walk towards me.

“[Judgment⁠…]”

“You really are stubborn, no wonder you refused my offer.”

He said, shaking his head, almost disapprovingly, yet a haughty tone hung in the air.

“[... of the⁠…]”

“Yet you remain here, tenacious and waiting.”

A sigh left him as the mana pulsing around his limbs flared.

“[... Ice Go⁠—]”

And all the air was knocked out of me, the world spun as I was pinned to the ground. I watched as he held me between the tips of his claws, pressing my body against the freezing surface below me. I coughed as the Dragon of Frost stared at me.

At that moment, I realized that…

I really didn’t stand a chance of winning.

“I know you are betting everything on your SS Tier skill, but you won’t use it. Your current life ends here and now.” His eyes narrowed. “As for your true life, if you refuse to become my puppet then it too shall be forfeit, I can force you to be reborn in this mountain.”

His chilly voice echoed in my ears, as he pressed harder. Blood began to pool beneath me.

“So what do you say, will you join us?”

It was… I mean… I didn’t really stand a chance, and I had a lot to live for. But… his offer was basically forfeiting my life. It was a miserable thing, and it was also… funny. Funny that he’d even ask because the answer was obvious.

I laughed. “Fuck you, of course not!”

His face dropped, changing into pure anger as he immediately raised his other claw.

“If that is your answer then die⁠—”

I saw a rainbow, a myriad of elements hit against the blue barrier of the mountain and a moment later part of the blue wall exploded. A shadow went in and a harrowingly dark voice echoed.




[My Crown, My Reign & My Darkest Behest]!




The Dragon of Frost screamed, a tidal wave of shadows sent him flying as the entire world became nothing but a dark void. And a moment later, as another scream was drawn a voice echoed in my mind.

“I heard your plan, use your strongest skill now.”

I didn’t even stand up as I pointed my hand forward, and this time I focused, I could barely sense the Dragon of Frost but it was enough. Enough to do it. I pulled the mana with my fingers, reciting in my mind almost at slow motion.

[Frost…] where all coldness became mine.

Another tide of shadows sent the Dragon of Frost flying, his ability to retaliate with ice instantly gone as an angered scream echoed.

[Stasis…] where time itself truly became something I could control.

The Dragon of Frost locked up mid attack, immediately being slammed by shadowed figures and a gigantic dragon.

[Eternity…] where everything became everlasting.

Another attack came, one that seemed to linger in the air as a scream distorted.

[And a…] finally what connected it all.

“Enough!” A deep bellow shook the mountain. “Arcane Magic: Freeze of All That is Known!”

At that moment everything stopped, then the shadows shattered. The Dragon of Shadows Malz was thrown to my side as she began to bleed profusely, black ice shards permeating her body, all deeply embedded.

My hand remained pointing at the Dragon of Frost, my body was unmoving as he met my gaze with a frown.

“Now it is time for your death.”

[... Prophecy].

And the world broke. All of the frost in the vicinity came to my control as the outside world was shut off. The Dragon of Frost began to experience frostbite as the prophecy came in place.

[Frost, Stasis, Eternity, and a Prophecy]. It was a skill that couldn’t be stopped, one that rewrote a small part of reality itself within a small space, and now in this space all of us were: Malz, the Dragon of Shadows, the Dragon of Frost⁠—

“What have you done?!” And one of his arms shattered from the cold as a screech echoed.

And lastly…

I met his gaze, as his body involuntarily shivered, his eyes watching in horror.

“I, the one who will administer judgment; condemn you to a painful death!.” 


Chapter. 57: The End of the Arcane




Regis’karr had been watching, and just when he was worried that things didn't work out it happened. It started with everything within his perception stopping, only his thoughts remaining; the floating particles, the other dragons around him, the rain of light in front⁠— it was as if time itself had been frozen.

And then, it resumed. He blinked as a bubble of dark blue engulfed the top of the Maw of Dragons, the light of arcane magic disappearing, and the runic circle in the sky began to flicker, threatening to disappear.

At that moment, Regis’karr realized that the deal had been sealed. His eyes closed as the thoughts he had been struggling with for the past month became a reality.

Arc was a monster…

He smiled to himself

Yet, he wouldn’t have it any other way.




* * * * *




Malz trembled, her body felt heavy, and each movement was as if moving through a swamp of darkness. It was so hard, so dark, and so cold. Weakness overwhelmed her, a gripping cold enveloped her, and a soothing warmth called. She had tried, she had done her best, but whether she had succeeded, she didn’t know.

Now death was calling, now the darkness wanted to claim her back, and she embraced it.

Perhaps she was weaker than she imagined it, or perhaps the Dragon of Frost with arcane magic was stronger than what she initially thought. She had been defeated so fast. Had it been enough time? She didn’t know, but now it didn’t matter. All she could do was hope, as for the outcome of the battle, she wouldn’t get to see the end of it.

Unfortunately.

She really was looking forward to the Frost dumbass having his ass kicked. Malz really wanted to laugh, but her body had no strength to do so. Her vision was dark, and everything was rapidly growing cold. Things were soon going to end, but she accepted it.

As for Arc?

She could only wish her luck. Even though she could see nothing, her eyelids began to close, the dull pain around her body slowly began to fade, and as everything came to an end. It happened⁠— the light returned. Malz gasped for air as she felt all her injuries cease to be, and looking down for a moment, she noticed the fact that all her injuries were still there.

So how?

And the Dragon of Frost cried in protest before the noise of ice shattering resounded.

A painful scream echoed through the place, Malz turned only to see Arc step forward and speak with a cold tone.

“I, the one who will administer judgment and condemn you to a painful death.” 

At that moment, Malz realized just how far apart the both of them were.

But it made sense.

She stared at Arc’s back.

Arc was the most talented hero in history after all…




* * * * *




The Dragon of Frost couldn’t understand it. He couldn’t comprehend it. He backed off, his body barely responding to him as his mana nearly ceased to circulate. He had lost all connection with the ice around him and everything frost related; it was something that shouldn’t have been possible, and yet it was happening before his very eyes.

He backed off, terrified of the Heroine of Frost whose wounds were now healing.

How could an SS Tier skill be so… powerful?

It just didn’t make sense, it had nearly closed off his connection to arcane magic⁠— now it was all but a figment, and his normal skills were unavailable. Why? The Dragon of Frost didn’t understand it. No skill, no anything should have had the capability of seizing complete control of an element like that.

And yet, Arc’s skill was doing that.

How?

It literally didn't make sense— and the Dragon of Frost winced feeling frostbite all around his enormous body. He was a dragon, the one who had been blessed with the element of frost, the one that had been chosen by the world at his birth to wield it. And yet…

He was freezing?!

How?

Again, his mind spun in confusion and disbelief, but Arc making a sword of ice quickly snapped away from his stupor— bringing him back to reality. That’s right. He was going to die. He was going to die if he didn’t do something to her⁠— if he didn’t fight back against the Heroine of Frost his life would soon be forfeit.

There was no revival, no second chances, no nothing.

And she stepped forward. His heart skipped, and he swung⁠—

“Stay away!”

A ripple of ice flew, the little arcane magic he had powering it, it was still very much an SS Tier attack and yet⁠— Arc lazily slashed. The blast was sliced in half before disintegrating into nothingness. And all the Heroine of Frost did was shake her head in disapproval.

“Don’t you understand?” she asked. “This is your punishment. Not only for betraying me but for attempting to kill one of your kind.”

At that moment, a casing of ice formed in the back, encasing the Dragon of Shadows. Something that the Dragon of Frost didn’t comprehend, but that didn’t matter. Not while she was standing in front of him. Her icy eyes met his gaze, sending a shiver down his spine. He recoiled, and instinctively he screamed, swinging his tail.

“You wouldn’t understand!”

And a blast of ice hit forward, it was the size of an iceberg that impacted the Heroine of Frost. Then, it shattered⁠— thousands of pieces exploded into every direction as the woman stood there unharmed. Why?

The Dragon of Frost backed in fear.

Why? Any person hit by that would have at least been pushed back. And yet she was completely unfazed. It didn’t make sense, nothing after she had used her skill did. What kind of twisted thing could she have used?!

The Dragon of Frost suddenly felt anger, it just didn’t make sense. It was bullshit. He still had access to arcane magic; it wasn’t a lot but it should have been enough. He tensed and swiped his claw.

“Arcane Magic: Everfrozen!”

And a gust of ice hit, one that was completely brushed off by the Heroine of Frost as she took a step forward. The Dragon of Frost felt fear for just a moment before it turned to resolution. He had to kill her, he at least had to mess up the stability of her skill in order to escape. He felt the arcane magic within him, unlike mana it seemed to grow once more if he cycled it, it would expand refilling his reserves⁠— rapidly so.

He backed off as the woman took steps forward, they were slow and uncaring, her eyes digging into him, and yet the Dragon of Frost remained steady. He could feel his limbs freezing, threatening to shatter like glass just like his left claw, but he had it⁠— a small amount of mana was able to keep the cold at bay.

The moment felt like it lasted forever, the arcane magic within him rapidly growing, even though it lasted nothing more than a second, and then, Arc raised her sword. The Dragon of Frost’s eyes narrowed, and she, swung⁠— Now!

And he swiped with a flare of frost, the sword was suddenly deflected as he screamed one of the many spells he had learned, and this time it was amongst the strongest ones.

It was at the peak of SS Tier!

“Arcane Magic: The Coldest Maelstrom!”

And he swiped with his tail; the entire world was engulfed in shards of ice, exploding everywhere as the surrounding land shook. The Dragon of Frost felt all of the magic drain from his body at that moment, and⁠— the ice vanished, exploded out of existence.

He blinked as Arc stood before him, his eyes growing wide.

“What⁠—”

And she kicked upwards. The Dragon of Frost felt multiple bones break in his torso as he was launched high into the air. His surroundings remained a deep blue as he realized the SS Tier skill had been unaffected by the attack.

She had withstood that?

No⁠— he had to come back from this.

She wasn’t unkillable.

It was a simple SS Tier skill⁠—

Then Arc let out a sigh, calling his attention as he kept going into the air.

“You don’t get it do you?” She looked up to him. “In this place, all frost belongs to me; arcane or not.”

He swallowed, feeling her murderous intent. His thoughts stopped, for he couldn’t focus on anything else but the words that left her mouth afterwards. 

“In this place, I am the God of Frost.”

His mind paused⁠—

And she slashed with a flash of light, his vision cutting in half as a numbing pain assailed him.

Then, a moment later blood exploded.




* * * * *




The Dragon of Frost, died. His body exploded into a rippling of blood and gore as it began to rain. The external walls of [Frost, Stasis, Eternity and a Prophecy] were brought down, reconnecting time with the outside once more.

The Dragons around me gaped, as the system notifications resounded in my head.




[ You have vanquished the: Dragon of Frost, from the world. Tier: SS. ]

[ You have leveled up. ]

[ You have leveled up. ]

…




I got six levels in a single moment, a confusing thing that was quickly answered by another prompt.




[ For protecting E̴͕̻̔̿̊̑͜r̸͉͍̅̒͑̍ŗ̶̗̭̬̮̦̇̈̓͜ǫ̸͈̽́̽͑̂͋̋̕r and purging the Ư̸̖̦̥͑̌͋̀͘n̷̳̼̙̐̎͌͐̈́̈͜ḵ̶̢̥̬̘̪̯͐͊ͅṇ̶̢̲̌͆͝o̷͇̓̅͐͌̐̄̽̈́w̵͚̤̮̖̋̀͛̂n̸̨͈̜̦̼̙͙̿̏ bonus experience has been awarded. ]




So that’s how it is now. I quickly surmised as the dragons landed around me, and before they could even ask questions I turned to Regis’karr who was the first to land.

“Go grab a gourd to heal Malz, she is dying.”

He blinked, confused for a second before quickly vanishing in a blink. The dragons looked around in confusion as the ends of the entrails finally reached the ground, a chunk of flesh falling before me.

Without thinking twice about it, I knelt and grabbed it, lifting it up. The dragons were about to say something but before they could react I bit it. I broke through the incredibly hard flesh and swallowed without even tasting it, and I continued⁠— I continued to eat the flesh of the Dragon of Frost much to the horror of the dragon elders around me.

““What do you think you are doing?!””

Many of them asked, but their words fell on deaf ears as I feasted upon the coarse meat, and then a moment later a notification came.




[ You have ingested a blood biotoxin of draconic origins. ]




Finally…

And I turned, throwing away the slab of meat as my body began to tingle, forcefully suppressing whatever side effects it was having through my SS Tier skill. I only let it touch upon what I actually wanted. My muscles ached, my energy spiked, and my mana expanded⁠— all while I ignored the questionings of all the present dragons.

I walked forward towards the very peak of the Maw of Dragons. The elders followed me and Regis’karr quickly returned, feeding Malz’s the contents of the gourd; the rest of her body remained encased in ice. One that I melted as soon as I registered she was safe.

A minute passed, as Regis’karr and a very injured Malz caught up, all of the elders now furious behind me. But I just focused on what I had to do.

What I must do.




* * * * *




Malz felt pain but was grateful. She understood that she had been saved⁠— she had seen Arc kill the Dragon of Frost. However, now Arc was getting the wrath of the elders, all because she had consumed a dragon’s flesh.

Malz didn’t question it, whether it was as a victory prize or for something else, it was her right to do so. However, the elders didn’t seem to agree, and especially not the Dragon of Earth who caught up to her after she reached the top of the Maw of Dragons.

“What do you think you are doing desecrating the corpse of our kind like that?!” he screamed.

The Dragon of Earth loomed over Arc, his face getting uncomfortably close to her as he threateningly hissed.

“Moreover, ignoring us. Do you think just because you defeated him you have the right to treat us like this⁠—!?”

And she kicked, in a single moment the Dragon of Earth was thrown away from the peak. The sound of bones breaking echoed in the air as he hit the ground with the other elders groaning in pain. Malz blinked in surprise and shock⁠—

She was declaring war on all dragons?!

Then Arc turned to them and sat down, an ornate throne of ice forming for her. She looked down on everyone present, her eyes glancing at all the elders but Malz and Regis’karr. Her gaze was cold, unfeeling and more than anything, hostile.

“I will only say it once,” she began. “From now on, I am the Dragon of Frost, and the Heroine of Frost.”

Her voice echoed in the air, the elders attempted to say something but she pinched her hand and they froze, some with their mouths hanging open.

“I didn’t say any of you could speak,” she said coldly and assertively. “Since I am the highest figure of authority here, as the Dragon of Frost, I will be changing the Maw of Dragons and how things work around the Grand Dragon Elders.”

Malz gulped. What was she even doing…? Arc remained resolute as she continued.

“From now on, I am the Queen of the Grand Dragon Elders, and all dragons.”

Her eyes narrowed, the temperature dropping to impossible levels as time itself seemed to come to a crawl. The elders began to shiver, fear gripping them as Arc continued her statement.

“Those who refuse to submit to my reign will be killed by my hands.”


Chapter. 58: Epilogue: Corruption and Subservience




The Hero of Shadows was stuck in a limbo, one that seemed everlasting. His body felt as if it was in freefall, and yet his sense of direction had long vanished. He just flailed in a dark abyss that seemed to show him a flickering system notification every so often, yet it couldn’t be read.

It was some sort of garbled script that he didn’t understand. He had never seen anything like it before, but eventually, he had learned to ignore it. He had learned to pay no attention to what was happening physically, but instead focus on his mind and harvest it. To polish it, to rationalize and justify all of his hatred.

He replayed the scene in his mind, the moment where he met the red armored man, Siegfried didn’t know who he was at the time, but after thinking about it for some time, and thinking back on what was said, it was clear to him.

The man had made a punishment, he had acted in such a mechanical way that it was clear to him.

It was the keeper of order, the Hero of Arlas, Uwell.

Siegfried didn’t understand what had been done to him, he didn’t understand the limbo he was in or the bullshit the man had spoken about. Punishment?! Punishment his ass! How was he even going to help the world while stuck here?!

How was he going to enact his revenge on the Hero of Flames here?

How was he going to make that wench pay?!

Anger had long overcome him, sometimes it was overflowing and other times it was like a lingering resentment as his body fell down the void. Everything in this world was dumb. The System was dumb. And the idea of heroes was dumb; he wanted to make everyone pay! He wanted to make everything pay.

Perhaps he was deluding himself, but his burning hatred convinced him that everything was rotten; that everything was stacked against him. And it was his very duty to show the world itself that it was wrong.

It was just a matter of time before it came to be⁠—

And he hit the ground. The Hero of Shadows blinked, his arms and body trembled as he looked at an aged moss covered ground of rock tiles. It was dark, the place was humid, and his senses felt limited. Confusion hit him for a moment before he shook his head and stood up.

“So I’m finally where Uwell sent me,” he growled. “I won’t be here for long!”

He extended his hand, preparing to use a skill only to realize that there was no connection to the shadows he had left behind. He was isolated. Why? There was something that must have severed the connection⁠—

And it clicked.

“Uwell!”

He shouted, his voice echoing through the ruins he was in, and then he heard chittering. The Hero of Shadows frowned in displeasure as he turned to look at the exit of the pillar filled room. The chittering sound was unnerving, and it grew closer by the moment, but the Hero of Shadows braced himself to kill whatever was coming.

He was certain that something was wrong with this place, but he would deal with that later. First came the potential threat. The chittering continued and eventually reached a crescendo, he saw the shadows past the room grow darker, and then he saw it.

An ugly and malformed body, a two legged being⁠— a monster that was flickering and twisting in its own existence, and then a system window appeared one that made the Hero of Shadows truly shiver.




[̷̨͖̕G̷̤̅ư̵̢̱̂ă̶̹̬ṙ̷̥d̸̩̾i̶̩̝̅a̵͍͗͌n̷̙̦͠ ̶͙̿̾ò̸̡̓f̵͙͔̄ ̵̀ͅţ̵̊̾h̷͔͍͆ȇ̸̮̱̄ ̶̨̾Ț̶̪̂e̴̖̍ṁ̵̘p̷͍̫̓́ĺ̸̺͙̆ḙ̴̛̎.̶̩̪̆͝ ̵͉͒T̵̗́ĭ̷̬́ë̵͎͜r̵̮̈́͠:̷̬͆̿ ̵̦͋S̷̘̘̒S̶̗͙̿̀]̸̧͗͛




All his senses told him that what he was seeing, what he was witnessing was wrong⁠— that what was before him was something else, something that shouldn’t exist. Fear gripped him, it was just not possible.

“What are you?!” he screeched, bracing himself for battle.

And before he could do anything else, the malformed beast pounced as a battle for his life immediately started.




* * * * *




Perhaps I hadn’t come here to do this, but now it was the only option I had if I wanted to have any semblance of control over the dragons…

I had killed the Dragon of Frost, any kind of negotiation that I had had automatically been broken down by that act, and even though Malz was on my side it didn’t matter. Given the fanaticism that I had witnessed over the Dragon of Frost this was for the better. This was the choice that I determined truly allowed me to get something more.

Of course, I understood that ruling with an iron fist created enmity, but this was the first step.

If I did and played my cards right, then I could turn every single Grand Dragon Elder into a subservient ally, and that wasn’t an opportunity I was willing to let go of. It was either that, or threaten them to leave me alone⁠— which wasn’t going to happen. And there was no doubt in my mind that if I just left amicably they would eventually come for revenge or something else.

There was no other way to prevent the dragons from causing problems…

I stared at the trembling elders.

So in the end, this was for the best if I wanted to have the least involvement with troublesome things.

[Frost, Stasis, Eternity and a Prophecy] was still active, and I was going to make full use of it. My bloodlust-filled aura was overwhelming. It was enough to make one of the elders shiver, but finally, after some moments I relaxed and I laid back on the throne, looking down at all the present dragons.

“Do I make myself clear?”

“Y-Yes…” The Dragon of Wind replied, quivering.

My eyes wandered to the Dragon of Nature, who nodded swallowing.

Soon, all the elders began to agree until I landed on the Dragon of Earth who stared defiantly at me. Then, a moment later a silent sigh left him as he lowered his head.

“I understand…”

I nodded before closing my eyes for a moment. “I’m no tyrant, for now there is only one request I have of the Grand Dragon Elders.”

They paused, listening attentively, and with a nod I continued.

“I wish to go where the corruption resides.”

Malz gasped, Regis’karr shook his head, and the rest of the elders broke into a panic, all but one who just stared at me in shock⁠ instead.

“You mean…?” the Dragon of Earth looked at me wide-eyed.

And I nodded, as a vehement and fervent refusal towards my request broke out.




* * * * *




Jaye had arrived a few days ago at the capital of Draliz, and he had yet to see any trace of Siegfried. He had entertained the thought, but now it was clear to him.

A sneer left him as he overlooked the grand city from one of the castle towers.

“If he wants to be a fool then I’ll let him be.” He shook his head. “After all, Arc isn’t as simple as he thinks.”

With those words, he turned back to the dark room, took a seat and thought. He had ruminated on his encounter with her, and it certainly seemed like it would be a hard battle; however the thing that he kept thinking about was her gaze. It was deadly, it was dangerous and it was exciting.

He could see it, he had seen that type of gaze before, he himself had been on that side too.

And yet, Arc’s went beyond anything he comprehended. Things unfortunately weren’t as simple as he wished they were, but…

Jaye smiled.

He was the Hero of Flames.

And, he wasn’t one to shy away from adversity. Of course, he wasn’t planning on going to pick a fight with her, but if she came his way he wouldn’t hesitate to put an end to things. However, first he had other things to worry about, and that was who the new king was going to be.

Was it going to be his new pawn?

Or was it going to be someone else’s?

In the end, he didn’t know, all that was left was to wait for the announcement to be made at the grand ball in the next month.

Apparently they had acquired an ice sculpture that would never melt for it.

The Hero of Flames smiled, he couldn’t wait to see what would happen.




* * * * *




The elders tried to argue with me, even Malz did, however in the end I was resolute. In the end, after explaining that I wanted to go alone they relented.

“Still, we shall accompany you to the destination.” The Dragon of Earth shook his head. “This is a matter that concerns the world after all.”

That had been the only compromise, one that I didn’t have any problem making since it was all for my benefit. After, everyone was dismissed to spend the night in the Maw of Dragons, and after a brief discussion with Regis’karr and Malz the next day came.

I was greeted by all the elders as their queen, finally cementing my status among the dragons.

And shortly after, we set off to find the entrance to the Forgotten Places.

The place where I’d acquire the strength to protect myself from all the other heroes.




* * * * *




What was a hero?

A red armored man walked through a roofed bridge, its sides lined with hundreds of arches that gave sight to a vast abyss of darkness.

There were those who refused to die, those who kept pushing forward in the face of adversity, and those who overcame the tribulations by the System.

His cloak draped, dragging through the ground, the horns of his helmet stood tall, bobbing with every step, and his boots sent clanking sounds that soon faded to nothingness.

And in exchange, they were granted power that they would have never been able to obtain otherwise.

Straight purple lines flickered intermittently in the distance, rays that would vanish in a blink, and appear elsewhere.

Often times however, they ended up broken ⁠— dysfunctional. Changing their very character into something twisted and unpleasant.

The man watched the Hero of Spiders in his mind, but the vision changed to the Hero of Shadows as he screamed in pain, and then after to the Heroine of Frost.

Heroes continued to live and thrive and yet watch everything with an inhuman gaze, monsters in human skin that needed to be watched and balanced.

His steps continued, for a never ending amount of time.

That was why order was needed.

He paid no mind to anything as he continued, all the visions fading from his mind. Soon he saw the end of the bridge leading to a pair of doors.

That was why Arlas had to be protected.

And finally he arrived, placing his palms on the closed entrance.

That was why he existed.

Then he pushed as it cracked open, the edges flickering and distorting as it gave way into a castle that was coated in corruption.

He was the Hero of Arlas, Uwell, and his mission was to protect it.

His hand extended and a greatsword appeared, and without hesitation, he stepped into the corruption.

End of Book One


Afterword




First if you enjoyed what you read, consider leaving a rating on the amazon page, it helps a lot. You can also check out my Patreon where this story and others may be found!

You can also join my Discord where you can discuss my stories!

Arc is the very first time I write OP MC, so I certainly hope I delivered. It’s much harder to write than I ever expected, so I hope it was enjoyable. I really enjoyed Arc’s character and I hope you all did too. 

Thank you all for reading this far.

I want to take this space to recommend my other novel series Sybil. I really love the worldbuilding I put into it, so please give it a try.

Sybil: Primordial Ascension book one synopsis:

Magic is fading, and humanity is at the brink of extinction.

Sybil lived and breathed the life of a miner, delving deep into monster-infested caverns and perilous shafts, risking her life to unearth Relics of an ancient past for food and shelter. That is until one day, she discovers a Relic that would change her fate from a simple miner to an Ascended — a Relic that connected her to the magic that was once lost.

[You have acquired the aspect of Fallen Flames.]

A Relic that gave her freedom.

Also check out my other series, Blair: Blooming Apocalypse if you haven’t checked it out already! The third book was a struggle to write and I absolutely love it. Here is a synopsis:

An Action-Packed LitRPG Apocalypse!

The elves took everything. Following a bloodied slaughter of her whole race, and struggling to stay alive, she had no choice but to survive on her own. That was until the world changed. Her entire planet; a whole cluster was introduced to the vast universe by The System, or perhaps God. A universe filled with endless beings and civilizations that fought for power and dominance.

After the integration, Blair finds herself in a forest surrounded by unknown beasts, peril lurking, alone. Alone and with nothing but the mentality to survive, she will have to get stronger in this new unforgiving world of numbers and power

With nothing but the capability to get stronger, her distant dreams of revenge might just become a reality.

I also want to take this space to recommend the series Salvos since it’s what inspired me to write again, and this series wouldn’t have been possible without the help of its amazing author, and his writing. So, seriously check it out!

Salvos: Curious Beginnings book one synopsis:

Follow the evolution of a Demon girl as she learns to survive in a fantasy world!

The life of an Infant Demon is a bloody grind to the top. For Salvos, a curious newborn Demon with a penchant for making friends, surviving the swarms of wild Demons in the Netherworld was always going to be a difficult task. She will adapt, gain experience, and evolve to survive this hellish landscape with the help of her sole companion.

But when her companion's life is threatened by a mysterious Demon King, she'll have to do what it takes to save him. Even if it means separating from him and being tossed into an unfamiliar world with Humans, monsters, and a bright blue sky where she is scorned for being born a Demon.

The law of evolution is survival of the fittest, and Salvos will survive.

I’ve also thoroughly enjoyed Amelia The Level Zero Hero also by MelasDelta which I suggest you check out too!

Amelia the Level Zero Hero book one synopsis:

Who needs a Class when you're already the strongest anyways?

Ten years ago, Amelia woke up alone and lost in a broken world where she had to fight for her survival.

Now, after reaching the pinnacle of power, defeating the Void itself, and escaping the abyss, she has finally found her way back into the real world. But instead of returning to Earth, she arrives in the land of Vacuos. A fantasy world with magic, monsters, Classes, and Levels. A world that is governed by a System like it were a video game.

And when rewarded with a Class befitting her accomplishments— to become a powerful [Hero] that will forever dedicate her life to protecting this world that is not her own— she only has one response.

“Absolutely not. I’m going to live a normal life now, thank you very much.”

And finally, I want to recommend Seth the Abyssal Assassin, it's an action-packed isekai following an OP assassin MC who doesn’t take anyone’s nonsense! I heavily recommend it if it sounds interesting. If you’ve enjoyed my books I’m sure this one is right up your alley!

Seth the Abyssal Assassin book one synopsis:

Survive, grow stronger, and get revenge.

Seth loved his life on Earth. He graduated from his dream college, worked at his dream job, and married his dream girl. Unfortunately, it was all taken away from him when he woke up alone in a dark cavern prowling with dangerous monsters.

Armed with only a small dagger of mysterious origin, he has no choice but to fight through this web of death and darkness to get to safety. But with his grit, his determination, and his desire to return home, he will survive this nightmare by any means necessary, and maybe eventually get revenge on those who ripped him away from his dream life.

* * *
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