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Part One


Chapter 1

Nobody is born into greatness.

Nobody is born a Hero.

One day, when you least expect it, a torch will be handed to you. You have two choices. One choice—the easy choice—is to toss the torch aside, to let its flame flicker, wither, and eventually die. The other choice is to hold the torch close, shielded in the crook of your arm, and vow to keep that tiny flame alive no matter what horrors the dark may bring …

Heroes are made, not born.

A Hero is something you choose to become.

Such are the lies I used to believe.

I knelt before the King. My forehead touched dirt. A worm wriggled near my nose. The forest earth smelled of decaying leaves and rotten mushrooms. Sweat streamed down my back, soaking into my leather armor.

“Please!” I said, tasting dirt on my lips. “I didn’t do it! I didn’t try to kill him!”

The King of Aleketh stood before me with one hand on his golden scepter. His knights surrounded me, their swords held above their heads, ready to cut me down at the slightest show of hostility.

“All the evidence is against you, Cyrian Blacksong,” boomed the King. “You tried to murder a man. And not just any man. You tried to murder a Hero and a former classmate. Do not dishonor yourself further by groveling like a dog.”

I looked desperately around at my former classmates. They stood some yards away, near the edge of the forest clearing and away from the deep, dark ravine that cut behind me through the forest like a putrid scar. I tried to meet their eyes and beg for understanding. But my “friends” averted their eyes. They looked down at their feet. None wanted to be associated with me. A weakling. A liar. A murderer.

“It wasn’t me,” I said. “Someone planted the evidence.”

“SILENCE!” the King’s mighty voice reverberated through the forest. “As the Royal King of Aleketh, I hereby charge you, Cyrian Blacksong, with treason and attempted murder.”

The King raised a hand. A gentle breeze began to gather beneath me, tickling my belly button.

“A Hero who betrays his fellow Heroes has no place in our world. I hereby banish you from our world. Begone!”

The breeze beneath me grew into a twisting whirlwind. I was lifted into the air and thrown out over the ravine. The wind dissipated, and I was falling. The last thing I saw before the darkness swallowed me was the face of the man who I had supposedly tried to murder looking down at me from the lip of the ravine.

He was grinning.


Chapter 2

[3 WEEKS EARLIER.]

“Cyrian? Cyrian? Wake up!”

A hand tapped my shoulder. A girl with short-cut pink hair and an angelic face leaned toward me from the desk next to mine. The top button of her school uniform was unbuttoned, showing the white flesh of her breasts. Her lips glistened with lip gloss. She smelled like strawberries on a hot summer day. Under her chair, I could see one of her indoor shoes dangling from her crossed, bare feet.

“I know you’re tired, Cyrian,” Shia said in her melodic voice, “but you shouldn’t be asleep during class.”

Shia was my childhood friend. We were both eighteen now, but she still treated me like a little brother. “If you sleep through class, you’ll fail your math midterms.”

“Leave me alone,” I muttered. “I’m going back to sleep.”

She shook my shoulder again, harder.

“Cyrian!” she hissed. “Cyrian! Wake up.”

Why couldn’t she mind her own business?

“Listen, Shia,” I said. “I’m not like you. I—”

“Cyrian!”

A dry eraser soared across the classroom, bounced off my desk, and clipped me on the jaw. My nose and mouth filled with chalk dust. I choked, eyes tearing up.

Mr. Erikson the math teacher glared at me from the blackboard through thick-rimmed glasses. He held a stick of chalk pinched in the fingers of one hand. With his bony body and over-white skin, he looked like a stick of chalk himself. Chalk holding chalk.

“I don’t care if a failure like you sleeps through my class, Cyrian,” Mr. Erikson said. “I gave up on you long ago. You have no potential. But please. Do not make trouble for Shia. She’s one of our star students. She’s got a bright future ahead of her. No need to drag her down with you.”

“Mr. Erikson,” Shia said. “Cyrian didn’t bother me. I chose to—”

“That’s quite enough, Shia,” Mr. Erikson said. “I know you two are childhood friends. But there’s no need to defend a talentless troublemaker like him. Now, please. Silence. We’re in the middle of class.”

Mr. Erikson returned to his blackboard. Shia gave me an apologetic look. I ignored her and put my face back in my arms. What was the point in fighting back?

The ringing of the bell woke me. Mr. Erikson gathered his things to head to his next class. My classmates gathered into groups to chat about food, the latest TV shows, social media, and who was dating whom. Boring. I tried to go back to sleep. But before I could, another hand started to shake my shoulder.

“Shia, I told you not to—”

It wasn’t a Shia. A blonde-haired guy with a strong jaw and a smile straight out of a toothpaste commercial stared back at me. His bright blue eyes shone like faraway planets.

“Hey buddy,” he said. “How you feeling?”

“Fuck off Marco,” I muttered.

Marco and Shia were our class’s top students. And not just in academics. They were at the top of everything—beauty contests, athletic contests, even cooking and handicraft contests. Everything Marco and Shia tried to do they succeeded at. They’d won the school title for “Best Couple” three years running—and they weren’t even going out!

“C’mon buddy,” Marco slapped me on the back so hard my head hurt. “Brighten up. I know you’ve been going through some rough stuff with your parents’ divorce. But that’s not a reason to give up on your future—”

I grabbed Marco’s hand and slung it off my shoulder. “You don’t know anything about me, Marco. Don’t pretend that you do.”

“Listen, buddy. I—”

“Leave me alone.”

“I’m just worried about you.”

“Yea. And it’s making everything worse.”

Marco nodded sympathetically. He squeezed my shoulder again. “Alright, I’m gone. But if you ever need someone to talk to, I’m here for you, buddy.”

I’m not your buddy. The worst part about Marco was his sincerity. He wasn’t faking. He genuinely felt sorry for me and felt it was his duty to “save” me, his fellow classmate. Marco had a “savior complex.” He thought he was the main character at the heart of every story. But could you blame him? He—unlike me—had succeeded at everything he’d ever tried to do.

“Better to sleep it off …”

Something hit me on the head. I woke up, blinking away sleep. I’d slept through the entirety of the third period. It was the lunch hour now. My classmates had moved their desks together and were sitting in groups, chatting happily over boxed lunches and cartons of milk.

A sneering figure was sitting on the desk in front of mine, his scuffed and muddy shoes resting on the chair. A nasty tangle of black chest chair poked up from under his yellow-stained collar. I sighed. What was it today? Why was everybody bothering me? Then I noticed something warm and wet was running down my face. It stunk. I wiped it away and looked at it. It was spit.

“What the fuck, Fulcrum?”

Fulcrum grinned back at me.

“A present for you, Cyrian.” Fulcrum was the school’s number one bully. Unfortunately, he also had a massive crush on Shia. Which meant he took every opportunity to torment me because I was her childhood friend.

Fulcrum kicked the foot of my desk. “Say sorry.”

“Sorry? For what?”

“You got Shia in trouble today. Looks like I didn’t beat your ass hard enough last time. I told you …” He leaned forward. His breath stunk of garlic. “Stay away from Shia. You hear me?”

“Fulcrum,” I said wearily. “Shia’s desk is next to mine. What do you want me to do? Skip school? Die?”

“Dying would be a good start. Then I wouldn’t have to see your ugly face anymore.” Fulcrum laughed at his own joke. Then his face turned serious. “But seriously. Stay away from her. Don’t talk to her in class. Don’t make her look bad. You have no business chatting with an angel like her.”

“Sure, Fulcrum. Whatever …”

I tried to put my head back down but he grabbed my collar and pulled me upright, slamming me into my chair. My classmates looked away, pretending nothing was happening. Marco and Shia were away on school duties. And nobody else dared to do anything about Fulcrum.

“Say you’re sorry,” he hissed.

“Fulcrum,” I said. “You should brush your teeth. Your mouth stinks like a skunk’s backside. At this rate, nobody is ever going to kiss you.”

He grimaced. “What the fuck do you know, you shitty little virgin?”

I cringed. Even Fulcrum’s insults were cringe. I felt myself lifted into the air. Fulcrum’s muscles bulged. He slammed me down onto the ground. My head hit the tiles.

A hush ran over the rest of the class. But nobody made a move to call the teachers or to rescue me. Fulcrum’s boot hovered above my face. The pink residue of somebody’s bubblegum was stuck to the sole.

“Where’s my apology, Cyrian? I want you to say sorry. And promise to keep your filthy hands off of Shia for the rest of your life.”

“…”

“Say sorry or I’ll bash your teeth in.”

Some people are born assholes like Fulcrum. Others, like Shia and Marco, are blessed by the Gods. Everything they touch turns to sweetness and light.

But some of us aren’t born with anything special. We aren’t good. We aren’t evil. We’re smooth and empty, like the surface of a lake on a windy day. We are born. We live. And we die. Life goes on like we never mattered at all.

Better to close our eyes and live life without making any waves. Each time I tried to stand up for myself I only got into more trouble.

All I needed to do was say sorry to Fulcrum. I just needed to bow my head to him like a dog. I needed to swallow my pride.

I met Fulcrum’s eyes.

“You know what Fulcrum?”

“What?”

“Shia’s too nice to say it so I will. You’re a nuisance. She would never date an asshole like you.”

Fulcrum’s face twisted up. He turned red. He lifted his foot. His heel smashed down towards my face.

I closed my eyes. And waited for my teeth to get smashed in.

But nothing hit my face. All I felt instead was a light breeze, that grew stronger and stronger and began to wail.

I opened my eyes. Fulcrum was hovering in the air. Wind buffeted him. His hair flew back, plastering his face.

Fulcrum roared. He flew backward across the room, knocking aside desks and chairs. He bowled over a group of kids playing chess and hit the wall, groaning.

I scrambled to my feet.

What the hell?

A powerful wind was blowing. Textbooks and papers and pencils were lifted up into the air. They began to whirl around faster and faster like leaves in a windstorm. I covered my face. The girls started screaming. Windowglass cracked. Classmates dove under their desks, clutching their heads.

The door swung open. Marco and Shia appeared holding several stacks of papers. The vortex pulled them into the class and slammed the door shut. More papers whirled.

Then I saw it.

Something black and twisted floated above the teacher’s desk. It was shaped like a cube and filled with tendrils of darkness. The cube’s borders were unclear: they jittered erratically like a computer screen glitch. A high-pitched whine filled my ears. I clamped my hands over my head …

The cube exploded. Black tendrils billowed out, consuming the blackboard, the windows, the tables, and the chairs until there was nothing around us but darkness.


Chapter 3

The cube swallowed us. The classroom’s walls, tables, desks, and chairs disappeared. A black void surrounded us, extending in all directions.

My classmates began to panic. Some ran around frantically waving their arms. Others fell unconscious. I saw Marco and Shia shouting something, but no sounds came out of their mouths. Shia was running toward me, waving her hands …

Suddenly the cube flashed bright white. The floor disappeared.

We were falling!

I landed on a hard stone floor. Shia crashed on top of me. She grabbed my head and pressed it to her breasts. Shia’s bust had grown considerably in the past few years. I tried to breathe. I could feel her hip bones grinding into mine. My nostrils filled with her strawberry scent.

“Cyrian?!” Her voice was muffled. “Are you okay?!”

I slid my hands between our bodies and shoved her off. “Get off me, Shia! Are you trying to strangle me?”

“Sorry.” She rolled off me and sat up. “Where are we?”

The classroom was gone. We stood in a room with walls and floors of stone. Runes were inscribed into the floor beneath us with white paint. Robed men stood around us, arms raised, chanting in a foreign language.

Shia grabbed my arm. “It’s going to be okay, Cyrian. I’ll protect you.”

“I don’t need your help, Shia.”

I shook her arm off. When we were young, Shia had often protected me from schoolyard bullies. Even now she thought of herself as my protector. She couldn’t understand that for an eighteen-year-old man to be protected by her was humiliation.

The robed men backed away. I saw now that there was a flight of stone steps before us. At the top was a golden throne. A man stood from the throne, spread out his arms, and spoke in a booming voice:

“Greetings, otherworlders! My name is Malachi. I am the King and ruler of the Kingdom of Aleketh. You are confused. This is understandable. But rest assured, this is no illusion, deception, or curse. You have been summoned here for a purpose. You have been summoned here as … Heroes.”

My classmates began to murmur among themselves.

“Hero. What does he mean?”

“What about our math test?”

“Is this some kind of trick?”

Malachi looked like a king straight out of a C-tier Hollywood movie. His face was scoured with wrinkles. He had thick white hair and a pointed beard. On his head, a crown sparkled with gemstones. He wore a brilliant robe of purple, white, and red.

Shia straightened her skirt and stepped forward. As always, her chin was held high. Despite the whirlwind in the classroom and the subsequent fall, her bob cut pink hair was perfectly smooth and unfrazzled. I could see some of the King’s men eyeing her hungrily. That was no surprise. Half the boys in our class had a crush on her. But she had refused all of their offers.

“We are not familiar with the Kingdom of Aleketh,” Shia said. “But you have brought us here without our consent. I request that you return us to our world at once!”

I felt a rush of both envy and respect for Shia. Most of us were still having trouble getting to our feet. But Shia had already grasped the situation—and was trying to get us out of it.

“I must ask your forgiveness, young woman,” King Malachi said. “The magic used to summon you is ancient and powerful. It requires the use of magic crystals. Summoning you has exhausted our store. We cannot return you to your world until our stock is replenished.”

There was a silence.

“You may be a King,” Shia said. “But in our world bringing someone to some place without their consent is a grave crime.”

This time the hush came over the King’s followers. They clearly hadn’t expected an otherworlder to speak to the King with such command and confidence.

“Do not be so angry, future Hero,” King Malachi said. “I understand that the ways of your world are different from ours. I give you my word. Once my mages have gathered the proper crystals, I shall grant you the opportunity to return to your world. However …” Malachi’s eyes glittered. “Once you come to know what wonders our world can provide, you may no longer wish to return home.”

A hush came over the class.

“Why wouldn’t we want to go home?” Shia asked. “What wonders do you speak of?”

King Malachi smiled. It was the smile of an arrogant man who knew everything was going according to plan. “An excellent question. My dear otherworlders, you have been brought here to accomplish a special and very honorable task.”

Marco stepped forward until he was shoulder-to-shoulder with Shia.

“Task? What task?”

I cringed. There he was: Marco the strong. Marco the charismatic. Marco the always-do-the-right-thing kind of guy.

King Malachi nodded in greeting to Marco. His eyes twinkled. His lips curled upward under his beard.

“Another excellent question,” he said. “You see, our world is different from yours. Here terrible monsters and beasts hide in dungeons ready to steal away precious human lives. These monsters have no moral compass. They will kill you simply to drink your blood and feast on your bones. Unless the Demon King and the Beast Lord are eradicated, they will continue to cause chaos to humanity.”

“That doesn’t sound like a good thing,” Shia said. “Why would we want to leave the safety of our world and stay here? We’d be in danger from this Demon King and this Beast Lord.”

Malachi smiled. “It is simple. Think about it. Back in your world, each one of you would have gone on to live ordinary lives, do ordinary things. Like any tree or animal, you would live, grow old, and die. With no bards to sing your name and no books to boast of your accomplishments, you would soon be lost to the ravages of time. In one hundred years all would have forgotten you.”

Another hush came over the class. This was clearly something we’d all thought about and struggled with. Why study? Why try to find a career? Why do anything if, in the end, it means nothing at all?

“And what?” Shia asked. “Do you suggest that things are different here, in this world?”

“For you, yes.”

“For … us? Why?”

“Because you are the chosen ones.”

A wave of murmurs passed through the class.

“The chosen ones?” we echoed.

“Yes. You have been summoned here for one purpose and one purpose alone. You have been brought here to become Heroes. Heroes that shall defeat these great enemies and bring peace to the land once more.”

“Heroes? What the hell do you mean by that?”

Fulcrum shoved past me, purposely hitting my shoulder with his. I fell over. Fulcrum kicked me in the thigh with the toe of his shoe. I glared daggers at him. But before I could say anything, Fulcrum strode past me and stepped between Marco and Shia, pushing Marco away from her.

Malachi turned to Fulcrum.

“The rules of our world differ from yours. Here the System governs all. As beings summoned from another world, the System recognizes you all as powerful beings with the power to change history. Such beings—with the power to bend the flow of the future—are called ‘Heroes.’”

Malachi’s speech had a noticeable effect on my classmates. Their fear was fading, replaced by a sense of wonder. Eyes widened. One by one my classmates rose to standing, eyes fixated on Malachi, listening intently to his every word. And why wouldn’t they? He was telling them that, all of a sudden, their lives mattered. Life was no longer about tests, examinations, and interviews leading to a pointless job at some pointless company.

We were Heroes!

And we had been brought here to save the world!

Still, something felt fishy to me. Malachi’s words were too pretty. He made it all sound so easy, so black and white. Summon the heroes. Beat the bad guys. Save the world. Get fame, glory—and probably all the girls too.

Don’t trust this guy, said a voice in my head.

The King continued, “The Demon King and Beast Lord have proved uncooperative in any and all bids for peace. This conflict cannot continue. With each passing second, another life is lost. I beg of you, Heroes. Eradicate the scourge upon this land and bring peace to this world.”

“Sounds easy enough,” Marco said. “Your people are in danger. They need our help. If our mission is to save lives, then I will gladly accept the title of Hero.”

I groaned inwardly. That was Marco for you. He didn’t worry about the dark side of things. He thought he was always in the right.

The King chuckled. He raised his hand.

“I admire your enthusiasm. But please take this night to rest and consider carefully. My knights will escort each of you to your rooms. Welcome gifts await you upon your arrival, courtesy of our artifact engineers. I will not force you to bear this responsibility. Those who do not wish to become Heroes may remain in the rooms we provide until my mages are ready to return you to your world.”

He paused to give time for his words to sink in.

“If you choose to become a Hero, report to the castle courtyard tomorrow morning at first light. Tomorrow we will begin to administer a series of tests to help you adjust to this world and find your class specialty.”


Chapter 4

The knights led us through the castle halls. One by one my classmates left, branching off down other corridors, following their knights. Some of my classmates gathered together whispering about King Malachi and their future as potential Heroes. I stayed away from them, preferring to be alone.

I passed the time by gazing up at the castle’s vaulted ceiling and golden tapestries. The stones in the walls were smooth, old stones, like those taken from an ancient riverbed. They looked thousands of years old.

“We have arrived.”

My classmates were gone. I was standing with a solitary knight before a wooden door.

“Your rooms,” said the knight with a bow. He handed me a key and disappeared. The corridor was dark and empty and surprisingly cold. I shivered. Then I shrugged, turned the key in the lock, and pushed open the heavy wooden door.

“Whoa …”

The room was way better than anything I’d ever lived in back home. The room was easily the size of a small house, with banners hanging off the walls, burning braziers, plush chairs, and a large, silk-veiled four-poster bed at the center. Wardrobes of expensive mahogany lined the walls, along with various paintings and fine pieces of pottery. It looked like a set piece from Arabian Nights.

Behind the bed were a set of sliding doors that opened to a balcony. A cool night wind blew, tousling my hair. I stepped up to the balustrade and leaned over the edge.

The view took my breath away. The castle stood on a tall hill overlooking the rest of the city. Against the backdrop of a sky full of white stars, I could see the towers, spires, and glowing lights of Aleketh.

I stepped back, clutching the balustrade. Suddenly I was dizzy. My legs went to jelly and I slumped down, sitting cross-legged on the marble balcony. It wasn’t until that moment, I think, that everything finally hit me.

“It’s real,” I breathed. “This is all real.”

Some part of me had believed that this was all a dream, caused by too many late nights playing video games—or eating a sandwich spread with rotten mayonnaise.

But no. This was too real for a dream. The marble was cool against my legs. The sounds of night birds and insects floated up, carried by the wind. And from somewhere, faintly, there came the scent of flowers.

King Malachi’s words came back to me. Tonight I would have to make a decision. Did I want to try and become a Hero? Or would I rather stay in my rooms and wait while my classmates fought against powerful enemies?

Despite my wariness at Malachi’s words, I felt a tingle of excitement. This was a new world. One governed by the mysterious thing that Malachi called the “System.”

Life back in my world hadn’t been fair. No matter how hard I worked my classmates had outperformed me. I couldn’t succeed in school, I couldn’t get a girlfriend, I couldn’t even keep my parents’ from divorcing or my older brother from becoming an alcoholic.

But maybe here things were different. Maybe here I could start over from zero and make something out of my life. Maybe I too could become a Hero.

A knock sounded on my door. Two quick raps.

“Come in!”

The door groaned open. Two servants appeared, lugging a large wooden chest between them, their faces red and sweat-stained from the effort. They set the chest down on the floor before my bed, bowed to me, and vanished without a word.

“Thanks,” I murmured.

I stared at the chest. So this was the welcome gift that King Malachi had mentioned. The lacquered wood was stained and faded, but the chest still glowed, giving off light as bright as the room’s braziers.

I brushed the wood with my fingers. It was cool to the touch. But was there a faint buzzing?

Suddenly the chest flashed. Something shot out of the lid, flying directly at my face.

“ARGHH!”

I leaped back, shielding my face.

A trap?! A chest with teeth?

But nothing hit me. I opened my eyes—and felt like an idiot. Nothing was attacking me. A status panel floated in the air before me.

[WOODEN ARTIFACT CHEST x1]

[Open? YES/NO]

“It’s like a game,” I said.

When my hand reached the [YES] button I felt a faint resistance against my fingers, as if another hand were pushing back against mine. The status panel blinked out. The wooden box disappeared into a poof of a cloud. I stepped back, coughing. The cloud powder scratched at my lungs and made my eyes water. I wiped my eyes on my sleeve.

“This is going to take some getting used to …”

Several items now floated in the air before me, bouncing up and down slowly: an empty leather bag, a coin pouch, a set of leather armor, and a blank metallic slab the size of my palm.

I reached for the slab. When my fingers closed around it, it gained weight and dropped into my hand. It was heavier than it looked. The slab flared up with light. Characters appeared on its surface. I didn’t recognize the characters, but somehow I could read and understand them

[STATUS CARD]

[Name: Cyrian | Mana: 10/10]

[Level: 1 | Race: Hero | Class: Appraiser]

[Subclass: None]

[STR 1 | DEF 3 | STA 4]

[SKILLS]

[C-Enhance Quality (10 mana) – Enhance the rarity of any item by a single tier; can only be used on Common-tier items.]

[C-Appraisal (0 Mana) – View information about resources, weapons, armor, and artifacts.]

[C-Mana Pool (Passive) – Get increased mana regeneration.]

I read the card twice more. The card was pretty basic. Apparently my class was “Appraiser.” It seemed I had no combat skills. And my most unique ability seemed to involve identifying things. And was the letter ‘C’ next to my skills some kind of skill rarity indicator? C for ‘Common,’ maybe? In that case, I had no powerful skills at all …

I sighed and put the card away. I needed to stop being negative. One bad thought led to another. My classmates had probably gotten similar cards. After all, we were still Level 1. What mattered in this world was how hard we cultivated ourselves. We could fight monsters, gain experience, level up. The combat skills and powerful abilities would come later.

The key was to focus on what I could do now.

I grabbed the set of leather armor from the air and set it down on my bed. It consisted of four pieces: a leather chestplate, leather vambraces, leather greaves, and leather boots.

“Appraisal.”

A translucent info panel appeared in the air between me and the bed.

[COMMON – Leather Chestplate: A basic piece of armor providing basic protection.]

[+4 DEF]

[Crafted with: Basic Leather, Cloth ]

“Not much of an appraisal,” I muttered.

I could’ve figured out that much from just looking at the damn thing. But, then again, this was probably just a basic piece of armor. Maybe if I enhanced it …

I tried casting [Enhance Quality].

The leather armor glowed with a dim white light. The armor turned almost liquid and folded back on itself. Parts of it rearranged. It reminded me, somehow, of a snake eating its own tail. After some time the light faded.

I used [Appraisal] on my new chestplate.

[UNCOMMON – Flyboar Leather Chestplate: Provides moderate protection against physical and magical attacks.]

[+8 DEF]

[Crafted with: Flyboar Leather, Cloth, Earth Gem]

“Nothing too amazing. But a definite improvement.”

I went on and cast [Enhance Quality] on all four pieces of armor. Although my max mana was 10 and [Enhance Quality] also took 10 to cast, I was able to cast [Enhance Quality] in quick succession thanks to my increased mana regen from [Mana Pool].

The four pieces of enhanced armor combined to make a Flyboar Leather Armor set. I put the pieces of armor on, struggling with the unfamiliar straps and cords.

Another status panel appeared.

[Congratulations. You have been granted a bonus skill for wearing a complete set of armor.]

[STR 7 | DEF 14 | STA 8]

[Unfazing (Passive) – Reduce all any physical damage you receive by 30%.]

“Not bad,” I said.

My abilities weren’t much, but I had done everything I could do for tomorrow’s test. And the others were probably in the same situation as me. They probably also had only common-level spells and unflashy abilities. Surely that was how things worked in this world …

A wave of drowsiness came over me. After a quick bath in a wooden tub, I toweled off, changed into a pair of silken pajamas, and curled up, a little lonely but otherwise satisfied, into the four-poster bed. Soon I was asleep, dreaming of the possibilities that tomorrow held.


Chapter 5

“Excuse me,” I said to a guard. “Which way to the castle courtyard? It should be near here.”

The bearded man blinked at me in disbelief. “This is the way to the Royal Gardens, my dear Hero. The courtyard is at the opposite end of the grounds.”

I cursed. I’d woken up early to be on time for the morning gathering. But I’d ended up lost instead. It took another half hour of wandering to find the courtyard. The entire class was there and waiting. Many wore metal armor made of gold, silver, or platinum that gleamed in the bright morning sun.

I looked down at my Flyboar Leather Armor. My armor was the shoddiest looking of the bunch. Where was my metal armor? I thought we’d all be given the same starting equipment, but—

“Cyrian! About time you got here!”

Someone pushed through the crowd and clapped me on the shoulder. He wore gold armor that shone in the sunlight and clinked with every step. His pauldrons were as large as cantaloupes. An ornate helmet covered his face, hiding his features. Only his voice—and the shock of blonde hair that stuck out from below the helmet’s rim—told me who he was.

“M-marco?”

“Of course it’s me!”

Marco had a massive axe on his back that only intensified how “decked-out” he was. He looked less like a Level 1 beginner and more like a Level 99 master adventurer off to confront the Demon Lord.

Marco patted me on the shoulder.

“That your armor, Cyrian? Nice.”

“Fuck off Marco …”

“What? Why so unfriendly?”

That was Marco for you. Charismatic, strong, intelligent, top of his class. But too stupid to tell when he was hurting your feelings. But that’s what life is like when you’ve been No. 1 all your life, spoonfed hand to mouth since the day you were born. He had no idea how guys at the bottom of the pack like me felt.

I walked away from the center courtyard to escape Marco’s brilliance. A hand reached out from a pillar and pulled me into the arcade walkway.

Shia’s beautiful face stared back at me.

“Hey Cyrian,” she whispered.

“Shia. What are you—”

I trailed off. I started to flush.

“What are you wearing?”

Shia wore a black-and-white off-shoulder dress that showed way too much of her skin. The upper part of her back was uncovered, and her cleavage was practically exposed in a diamond-shaped frontal hole. The hem of her frilled, two-layered skirt stopped well short of mid-thigh. A belt carrying two sheathed daggers hung loosely around her waist at a slant.`

“Don’t look at me like that, Cyrian!” Shia said, turning slightly pink. “You make me feel naked.”

I averted my eyes, cleared my throat. “S-sorry. But to be fair. You kind of are naked.”

She elbowed me playfully. “Shut up! This was all I could find in my chest yesterday. And I guess that leather armor must be yours …”

I began to feel the pang of inferiority, but Shia put a hand on my shoulder. She smiled.

“Your armor looks great on you, Cyrian. And I’m not just saying that to make you feel better.”

“Th-thanks … uh … you look … fine … too …”

I wanted to punch myself for not being more suave when talking to girls. Shia and I were childhood friends and we hadn’t always been like this. Shia had been more a tomboy than anything, joining me in excursions into the mountains or to swim in the sea. But ever since Shia had turned eighteen, she’d suddenly blossomed into such a beautiful woman. And now I didn’t know how to talk to her anymore.

To clear the awkward silence, I changed the subject:

“W-what are you supposed to be, anyway?”

She put her hands on the twin daggers sheathed in her belt.

“An Assassin. At least that’s what my status card says.”

“Is that why you’re hiding here?” I said. “To ambush a poor adventurer like me and poke me full of holes?”

Shia laughed. “Not quite.”

“Because of your embarrassing outfit then.”

She flushed. “No, silly … I was waiting for you.”

“For me?”

“Mhm. Because you were so late. I was starting to get worried. I was about to go and look for you.”

I frowned. “Shia, I’m not a child anymore. You don’t have to treat me like I’m still eight years old.”

“Cyrian, it’s not like that …”

I frowned. Lately conversations between Shia and I had always been like this. My pride couldn’t take it when Shia tried to defend me like a child.

Shia’s friends were “popular crowd” students like Marco. Students who excelled at sports and got good grades. She shouldn’t have associated with the “weirdo loner” like me. But she was oblivious to all that. And because of her obliviousness, I’d run into my share of trouble. Half the guys in the school had crushes on Shia, which meant they absolutely hated me for being close to her.

“Cyrian? The fuck? What kind of fucking armor are you wearing?!”

I groaned. As expected, Fulcrum had discovered us. The creep was always watching Shia out of the corner of his eye. He wasn’t brave enough to confess to her directly, but always came around to bully me when he saw me and Shia together.

“Fuck off, Fulcrum.”

Fulcrum raised his palm: “Appraisal.”

“Flyboar Leather Chestplate. Hah! Why is your armor so shitty?”

“H-how the hell can you Appraisal?” I burst out. “That’s my class skill!”

“That’s my class skill!” Fulcrum echoed in a mocking tone loud enough for everyone to hear. “What’s your brain made of, Cyrian? Jelly? Appraisal is a base skill. Everyone has it.”

A grin spread across his face.

“Wait? Don’t tell me that your class’s ‘unique’ skill is a skill that everyone else has for free? Hey guys? Get a load of this!”

Others were coming toward us now, laughing and sniggering. Hyenas coming to crowd around the victim. I flushed. What was going on? How come I didn’t have any unique skills? How could everyone possibly have the same skill as I did, plus their own unique ones?

The laughter grew louder. Fulcrum was laughing so hard tears streamed down his face.

Shia stepped forward. “Hey guys, don’t bully Cyrian. It’s not good to bully the weak and powerless!”

Oof. And Shia’s words hurt the most of all.

“Silence!” A man’s commanding voice echoed throughout the courtyard. “Gather around, everyone.”


Chapter 6

The armored knight’s appearance saved me from further teasing from my classmates. We formed a semicircle around him at the center of the courtyard.

“I am Commander Ivanokov, Commander of the Royal Knights,” he said in a booming voice. “I am responsible for training you Heroes before you depart to save the realm from destruction.”

Nobody spoke. Commander Ivanokov was an intimidating man with swept-back gray hair. His broad, square jaw looked like the blunt end of a sledgehammer. His nose was crooked and had been broken several times. A scar across his left eye kept it permanently closed.

Ivanokov’s remaining eye turned to me. The iris was milky.

“Cyrian, is it?”

I gulped and nodded.

“I overheard your little … squabble with your classmates. As much as I would like to discourage your companion’s methods, I am afraid what he says contains a kernel of truth. Your class was bestowed by the system, and the armor given to you was crafted with this class in mind.

“The Appraiser class,” he continued, “uses the same armor type as the Warrior class. However, you do not have access to the level of weapon skills that they do. Yet, because of your affinity with the Warrior class, you also have limited access to magical spells.”

The Commander’s words were confusing. There was a buzzing in my ears. But I understand his general message. He was announcing, in front of the whole class, that my class was useless.

Fulcrum’s laughter filled my ears. “There you have it, Cyrian! Official confirmation that you are a piss-weak and useless. I guess losers in the last world are losers here in this world too.”

Another wave of laughter erupted. Ivanokov silenced it with a wave of his hand.

“That is enough,” he said sternly. “I do not tell you this to humiliate you, Cyrian. I tell you this because you must be clear-headed when facing the challenges to come. Each class has its own strengths and weaknesses. Your full potential will only be made clear after the tests are completed.

“The first test will be the Mana Capacity Test,” Ivanokov continued. “Mana Capacity correlates with Hero skill level. Those with high Mana Capacity have more potential to bear and learn powerful skills. You can think of it as a measure of your future potential. Now if you would please follow me …”

Ivanokov led us to a small, domed building that looked like some kind of mausoleum or church. The roof dome was painted over with beautiful artworks of gods and men.

A pedestal stood at the room’s center, on which rested a glass sphere. The sphere floated several centimeters above the platform, rotating slowly. Bright squiggly things crawled around it. They looked like glowworms made from pure light. The sphere’s insides swirled with something murky and blue. It reminded me of Ivanokov’s eye.

“This,” Ivanokov announced, “Is a Mana Sphere.”

My classmates shuffled around, murmuring to each other. It was clear that something was about to happen.

“Put your hand to the sphere and it will begin to absorb your mana essence. Once the sphere is done reading you, it will display a number. This is your Mana Capacity. The test will cause weakness and exhaustion. Some of you may lose consciousness. Do not be alarmed. It is routine … Any questions?”

“What’s a good number?” someone asked.

“An average Royal Knight has a Mana Capacity of 108 after a year of rigorous training. I myself have a level of 628. But that is after thirty years of experience. Any more questions?”

There were no more questions.

“Who wishes to go first?”

“I will.”

Marco stepped forward. I rolled my eyes. That was Marco for you. Mr. Straight A Student. Mr. First to Everything.

Marco touched the crystal sphere. Tendrils of light that had shrouded the ball gathered around his hands like fish gathering around a new source of nutrition.

For a moment, nothing seemed to happen. Marco’s head and shoulders trembled. The tendrils swirled. Then Marco stumbled backward. Ivanokov caught him before he could fall. Marco’s eyes rolled back into his head. His mouth was flecked with foam.

“You did good,” said Ivanokov.

The light tendrils gathered about the sphere, turning into floating characters. The characters solidified.

A hush came from the onlookers. My classmates seemed confused. But Ivanokov—and the assistants—seemed stunned.

“Look,” someone shouted. “His Mana Capacity is 630!”

“But that’s impossible! He’s even more powerful than the commander?”

“Surely it’s some kind of mistake?”

“No. No mistake. This is the power of a true Hero. This is why we needed them to defeat the Demon King …”

Marco had regained his footing. He thanked Ivanokov and stood up.

“It’s nothing,” he said, with the tone of someone used to excellence. “I am sure all of you will achieve a similar score to mine. And don’t worry. The sphere isn’t dangerous. It just made me feel a little dizzy, that’s all.”

He flashed a smile. All the girls swooned. The guys stared at him in awe. Was I the only one who cringed every time Marco spoke?

After Marco, everyone followed suit. One by one my classmates went up to the sphere and touched it. Some were exhausted immediately. A few even passed out, flopping onto the floor like stiff logs.

Marco’s score of 630 was the highest. Shia came in second at 594. Fulcrum was third at 445. Most of the class averaged in the 300s.

I couldn’t help but notice how well Mana Capacities mapped to my classmates’ school performance back in our home world. Was it true then? That, even after coming to this world, nothing had changed? Was a loser still a loser?

“Cyrian. Step forward …”

I was the last person to test. I’d stayed behind while my classmates volunteered, one by one.

“What’s wrong?” Fulcrum sniggered. “You scared?”

I ignored him and put my hands on the sphere. There was a faint tingling in my palms as the tendrils of light gathered. I closed my eyes, willing any mana my body might have to enter the sphere.

I didn’t want to be humiliated anymore. This was my chance to show who I was. I would hold on, I decided, until the sphere forced me to let go by making me pass out.

I waited for the fatigue to come. But nothing happened. Seconds stretched into minutes. Tendrils of light continued to gather around my hands. But no fatigue or exhaustion came. I felt … nothing at all.

More time passed. Then, at last, a number began to materialize above the sphere.

The number displayed was 10.

I stared at it. I couldn’t be. The next lowest Mana Capacity was in the 200s. And mine was only 10?!

I looked at Ivanokov. “Surely there’s been some kind of mistake. Look. My hand is still on the sphere!”

Ivanokov looked apologetic. He shook his head.

“I’m afraid there’s been no mistake, young hero. The sphere does not err. Your Mana Capacity is 10. You are virtually magic-inert. The Appraiser class is a trade profession. Your spell potential is on the level of an ordinary, untrained human in this world. I am sorry, but I am sure you can still be useful to the efforts in a support role—”

“Ten?!” Fulcrum said. “You’ve got to be kidding!”

Like sheep, others joined in on the mockery:

“And I thought I was weak, but it seems I’m still over ten times as powerful as Cyrian … Whew …”

“He’s weaker than a grandma!”

I flushed. I couldn’t meet my classmates’ eyes. I looked down at my feet, and tried not to think about how, despite coming to a new world, nothing had changed at all.

I was still Cyrian, the loner, who couldn’t succeed at life no matter how hard he tried.


Chapter 7

The Aleketh Royal Library was a four-story stone building with marble columns and a domed ceiling. Each floor was filled with bookshelves carrying ancient, dusted, and weather worn tomes. Many of the books were handwritten. Some looked like they hadn’t been touched in two hundred years.

I grabbed a book about the history of Aleketh from a second-floor shelf and curled down on a plush chair to read. I didn’t know whether the Aleketh Royal Library did, as it claimed, contain all the wisdom in the entire kingdom but what I did know was that the library was a good place to relax—and a good place to hide.

Two weeks had passed since the Mana Capacity Test. After the test our class was divided into two groups to be trained by two divisions in the Kingdom of Aleketh. Those with mana-based classes like Enchanters or Illusionists were trained by the Royal Magus. Those with martial classes like Warrior or Swordmaster were trained by the Royal Knights.

As for me? Well, I was neither.

My class was neither caster nor martial. My abysmal scores on the Mana Test meant the Royal Magus didn’t want me. But when I reported to the Royal Knights for training it soon became clear that I was just as incompetent with physical combat.

When I tried to pick up a practice weapon, I got the following warning:

[You cannot cast weapon skills at the moment.]

[Please try again.]

My Appraiser class prevented me from using weapon skills. And my subpar strength stat meant even basic attacks were unreliable. I couldn’t even swing a sword hard enough to slice a straw mannequin.

None of the trainers wanted anything to do with a weakling like me. On my first day of training, I was benched. I watched from my sidelines as my classmates chose their weapons, practiced sparring, and learned to cast their first weapon skills.

Back in my world, better academic performance meant receiving more favors from your teachers. This world was no different. Ace scorers like Marco and Shia got access to the best strength and skills training, the best lecturers, the best mock duels, and the best cuts of meat in the dining hall.

As for me? I didn’t even get a pat on the back.

To make matters worse, Fulcrum, who had joined the Knights, now sought out every opportunity to mock me.

“Loser! Can’t you do anything properly? You have the power level of an ordinary human. What kind of Hero are you? Ha! Now Shia will finally see you for the useless worm you really are …”

The discovery of the Aleketh Royal Library was my only saving grace. The quiet of the library’s halls gave me much-needed shelter from Fulcrum’s mockery and my trainers’ humiliation. I’d spent most of the past two weeks here, reading every book I could find.

But I wasn’t only in the library to escape from reality. Part of me still wanted to succeed in this world. I’d read book after book about this world’s culture, history, and heroes in a desperate attempt to find something, anything, to teach me how to rid myself of this horrible, embarrassing, and altogether useless class.

The Appraiser.

And so far? No dice. I was stuck with the class I had.

A group of castle staff came into the library, talking in loud voices and chatting merrily. I sighed. I returned my book to the shelf and went up to the fourth story to regain my privacy.

I wandered into a room I hadn’t been in before. A book caught my eye: a thick green tome sitting on a back shelf. I felt a strange pull to it. The tug was almost magnetic. I wheeled over a nearby ladder and pulled the book from the shelf.

The spine read Grand Index of Magical Items.

I flipped through the book. The book, which had over seven-hundred pages handwritten in an ant-like script, claimed to be an encyclopedia of all known items in this world. Most pages had hand-drawn diagrams followed by entries describing various magical items. Items were categorized into six tiers, varying by acquisition difficulty and power:

[Common, Uncommon, Rare, Legendary, Mythic, Ancient].

Items also varied by type. Some were natural resources like edible plants or animals. Others were usable items like swords or enchanted amulets.

Most natural resources were in the Common tier. Ancient items were extremely powerful items that were either extremely rare or long-extinct.

Was there some kind of item that could change my class? Or maybe there was some way to get around the Appraiser’s inability to use weapon skills? But then again, was this encyclopedia even trustworthy? Maybe the descriptions were inaccurate.

On a whim, I decided to cast [Appraisal] on the book.

[LEGENDARY - Grand Index of Magical Items: A detailed record of every magical item known to have existed in this world.]

[Authored by: Aeria Dawncaster]

[Crafted with: Refined Dragonskin, Unageing Parchment, Agracia Ink]

So the book itself was a Legendary item. That meant it was of considerable rarity. I rubbed my chin. I wondered if maybe an item’s rarity could change depending on what it was crafted with.

“Hey, you!” a woman’s voice called out from behind me.

I flinched and snapped the book shut. A woman was coming down the stacks. Her straight black hair fluttered behind her as she walked, hips swishing. Her lips were pursed and her brow furrowed.

“Um,” I said. “Do I know you?”

The woman grabbed my wrist. Her nails dug into my skin.

“Hey!” I said. “What are you—”

The woman whirled around. Before I knew what I was happening, I was doing a somersault through the air. I landed hard on my back and hit a bookshelf. The air was knocked out of my lungs. Books rained down on my head, stomach, and legs.

The woman looked down at me with her hands on her hips.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


Chapter 8

I lay on the library floor in a daze. I was half-buried in books. My nose hurt terribly where a hardback had clipped me. Blood trickled into my mouth.

“Ouch …”

The woman put her hands on her hips and scowled down at me. She had dark eyebrows, narrow eyes, and a pouty mouth. Her pupils were the purest black, as was her hair, which flowed behind her, defying gravity.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing? Just because you are a Hero doesn’t mean you can flagrantly ignore the rules!”

“Huh …?” My head still spun from the shoulder throw. “What?”

“Magic is off-limits in the library!” she said. “These tomes are charged with powerful magics. Many have yet to be identified. Think of the possible secondary, tertiary, quaternary reactions! One wrong spell and the most important collection of knowledge and history in the kingdom will go … Kaboom!”

“Kaboom?”

“Yes, Kaboom!”

The woman was wearing blue-and-white robes and a royal necklace bearing the Aleketh Royal Crest. I finally recalled where I’d seen those robes before. They were worn only by members of the Royal Magus. This beautiful woman was a magic wielder then. And from the luster of her robes—far more beautiful than that worn by acolytes—I suspected she was a powerful and high-ranking one.

I sat up, rubbing the back of my head. “Relax. It’s not like I cast Fireball or something. It was just an Appraisal spell.”

“No matter how insignificant the magic, certain tomes can still be affected. This is the basic of all basics! What happened? Did you sleep through the lecture?!”

I blinked. “Erm, lecture? What lecture?”

The woman stared at me like I was some strange yet undiscovered species with astonishingly low intelligence.

“The mandatory lecture that was given after Hero training. Commander Ivanokov should’ve told all of you about that … Unless …” She narrowed her eyes until they became slits. “Have you been skipping class?”

I averted my eyes.

“No …”

The woman’s fingers shot to my earlobe and wrenched down. She jerked my head toward her.

“Aghhh! Stop that!”

I tried to pull her hands away but I might as well have been trying to tear off my own face. Her fingers were latched onto my ear like a hook in a fish’s mouth. The woman leaned in so close that her mouth was practically inside of my earhole. I could smell the musky, slightly acrid fragrance of her perfume.

“If there’s one thing I hate about my students,” she hissed, “it’s lying. Do you understand?”

“Ow! Yes! I understand! Let go!”

The woman released my ear. I rubbed my eyes for wetness and checked to see if my ear was still attached. Was it my imagination, or was the earlobe longer than before?

“Argh,” I said. “My ear. I’m crippled for life.”

“Oh quit whining. I’ve pinched my fair share of ears in my lifetime and they never manage to come off. Those things are stronger than alacrite.”

“There’s a first time for everything …”

The woman pulled up a stool and sat down, crossing her legs under her blue-white robes. She tapped a finger against one arm, watching me.

I noticed now that her robes were quite revealing. The hem of her robes stopped well above the knee. And now that her legs were crossed, the hem rode even higher, revealing the creamy flesh of her inner thighs. If the hem went any higher I might even catch a glimpse of her panties …

“My eyes are up here. What are you looking at?”

I flushed. “N-nothing.”

“You must be Cyrian,” she said.

“Y-yea,” I said, trying not to show my embarrassment. “And who are you?”

“My name is Aeria Dawncaster. I am Archmage of the Kingdom of Aleketh’s Royal Magus.” Aeria nodded at the book in my hands. “I have nothing against extracurriculars, but … the Grand Index of Magical Items is only meant as a reference. It’s not a learning resource.”

“Ah. I see …” I said lamely. I didn’t know what else to say. I was too busy trying to figure out where to put my eyes. I couldn’t look at her legs. But I couldn’t look at her chest either, as her robes showed a substantial amount of cleavage. In the overhead lighting, the tops of her breasts shone like two moons. So I settled for looking down at the floor. Which wasn’t much better, because her legs were shapely, and seemed to pull my gaze up toward the hem of her robes.

Then, belatedly, I realized something.

“Aeria … Aeria …”

I rubbed my chin. The name sounded familiar. Where had I heard it before? Wait a second. Aeria. Aeria Dawncaster. Wasn’t that the person who wrote this book?

I looked down at the tome in my hands

“Appraisal!”

The status panel popped up again. Indeed, the author was named Aeria Dawncaster. So this woman wasn’t lying. She was an extremely knowledgeable and powerful caster.

“Hey! What did I say about casting spells on books?!”

Aeria picked me up and hurled me into another bookshelf. The shelf nearly toppled before bounding back and dumping several dozen extremely rare, old, and expensive books directly onto my face. Then I found I couldn’t breathe. Then a book slid aside and I found myself looking up into Aeria’s angry face.

“Apologize at once! You’re putting the entire library at risk with your actions!”

I sneezed, then said: “Wouldn’t tossing a grown man into bookshelves also count as ‘putting the library at risk’?”

She grabbed my ear and pulled me to my feet.

“Arghhh my ear!!!!”

“Apologize!”

“I’m sorry!!”

Once Aeria finished chewing me out for the second time, she sat, legs crossed, and watched me put all the books back on the shelf. Once everything was back in place, I said:

“So you’re the one who wrote this book?”

“It has my name on it, does it not?”

“That’s amazing,” I said. “How old are you?”

Aeria didn’t look much older than me. Back in my world, she might’ve been a graduate student at the local university.

Aeria waggled a finger. “It’s rude to ask a lady her age. And don’t forget, you may be a Hero, but I’m still an authority figure. I’m the one who asks the questions. … Tell me. Why are you here skipping class?”

I hesitated. “I’m here … because I’m useless.”

“Useless?” Aeria raised an eyebrow until it slanted downward at sixty degrees.

I nodded. “My class can’t equip weapon skills. But my potential—as shown during the Mana Capacity Test—is the worst in the class and I have no offensive spells. Nobody wants to train me. So there’s no point in attending class. I wasn’t learning anything so I came here instead.”

Her eyebrow angled higher.

“I’m not lying,” I said. “Check my status card if you don’t believe me.”

I pulled the metal slab from my chest pocket and gave it to her. Aeria flicked her finger along the glowing letters. A panel displaying my status information appeared above the slab.

“Wow,” she said, after a time. “It’s true, then. Your stats are horrendous. I see why they call you—” She trailed off, pursing her lips.

“Call me what?”

“It’s nothing.”

“Tell me!”

Something in my voice must have convinced Aeria. She shook her head. “The others … they call you … They call you the Throwaway Hero.”

“The what?”

“N-not me.” She put her hands up. “The others call you that. Some of the knights and mages. I’m sure they don’t mean it in a bad way. You see, when you don’t have any offensive or defensive skills, it’s almost impossible for you to level up and gain experience, so I guess … they …”

“They think that I’m useless,” I finished. Suddenly my head felt empty, as if I’d just drunk a canister of helium. My eyes had trouble focusing. “And now they’ve made up a nickname for me, huh? Throwaway Hero.”

I hugged my knees to my chest. It wasn’t surprising, but it still hurt to hear. I had read books enough to know that becoming an adventurer, let alone a Hero with a Mana Capacity of under 100 was laughable.

And Aeria was right. To gain experience I needed to defeat monsters. But how could I defeat them without combat skills? Maybe I could join a party and gain experience from them—but nobody in their sane mind would ever allow me into their party.

Aeria put a hand on my shoulder. “I’m sorry, Cyrian …”

I brushed her hand off. “You don’t need to apologize, Professor Aeria. I don’t like it when other people pity me. It only makes things worse.”

She studied me with her head tilted to one side. “Just call me Aeria,” she murmured. “I’m not that old. I’m only twenty-four. Six years older than you. It’s not that much.”

Six years and already a lecturer. Why were there so many talented people around me? Where would I be in six years? Probably the same thing I was now. A useless, incompetent, loser …

Aeria cleared her throat and waved her hand through the dusty library air as if this might make the awkward atmosphere dissipate.

“Still,” Aeria said, obviously trying to change the subject. “It’s good to finally meet you, Cyrian. Shia’s been telling me so much about you.”

I looked up. “Shia?”

“Mhm. She’s one of my students. We’ve become quite close. She’s passionate about doing something positive in this world. I admire that. Somehow your name keeps popping up in our conversations.”

“Did she tell you how useless I am too?”

“It’s not like that, Cyrian. Shia thinks very highly of you.”

I snorted. “And in my world pigs can fly.”

“I’m serious. She’s always telling me how hard of a worker you are.”

“She’s confused. I’m the guy who sleeps through class.”

“Because you stayed up all night studying for his exams? Because you have to work two jobs to support your single mother? Because your alcoholic brother was jailed again and you had to go bail him out?”

I stared at Aeria. So Shia really had been telling her about me. I didn’t know how to feel about that. These were private things, things I didn’t want anyone else to know.

“Shia supports you,” Aeria continued. “She’s always telling me she respects how hard you try despite—”

Aeria stopped, biting her lip.

“Despite what?” I said.

“Nothing. I misspoke.”

“Just say it!” I said. “Actually don’t. Because I know what you were about to say. It’s amazing how hard I try despite sucking at everything I do, right? I’m the idiot who has no talent but still believes he can make a difference. But no matter what I do, I still end up in the garbage. I’m the rotting banana peel at the bottom of the bin. The Throwaway Hero. Hah. What a perfect name!”

I realized then that I was shouting. But I didn’t care. All the stress from the past few weeks was exploding now, right in front of Aeria.

Aeria didn’t respond. She just continued to stare into my eyes. Eventually, unable to bear the tension, I laughed bitterly and said:

“If you’re done humiliating me, how about leaving me alone? I won’t make the mistake of trying anymore. Look at my status card. It’s pretty much a death sentence. The card tells me what I’m worth in this world. It says: You. Are. Useless.”

Aeria shook her head. “That’s not true, Cyrian. Your status card isn’t everything. What matters in a Hero is what lies between the lines.”

I snorted. “Maybe you should write a self-help book as your next book instead of an encyclopedia. With lines like that, you could sell a million copies.”

Aeria smacked me over the head. “I’m serious!”

I rubbed my head. For a girl so small she could sure hit hard.

“Are you listening?” Aeria said, pouting.

“Yea. Yea …” I said.

“The status card simply expresses basic attributes. It tells you how strong your skills are, how much mana you have, what abilities you can and cannot use. But it doesn’t tell you everything. You can still grit your teeth and endure pain.

What really makes an adventurer powerful is how they choose to use those abilities. Someone powerful who does evil is much worse than someone weak who does good. Plus, there are those whose most powerful attributes are not recorded in their status cards.”

“…”

Aeria smiled. “But I think you already know that, Cyrian. That’s why you’re here reading an encyclopedia instead of getting drunk in the dining hall or off flirting with girls. Despite everything, you just can’t stop believing in yourself.”

I was silent. I didn’t know how to respond. Somewhere deep down I knew she was right. I couldn’t give up on myself. But did that make me a Hero? No, it just made me a stubborn, egotistical idiot who couldn’t accept his own mediocrity.

Aeria stood up, stretching her arms. “Remember this, Cyrian. Everyone is born with different base abilities. But what you do with those abilities is up to you. It’s that thing—the doing—that really separates a true Hero from a wannabe one.”

“…”

“What do you think?” Aeria said.

“Think? About what?”

“The speech I just gave you. About becoming a Hero. I’m planning on giving it to my class tomorrow so I thought I’d practice it on you.”

I stared at her. “You …”

Aeria slapped me on the shoulder. She laughed, eyes twinkling. “I’m just kidding, Cyrian. There’s no speech. I said those things because they’re what I really believe.” Her fingers lingered on my shoulder. “You’re a cute one. I can tell why Shia likes you. We women are suckers for the dark and brooding type. If teacher-student relationships weren’t forbidden, I might even …”

For the third time that day, she trailed off, leaving the meaning she suggested hanging in the air between us. Then she winked at me. The wink hit me like a max-level charm spell. I flushed.

“Aww, look at you blushing,” Aeria laughed. “So cute and so innocent. Anyway, since you’re a troublemaker who doesn’t attend class, I should tell you the second Hero test begins tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow? So soon?”

“It’s been two weeks. What do you expect? Come to the Aleketh Royal Gardens at sundown. And don’t you dare skip out.”

Before I could respond, Aeria turned and left the library. Only then did I notice she had left something on bookshelf alongside my status card. It looked like a small picture frame or a cigarette lighter case.

I took Aeria’s item and cast, “Appraisal.”

[UNCOMMON – Status Card Case: A protective case that can prevent your status card from suffering serious damage.]

[Created by: Aeria Dawncaster]

[“You can do it, Cyrian!” -Aeria <3]

I turned the case over in my hands. Why had Aeria given me this? And what was the meaning of the little heart mark? It probably meant nothing at all. I shrugged and slipped my status card into the case. Whatever the reason, it was good to know, at least, that Aeria was one of the few people in this kingdom who believed in me.

Two tests remained, and the next was at sundown. I headed back to my room to polish my Flyboar Leather Armor. It was too early, I decided, to give up. Maybe, like Aeria had said, I really did have hidden potential inside of me.


Chapter 9

“Ohoho! Look who it is! If it isn’t Mr. Throwaway. How does it feel to wake up every day knowing you’re a useless weak-ass who will never accomplish anything?”

Fulcrum’s annoying laugh was the first thing I heard upon descending the steps into the Aleketh Royal Gardens. Fulcrum’s lackeys—a couple of bent-back dudes with sunken eyes and crooked teeth—joined him in laughter. They were like monkeys. When Fulcrum laughed, they laughed. When Fulcrum jumped, he jumped. And when Fulcrum farted, they inhaled deeply and pretended to smell the roses.

Idiots.

“I’d much rather be a weak-ass than an intolerable garlic-breath manwhore like you.”

A few people sniggered but quickly went silent at a glare from Fulcrum. Fulcrum grimaced. He grabbed my shirt under my chestplate.

“The fuck you say?” His lip curled. “I could kill you with a single spell. I’ve got power now, Cyrian. I’m strong. Real strong.”

“C-cyrian!” Shia was running toward us. Fulcrum gave me one last glare and let go. “Here’s your Mommy coming to save you, Cyrian.”

“She’s not my …”

But Fulcrum was already walking away. Shia was Fulcrum’s greatest weakness. In front of his crush, he wanted to play the hero and the good guy.

Shia ran up to me. “Are you okay, Cyrian? Did Fulcrum hurt you? I wish he wouldn’t pick on the weak like you. Do you have any injuries?”

Shia’s words stung more than any punch.

“I’m not weak, Shia. That was when we were little kids. I can handle bullies now.”

“But I just want to make sure …”

Shia continued to feel me up, squeezing my arms, my shoulders. She ran her hands up and down my chest. Why was she still touching me? She was like a horny guard trying to feel me up under the pretense of a concealed weapon inspection.

“The King arrives!” someone announced.

King Malachi stepped into the garden followed by his retinue. It was night, but the garden was well-lit by wisps of light that floated around us like tiny clouds. King Malachi stopped under an ancient tree at the center of the garden. Beyond the tree was a large, arched golden gate that shimmered in the glow of the wisp-lights.

“I am honored to meet you all once again, proud heroes of this world,” Malachi said, voice booming. He was dressed even more magnificently than before. “Tonight’s test is rather simple, but it will be the most difficult test of all.”

The king waved his hand and pointed to the golden gate behind the tree. The wisps of light followed, forming an arch that lit the whole gate.

“This, my dear Heroes, is a Skill Gate.”

A murmur passed through the crowd, growing larger, like a wave building up to crash on the shore.

“Skill Gates,” Malachi continued, “are powerful structures enchanted with ancient magic. They carry great power inside of them. However, only those who are worthy may open them. During your journeys, you will no doubt come across many such Skill Gates. Each shall provide you with a powerful boon. And know this!”

King Malachi paused to give time for his voice to echo through the garden. He swept a hand toward us:

“Know this, my dear Heroes. Only those powerful enough to open Skill Gates have the potential to defeat the Demon King.”

The crowd made no sound. I couldn’t even hear the sound of my neighbors’ breathing. Malachi was a master orator. Malachi stepped away from the gate. Now he spoke softly:

“Only one person can open this Skill Gate before it vanishes. If you believe yourself worthy, step forward.”

“But how do we open it!?” someone called out.

“Yea,” someone else said. “This wasn’t part of our lessons.”

Malachi’s eyes twinkled. “How you open the gate is for you to decide.”

To no one’s surprise, Mr. I-Am-The-Main-Character-Of-Every-Story was the first one to step forward. Marco strode toward the gate, chest puffed, both arms extended.

His armored palms collided with the Skill Gate. Bushes trembled. Leaves rained down from the trees. A CLANG echoed throughout the garden. I cringed and covered my ears. But the ringing sound seemed to travel deep into my bones …

The gate didn’t budge.

Marco continued to push. His face deepened in color. Veins bulged on his face, neck, and arms. But still the gate did not budge.

When Marco finally realized that strength alone would not work, he stepped back and cast two spells:

“Maximum Strength Boost. Gigant Mirage!”

Marco’s body and armor flashed bright red. White, translucent giant arms appeared behind his back. They rippled with veins and muscles.

“One more try!”

With a battle roar, he punched the gate with all his might. The CLANG! was so loud that several of my classmates swooned. I felt the hairs on my neck stand up.

The Skill Gate remained closed.

Marco stepped back, arms quivering. His gigantic mirage arms faded. Commander Ivanokov walked towards him and clapped him on the back.

“You did all you could, son.”

“Damn it!” Marco muttered. “I’m sorry everyone. I let you down. I know you were all cheering for me.”

I cringed. Everything Marco said was cringe.

“Does anyone else wish to try?” King Malachi boomed.

Nobody answered. Everyone averted their eyes, fidgeting as they stepped from foot to foot. Marco was the strongest in the class. If Marco couldn’t open the gate, then why bother humiliating ourselves?

“I’ll do it,” somebody said.

I looked around, searching for the brave volunteer. But everyone else was looking at me. Fulcrum made an ugly noise like he was vomiting in his mouth.

Only then did I realize that I had volunteered. The words had slipped out of my mouth, almost as if someone else had made me say them.

“You?” Malachi smiled. The smile grew into a roaring peal of laughter. “I’m sorry, my dear Appraiser,” he responded. “But Skill Gates can only be opened by the powerful. You clearly do not fit this description. Does anyone else want to try?”

The roaring laughter of my classmates stung a thousand times more than the clanging of Marco’s armor against the skill gate. I smiled like I didn’t care. But inside me, humiliation burned like a smoldering, underground fire.

Who was Malachi to decide what I was and was not? Wasn’t the point of the tests to evaluate our potential? How could we learn our potential if he wouldn’t even let me try?


Chapter 10

“Fuck!”

I stared up at the ceiling of my quarters. Several hours had passed since the second skill test, but I couldn’t get my classmate’s laughter or King Malachi’s mocking smile out of my head.

It wasn’t fair. I deserved a chance at that gate. A chance to prove what I was worth. Maybe Aeria was right. Maybe I did have hidden potential beyond what my status card said.

Thoughts of childhood came back to me. I thought about my older brother, Shamus. My parents always spent more time and money on him. He was a naturally gifted athlete. They’d paid for his swimming lessons, sent him to a private school, bought him the best books and toys. And I, who had shown no obvious gifts, was given all the hand-me-downs.

Before I could even try, I was already at a disadvantage. And the same had happened in school. My lackluster grades on start-of-semester tests meant the teachers treated me as a joke—someone destined to flip burgers for a living and nothing more.

And now, here in the Kingdom of Aleketh, it was all happening again. King Malachi and his men were taking away my chances before I could even try.

“Arrrghhh!”

I sat up, clenching my head. I’d tried to sleep for hours but it was no use. The golden Skill Gate, and King Malachi’s humiliating words, kept playing back over and over in my head.

I got up and began to dress. Aeria was right. The chance was small, but at the very least I had to try and open the Skill Gate.

I owed myself that much.

The moon was high overhead when I reached the outer walls of the Royal Aleketh Gardens. I’d avoided most patrols on the way here, not wanting to draw unwanted attention. I wasn’t sure if it was strictly illegal to open a Skill Gate when King Malachi and his men were not around, but I didn’t want to run any risks.

I peeked around the hedge wall I was hiding behind. A patrol of knights passed by. I took ten breaths and waited for their steps to fade. I stepped out into the open. Now was my opportunity to hurry to the gate and—

A hand seized my arm and dragged me back into the bushes. I lifted a fist, reading to punch the attacker.

“Sh-shia?!”

“Shhh!” Shia put a hand over my mouth. “A knight patrol. Look!”

Armor clinked. Three more knights walked through the hedge garden, muttering to each other in low voices. They walked past the spot I’d been just moments before. I hadn’t suspected another patrol so soon after the first. Thanks to Shia, I’d been saved.

Suddenly I realized how close Shia and I were. She was holding me close to her. I could feel every curve of her body pressing against me. Her breath was hot on my chin. Her soft, ample breasts pressed against my chest. I could smell her strawberry and flower scent. Any longer and she’d notice the growing erection in my pants.

Shia released me. “Okay… I think they’re gone.”

“You scared me!” I said.

“I didn’t have much time. I saw the knights coming.”

I wiped the sweat off my brow. I hadn’t noticed her sneaking up on me at all. As expected of someone with the Assassin class.

“What are you doing here?” I said.

“What about you?” Shia asked. “What are you doing here?”

“I asked first.”

Shia giggled. She took my hand. “I’ve been wanting to speak with you, Cyrian. In private. But there hasn’t been time since we came here. Tonight I had a feeling that you might come out here and try to open the Skill Gate again.”

“What?” I flushed. “How did you—”

Shia tapped my nose with her finger and smiled. “Cyrian, we’ve known each other since we were little kids. I know you. You don’t give up easily. You’re the stubbornest guy in our class.”

Shia took my hand.

I said, “What are you—”

“The guards swap out in a half hour. That’ll be your best chance to open the gate. For now, I want to show you something …”

Shia took my wrist and led me down a corridor to a narrow stairwell. I let her lead me, blushing at the thought that we were holding hands—and then blushing again at how stupid it was that I was blushing. Shia was way out of my league. In fact, she was out of every guy’s league. Not once had I heard a rumor of her ever dating a guy.

Beyond the stairwell was a balcony overlooking the city’s east side. The view of this side of the city was even more beautiful than that from my room. Beyond the castle walls, a massive lake glowed like a silver dish under the full moon. The night sky was full of stars.

“It’s a wonderful view, isn’t it?” Shia said. Somehow, without me noticing it, she’d managed to move her hand down from my wrist. Now we were standing hand in hand, with our fingers entangled. I coughed and pulled away from Shia. Something flickered across Shia’s face, an expression I couldn’t quite understand.

“Why did you bring me here, Shia?” I said.

Shia shifted her hips. “Well … I wanted to talk.”

“We can talk whenever,” I said. “What is there to talk about?”

Shia fiddled with her hands. “You’ve been avoiding me recently, Cyrian. For months.”

Was it my imagination, or was Shia blushing? I pushed the thought away. Why should Shia blush in front of me? And if she was blushing, it was probably because of how revealing her assassin uniform was. More of her skin was showing than was hidden!

“I haven’t been avoiding you,” I lied.

“You’re doing it because of the teachers, aren’t you?” Shia said. “Because they tell you to stay away from me. That you’re a bad influence. That you’re bringing me down …”

I looked away. It hurt even to hear Shia say those things.

“Well I don’t care what they think,” she said. “I … I ….”

Shia trailed off and averted her eyes, fumbling her words. The air around us was stifling, as if some ghost was sucking the oxygen out of the air.

I frowned. When had things become like this? When we were kids we could talk to each other about anything. We went over to each other’s houses like we were siblings. But somewhere along the line an invisible wall had formed between us. Now I found myself avoiding her in the hallways, and every time I saw her beauty the words got shriveled up in my throat.

“The teachers are right,” I said. “Look at you. Top of the class. You win awards for everything you try and do. Your future is one long, red carpet. You shouldn’t hang around someone like me.”

“It’s not true!” Shia shouted.

“Quiet! The guards!”

“Sorry,” Shia whispered. “But it’s not true. I admire you, Cyrian. You were so cool today when you volunteered to try the Skill Gate.”

“Marco did too.”

“Yes, but I’m inspired by how hard you try, despite …”

She trailed off. But the implication was clear.

“Despite sucking at everything I do?”

Shia shook her head vehemently.

“That’s not what I meant!”

But it was what she had meant. There was another awkward silence. We both stepped away from each other, flushed slightly, shifting from foot to foot. Shia played with her fingers and fidgeted.

Another expression passed across Shia’s face. She leaned in closer to me.

“Cyrian?”

“Yea?” I stepped away. “You’re being weird, Shia.”

She balled her hands into fists.

“Tomorrow … I have the feeling that something big is going to happen. Something that might change us forever. And before that, I want to say something so I don’t regret it.”

“Say … what?” Suddenly my throat was dry and my heart was pounding. And I didn’t even know why. Shia slipped a curl of hair behind one ear. She leaned in closer.

“Cyrian,” she said. “I want you to know that I—”

The gong rang, signaling the change of guard. We both jumped back from one another, clearing our throats, not knowing where to look.

“Oh no,” Shia said. “That’s the c-c-change of the guard. You better go and try with the gate … um … yea …” She fumbled with her pockets. Then she took my hand and put something in it. “I want you to have this.”

It was a metal necklace with a heart symbol at its center. The making was crude, and the materials were cheap.

“This necklace … You …”

Shia nodded. “I kept it all along.”

When we were in elementary school Shia’s family had moved away. We hadn’t seen each other for eight years after that. It wasn’t until later that we were reunited at the same school. I’d given her the necklace as a going-away present. But never, in any world, had I thought that she might keep the necklace for the whole time.

“Do you remember what you said to me?” Shia said. “You told me to use this necklace to remember you in case we were ever separated.”

“…”

“And now …” Shia hesitated. “Well in case anything happens, I want you to keep that, to remember me by. And I want you to know that you’re not alone, no matter what happens.”

“Shia?” I said. “You’re being melodramatic. It’s just a test tomorrow. Nothing dangerous will happen.”

“I k-know. But I wanted you to have it just in case. Because I don’t know when I’ll have the chance to give it to you again.” She shoved me. “Now go. Before the guards arrive. I’ll keep a lookout. Try to distract them if any come.”

Shia ran off before I could say anything else. I looked down at the necklace in my hands. I shrugged. It probably didn’t mean anything. And what about the thing Shia was about to say to me before the gong rang? That probably wasn’t important either.

I pocketed the necklace and hurried toward the Skill Gate.


Chapter 11

I descended the stairwell and came out into the Aleketh Royal Gardens. There were no patrols in sight, but I stayed hunched over to avoid any possible sightings.

The Skill Gate was in the same place we’d seen it earlier that night. But now the wisps of light were gone. The arched gate shone rather dully in the wan moonlight. It looked as if it were forged from bronze instead of gold. Suddenly it didn’t seem so intimidating.

I looked over my shoulder one last time. Nobody was in sight. I steadied my breath. My heart was beating fast.

“You can do it, Cyrian …” I said to myself.

I took one more breath. Then, as Marco had, I charged toward the Skill Gate and slammed my palms into its metal surface. The shock ran up my forearms, jarring my body. I gritted my teeth as my nerve endings tingled. I dug my toes into the dirt and pushed with every pound of strength I could muster.

The gate didn’t budge.

I kept pushing, gritting my teeth. I summoned King Malachi and Fulcrum in my mind’s eye, trying to use my hatred of them as fuel. I envisioned myself as a powerful Hero fighting off the hordes of the Demon King.

The gate didn’t budge.

The gate wasn’t budging, but I felt something happening, underneath the tingling of my nerve endings. It was like a warm breeze was blowing inside of my body. Some kind of current was flowing out of me, heading toward the gate.

Sweat poured down my forehead. My muscles burned. I kept pushing …

The gate didn’t budge.

I collapsed. I slid down into the soil, back against the gate’s warm metal. I was dizzy from the strain. But I had failed. Malachi and the others were right. I wasn’t strong enough to …

Hm?

I’d stopped pushing, but the warm breeze in my veins continued to blow. Something was still flowing out of me toward the gate. Could it be? On a whim, I pulled out my status card.

The numerical indicator for my total mana was changing. My max mana capacity was 10. But occasionally the number would blip down to 9. And then blip back up to 10 again.

There was only one possible explanation.

“The Skill Gate is absorbing my mana …”

But it wasn’t just that. The gate draining my mana was making my mana go down. But what was making my mana go back up? I realized this was the work of my passive skill, Mana Pool.

I realized my mistake. Nobody had said anything about opening the gate with strength. Perhaps each gate had a different way of opening. The gate was absorbing my mana! My Mana Potential might be low, but the amount of mana I had wasn’t. Thanks to my passive [Mana Pool] skill, I had a near-infinite supply! What would happen if I channeled my mana into the gate?

I had to try.

I stood up and put both hands on the Skill Gate. This time I didn’t push. I just let my hands lie against the gate, allowing the current to flow from my body to the gate. I closed my eyes and let time pass.

I don’t know how long I stayed there with my eyes closed and my palms pressed against the gate’s surface. It felt like hours. Thoughts flitted into my head. I let them drift away and pass, like leaves carried by the breeze. I no longer cared if knights showed up and discovered me. Was Shia distracting them? It didn’t matter. All that mattered was the connection between me and the gate. Somehow I understood that if I broke the connection, everything would be lost. I couldn’t give up. Not until I passed out from exertion …

Gradually, I noticed a change. My hands grew hot. The tingling in my arms grew stronger. I pushed slightly with my hand. The Skill Gate groaned. A small seam appeared between the door and the jam.

It’s opening!

I closed my eyes willing more current to flow from my body into the gate. My hands were on fire. But I didn’t dare let go. If I broke the connection now I might never find it again.

More! More! More!

With one last groan, the gate swung open. I stumbled forward. Beyond the gate was a stairway, floating in the void. At the end of the stairway was a single stone podium, on which floated a purple sphere.

When I touched the sphere, a system panel appeared:

[Congratulations on opening the Aleketh Skill Gate! Please take your reward.]

Voices came from the garden.

“The gate has opened!”

“An intruder!”

“Hurry! Hurry! Sound the alarm!”

I slipped the sphere into my clothes, ducked back out of the gate, and threw myself into the bushes, heart beating fast. The knights ran past me, shouting at each other to check the gate.

I snuck up the stairway to the balcony that Shia had led me to earlier. There, I curled up behind a potted plant and cast [Appraisal] on the purple sphere.

[ANCIENT – ALEKETH’S GATE]

[Contains two skills.]

I crushed the purple sphere between my palms. It melted away in a glow of white light. Two system panels appeared:

[RARE Skill obtained! Reclamation Step (6+ Mana) – Instantly switch places with a living being or object. Mana cost varies with the target’s mass. Swapping with living beings uses additional mana.]

[RARE Skill obtained! Inanimate Rift (5 Mana) – A rift in reality that allows the user to store items in another dimension.]

Finally, I had skills that weren’t common tier! I had done it. I, Cyrian the loner and the loser, Cyrian the Throwaway Hero, had opened a Skill Gate!


Chapter 12

The next morning a caravan of horse-driven carriages arrived at the gates of Aleketh Castle to take us to the Fori Forest, where our third and final test was to be held.

The caravan consisted of six large horse-drawn carriages. Each carriage was guarded by a member of the Royal Knights and the Royal Magus. We Heroes rode in five carriages. The last carried King Malachi, Commander Ivanokov, and Archmage Aeria, and other important officials.

Already rumors of the “thief” that had opened the Skill Gate had begun to spread. My classmates spent the ride gossiping about who might have opened it. Some thought it was an agent of the Demon King. Others suspected a famous thief who raided Skill Gates to sell the rewards on the black market. Nobody considered Cyrian, though. After all, I was a “Throwaway Hero.”

The carriages stopped just around noon. I stepped out to find myself facing a lush forest. The air was humid and smelled of soil, fungus, fermentation, and crawling things. In five minutes my armor was soaked with sweat.

“Good morning, my dear Heroes,” Malachi said. “You have tested your mana potential. You have tested yourselves against the Skill Gate. And now you will test yourself in the field. Today you will have your first taste of real combat.”

The crowd murmured. We’d been training for nearly a month for this day. Some of us were eager to fight. Many others were nervous, or even terrified. Some of my classmates, especially the weaker ones, had given up and chosen to stay behind in the castle.

I couldn’t blame them. After all, these monsters were real. Malachi had made it clear this world had no form of rebirth. There would be no forgiveness for death. If the monsters we failed killed us, we would not be given a second chance.

Aeria stepped forward.

“This test has two main objectives. But you only need to accomplish one of the two to pass. The first objective is a kill quest. Kill 3 Lionsbane that lurk in the forest and bring back their Lionsbane Fangs to complete the quest. The second objective is a retrieval quest. The Royal Magus have hidden White Orbs throughout the Fori Forest. Find and bring back 3 White Orbs to complete this quest. Any questions?”

There were none.

“Excellent,” Aeria said.

She signaled. Several knights approached and began handing out small square, red pieces of paper.

“This is a smoking flare,” Aeria said. “Tear the paper to send a blast of light into the skies. If you encounter dangers during your quest, you may activate the flare and call for help. However, use of the flare will result in instantaneous failure.”

I accepted my flare and slid it into my bag. I had no intention of using it. This final test was my last opportunity to prove my worth. Commander Ivanokov gave us some final words of encouragement. Then the horns blared, signaling the beginning of the test.


Chapter 13

When the horns blared to signal the start of the third test, most of my classmates began to form parties. Parties would have a better chance of surviving the monsters that lurked in the forest.

“Cyrian!” Shia took my hands in hers. Her fingers were cool despite the surrounding heat. She looked around to check nobody was watching, leaned forward, and whispered:

“You did it! You opened the gate.”

“Yea.” I scratched my head. “I guess I did it.”

“You see? All your hard work paid off!”

I allowed a smile. Despite everything, it felt good to know that Shia was always cheering me on.

“Th-thanks,” I said. “I guess I got lucky.”

“It’s not luck. It’s effort.” Shia squeezed my hand. Then her expression became serious. “But this third test. It’s scary, no? We’re fighting real monsters now.”

“It’ll be okay,” I said.

“But Cyrian,” Shia said. “This is dangerous. You could get hurt. Or even die.” She squeezed my hand even harder. “Let’s do the quest together, okay? I can protect you from the monsters.”

I jerked my hands free.

“Cyrian, what’s—”

“I don’t need your help!”

Before she could say anything else, I turned and ran toward the forest. Even after opening the Skill Gate, she treated me like a schoolyard weakling. I was tired of her big sister act. I didn’t want her to hold my hand or protect me from the monsters. I wanted to be on equal footing with her. I was going to pass this test with my abilities.

But Shia wasn’t my only reason for questing alone. A few other lone wolves were also rushing for the forest entrance. Solo questing was a high-risk, high-reward strategy. I was weaker to monsters, but I wouldn’t have to divide up the Lionsbane Fangs and White Orbs with my party members. If I played my cards right, I might even be the first to complete the test.

Entering the forest was like being hit by a hot, wet blanket. The temperature rose several degrees. It could barely breathe. The air stunk of rotting leaves. Underneath my armor, I felt like I was swimming.

The foliage was overgrown with vines and low, jagged bushes. Because I had no weapon, I was forced to push my way through with my bare hands.

A classmate rushed past me, his legs moving so fast that they were a brown blur. He was using a haste spell to increase his speed. Above us, a girl leaped from tree branch to tree branch like a frog, her chainmail skirt fluttering about her thin, bony legs. I was about to take a peek at her panties when a growl came from some yards ahead.

A lion creature with fangs appeared in a clearing. It had long fangs and a yellow mane that ran down its back like a boat sail. My hasted and frog-jumping classmates immediately raced toward it, drawing their weapons and preparing for combat.

I turned the other way. The Skill Gate had given me two powerful skills, but neither was good for combat. My only chance at passing this test was to avoid the monsters and collect White Orbs.

I stepped back into the brush and picked up a twig from the ground. I tossed it high up into the air, aiming for the branch of a nearby tree. When the twig reached the height of the branch, I whispered:

“Reclamation Step!”

I swapped places with the twig. Suddenly I wasn’t standing on the ground anymore. I was in the air with the branch in front of my face. I just managed to grab the branch and throw a leg over. Awkwardly, I swung my way onto the branch and hung there like a baby koala.

Below me, my classmates had defeated the first Lionsbane. The monster’s head was severed and dripping blood. Its flank was stuck full of arrows. The monster twitched one time and then shattered into fragments of light. Several items appeared in the corpse’s former location. One was a Lionsbane Fang. After my classmates gathered the rewards, they looked up at me and sniggered.

“What’s wrong, Cyrian? Too scared to fight?”

“He was so scared he climbed up into a tree!”

“Hah! As expected of the Throwaway Hero. What a coward.”

I ignored them. I couldn’t fight like they had. I had to beat the quest in my own way. And, besides, their barbed words no longer stung so badly. After all, I had succeeded where they had failed. I was the one who had opened the Skill Gate.

I climbed the rest of the way up the tree. Then, clutching the trunk to keep the swaying tree from throwing me off, I shielded my eyes from the sun and gazed out over the forest. The forest was far bigger than expected. Foliage stretched out in every direction. In the distance, almost invisible on the horizon, I could just make out the towers of Aleketh Castle.

I scanned the treetops for any signs of a White Orb. Already some parts of the forest were giving off smoke. My classmates were fighting with monsters. I heard crackles of electricity and a few screams. Somebody shot a red flare into the air.

A mile or so to the west, I saw a black ravine cutting through the forest. The soil around the ravine was black and trees didn’t grow. Something was floating above a boulder at the ravine’s edge. It shone with white light.

A White Orb!

I spotted a few other orbs but the one by the ravine seemed farthest from my other classmates. I decided to get that one first. I climbed down a few branches until the forest floor was within range of [Reclamation Step]. I snapped off a leaf and tossed it down to the ground. Then, after checking my mana had regenerated, I cast [Reclamation Step] to swap places with the leaf and began to jog toward the ravine.

“Where the hell is it?”

I stopped to wipe the sweat streaming down my face. The trees in Fori Forest seemed to gather the sun’s heat and expel it closer to the forest floor. I was so sweaty I felt like I’d just come out of a sauna. The dirt under my feet was soaked with moisture. Already I’d been searching for the ravine for nearly an hour.

The Fori Forest was immense, and the foliage was too thick to see the ravine from a distance. Several times already I was forced to climb up trees with [Reclamation Step] to get a better view.

Then at last I broke through some bushes.

“Whoa—!”

My feet stopped mere inches from the edge of the ravine. Apparently not all parts of the ravine were free from foliage. A few rocks shook free and tumbled loose, falling into the darkness. I didn’t hear them land. The ravine was so deep that sunlight seemed unable to penetrate it. Now that I was up close, I realized just how large the ravine was. It was too wide to jump across. One slip and I was never coming home.

No sight of the boulder anywhere. Which way to it? North? South? I decided to climb another tree to get my bearings.

I trudged toward the tallest tree I could see. It grew some meters away, along the ridge. I reached the trunk and began to search for a good rock or twig to swap with.

A twig snapped behind me. Bushes rustled. I whirled around just in time to see a shadowy figure appear and shout:

“Fireball!”

A wave of heat blasted toward me. On instinct, I dove to the side. A ball of flame barreled past my ear and struck the trunk. The tree splintered and then toppled, smashing into the ground just inches from my head. Smoke choked the air.

I rolled to my feet, hands fumbling for a weapon I didn’t have. Somebody was coming out of the smoke with a curved, red sword in one hand. His other hand was extended, palm facing toward me. The words of a second fire spell were on his lips.

The man had dark curly hair and a rat-like nose. It was a face I had seen before.

“F-fulcrum?!”


Chapter 14

Fulcrum was stood several yards away from me. He tottered to one side, off balance. His eyes were wide and blank, his pupils little black dots. His lips were pale and flecked with spittle.

“… is mine …”

“Fulcrum? Are you mad?!”

“… mine …”

“Fulcrum! What are you saying?!”

“Shia … is mine!” His voice was filled with venom. “Where did you go last night? I saw you two sneak off. You and Shia. What did you do? Did you kiss her? Did you fuck her? Hmmm? Did it feel good?”

His top lip curled back on itself. His teeth were too white, as if someone had coated them with suntan lotion.

“Fulcrum? What happened? Were you attacked?”

Tears streamed down his eyes. His gold and red armor was cracked in several places as if crushed under the foot of a giant beast. His body was bruised and bloody. He stepped forward. A chunk of armor fell off heavily onto the loamy forest floor.

Fulcrum stepped forward again. Beneath his tears, his face twisted into a mask of envy and hatred. I circled away from the ravine, hands extended, stance low. I didn’t have a weapon. But I still needed to defend myself somehow.

Fulcrum was an asshole. He’d beat me up and humiliated me countless times. He’d always been jealous of me because Shia and I were childhood friends. But murder?

“Fulcrum …” I said. “Shia and I didn’t do anything. We just talked … that’s all … You need to relax. What happened to you? Are you hurt? We can call for help.”

“Fireball!”

I leaped to the side as another ball of flame erupted from Fulcrum’s hands. The searing ball flew past my cheek and exploded in a shower of rock when it struck the edge of the ravine. If I hadn’t dodged, the ball would’ve hit me directly in the chest.

He’s really trying to kill me!

I rolled to my feet. My nostrils filled with the stench of burning hair. My eyebrows were singed. Adrenaline surged.

“We don’t have to do this Fulcrum.”

Fulcrum unsheathed his sword.

“YOU. MUST. DIE!”

He charged, swinging his sword like a kid attacking a fly with a wood plank. I backstepped out of range. Fulcrum’s movements were readable but each swing was incredibly powerful. I didn’t want to risk ducking or dodging. His red blade was sharp enough to rend through sinew and bone. One strike and I was crippled—or dead.

“Fulcrum. Please, what are you—”

“Die Cyrian!”

He swung sideways. I leaped to the right. His sword nearly clipped off the top of my head. It hit a tree in a glancing blow that splintered the wood and sent Fulcrum stumbling backward, his sword ringing like a bell.

The twisted, splintered tree trunk looked like a tornado had torn through it. I couldn’t fight Fulcrum without proper armor or a weapon. Besides, I didn’t want to fight him. Despite everything, he was still my classmate.

Before Fulcrum could recover, I pulled the red parchment flare from my bag, twisted it, and threw it into the air. A thick red pillar of smoke began to ascend toward the sky.

“Shia! Shia! Please be with me!” Fulcrum roared. “Fireball! Fireball! Fireball!”

The barrage of fireballs was too much to dodge. One struck me in the chest.

“Gah!”

The leather armor protected me from the full brunt of the fireball, but the heat penetrated the leather and burned my skin.

Fulcrum appeared from the smoke, chopping down diagonally. There was no time to backstep. I charged forward, tackling him. We both stumbled. I fell on top of him. I pinned his sword arm with both my hands. I could barely hold on. His strength was immense.

Fulcrum headbutted me, then slammed his free fist into the side of my face. My mouth filled with blood. For an instant, I nearly blacked out. Then I rolled away, head spinning.

Fulcrum’s strength was immense. He’d beaten me up plenty of times in our world but his blows had never felt like this. Each strike was like a hammer’s blow. Our and stat differences, I realized, were too much. He had a real class but I did not. I couldn’t last much longer.

When was help coming?

Fulcrum rose again and charged. I tried to dodge backward but my foot caught on a rock. Fulcrum threw me down to the ground and stepped on my stomach, pinning me to the ground. He raised his sword above his head with the tip pointed downward, like the Sword of Damocles. A maniacal grin spread over his face.

“Die Cyrian!”

I don’t want to die. I can’t die yet.

Not before I’ve done something with my life.

The point flashed downward.

“Reclamation Step!”

I swapped places with Fulcrum. Now I was standing over him with my foot on his belly. Fulcrum still held his sword, but the force of his strike carried forward to strike him in the chest. He grunted, his armor giving off a shower of sparks. The blade broke free of his grip and went spinning off into the brush.

Fulcrum’s eyes went wide.

“When did you …”

“You’re not the only one with power, Fulcrum.”

Fulcrum threw me off. He charged at me with his fists. I threw up my vambraces to protect my face. He rained blows down on my arms, chest, stomach, and ribs. Each blow drew me backward. I felt a rib crack.

A haymaker blew my guard open.

I saw Fulcrum’s face. He was sobbing.

“Why can’t Shia just love me … I’ve done everything to be nice to her. Why …” Fulcrum sobbed. “She’s mine. I want her. I need her. I can’t live without her.”

A shudder ran through me. I’d always known Fulcrum was creepy, but to this level? What was happening? It was almost like this new world was twisting his mind. Or could it be that he was being manipulated?

I guarded against a fresh flurry of blows.

“If it’s Shia you want,” I said, “let’s stop fighting and talk this through. It’s all a misunderstanding. I’m sure she’ll understand, if …”

Fulcrum froze. His face went empty, all tension vanishing from the muscles of his face. He tottered in front of me like a weed. For a few moments, the quiet forest ambiance and our raspy breaths were the only sounds. Then Fulcrum’s face twitched back to the earlier maniacal grin.

“… you …”

“What?”

“You’re the problem, Cyrian. You. Always you. I’m nothing to Shia because you’re always getting in my way. You’re manipulating Shia, making me look bad behind her back. Once you’re gone, she’ll love me back. She’ll be my whole world. We’ll get married. Buy a house. Have kids … I’ll make her happy.”

“Shia can make her own happiness,” I said.

“SHUT UP!”

Fulcrum charged. I raised my arms, expecting another flurry. But instead of punching me, Fulcrum took my arms and shoved. I stumbled back.

The ground was gone.

In the smoke, I’d lost track of our location. Fulcrum’s push drove me right over the edge of the ravine.

I was falling. The dark walls of the ravine rose around me. Already Fulcrum was growing smaller. I could see the triumphant look of glee on the face.

I don’t want to die!

“Reclamation Step!”

I was back on solid ground. I fell to my knees, fingers shaking. The shaking worsened when I realized what I’d done. I’d cast [Reclamation Step] out of panic to save myself, but by doing so I’d just killed Fulcrum!

“Help me! Somebody help!”

What? That’s Fulcrum’s voice.

I hurried to the edge of the ravine and peered over. Fulcrum was dangling ten yards below by a vine. He swung back and forth. Sweat coated his face. He tried to pull himself up the vine but fell back down.

“I can’t… climb anymore… Cyrian! Help me!” Fulcrum looked desperate. “I’m sorry, Cyrian! I promise I’ll be nicer to you from now on. I’m sorry! So please help me …”

I knew he wasn’t genuine. As soon as I rescued him he’d try to kill me again. But could I just let him die? Wouldn’t that put me on the same level as him?

I reached for the vine, wrapped it around my waist, dug my heels into the soil, and began to pull by wrapping the vine around my waist. Inch by inch Fulcrum rose. His head appeared over the edge.

“Take my hand!”

Fulcrum took my hand. I pulled him up. We both fell onto the soil, panting and staring up at the serene blue sky. I cursed everything. Now I was behind on my quest. Damn Fulcrum. I had to find that White Orb, or—

“What happened, heroes? Did a monster attack you? Or a little argument, perhaps?” King Malachi emerged from the forest with Commander Ivanokov and Aeria. They were followed by Shia and Marco—who had completed their quests already—along with several other classmates.

“Cyrian!” Shia immediately ran towards me. “You’re covered in burns! What happened? Are you okay? Can you walk?”

“I’m fine, Shia. Nothing really happened.”

Commander Ivanokov and Aeria rushed to Fulcrum’s aid.

“What happened?” Ivan said to Aeria. “How are his wounds?”

Aeria put her palm over Fulcrum’s chest. It glowed white. “He’ll be fine with a few healing spells, Commander. I’ll take it from here.”

Commander Ivanokov rose and approached me. “What happened here, Cyrian?”

“I found Fulcrum wounded in the forest. He attacked me in a frenzy. I think he might’ve been infected by some kind of hallucinogenic forest plant. Maybe Midale Mushrooms?”

It was all a lie. I’d read about Midale Mushrooms in a book. But what could I say? That Fulcrum wanted to kill me out of jealousy?

Commander Ivanokov nodded thoughtfully. “Midale Mushrooms do grow in Fori Forest. Fulcrum must not have known that their airborne particles can induce dangerous side effects. Thank you for calling for help, Cyrian. His life could have very well been in grave danger if it wasn’t for you …”

He gave me a pat on the shoulder.

The others were gathered around Fulcrum. He was rasping something. Aeria leaned closer to him.

“… me,” Fulcrum whispered.

“What?” Aeria asked again. “Say it louder.”

Fulcrum sat up. He groaned in pain. Then he raised a trembling finger and pointed it toward me.

“He tried to kill me,” he said. “Cyrian tried to murder me!”


Chapter 15

“Is this true?” Ivanokov asked me. “Did you really try to murder Fulcrum?”

“No, that’s not—”

“It is true!” Fulcrum roared. He crawled toward the King on all fours and bowed his head. “Cyrian tried to kill me, Your Highness. I was looking for a White Orb when Cyrian appeared from the shadows and struck me from behind. He tore off my armor. I barely survived. I just managed to access my flare and call for help … If you all hadn’t shown up when you did … I … I was likely a dead man.”

Malachi set his furious eyes on me.

“Does he speak the truth, young Appraiser?”

“No!”

“Then what is the truth? One of you lies.”

I had to say something.

“It’s not true. I was the one who threw the flare, not him. Fulcrum was the one who tried to kill me! He snuck up on me while I was near the ravine and attacked me. Like I said, I think he was suffering from some kind of halluc—”

“Then, why is he gravely wounded?”

“It wasn’t me. Look. I don’t even have a weapon.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Why did you lie earlier? Why didn’t you immediately tell us about the attack?”

That question was enough to make my classmates’ eyes turn toward me, their expressions slowly shifting from confusion to suspicion.

“I lied because I didn’t want anyone to know about the incident! I want to pass this test more than anything!”

King Malachi’s expression grew even angrier.

“Do you make a mockery of my kingdom, Appraiser?”

“What…?”

“I wasn’t always Royal King of Aleketh. I was born as a peasant. To reach where I am now I have climbed the steepest mountains, defeated the vilest of beasts. Do you think you can deceive me with such lies?”

“I’m not lying!”

Men surrounded me. One of Malachi’s men took my status card and examined it.

“He has new skills, Your Grace. Powerful skills.”

Malachi turned to me. “So it is as I suspected. You opened the Skill Gate, Appraiser. I don’t know how but you did it. A gate containing unimaginable powers. And you did it behind my back. You have betrayed your classmates.”

“Betrayed? No. I just opened it because no one else—”

“So you admit you opened it!”

“I …”

King Malachi frowned. He turned to my classmates. “You see? Cyrian admits he opened the gate. Such a gate contains powers that can overwhelm an untrained body. Doing so must have caused him to lose his mind. He tried to kill Fulcrum!”

I bit into my cheek so hard I drew blood. Why couldn’t they understand? I wasn’t lying! But I couldn’t let the King see my anger. If I burst out in rage here it would only show all the onlookers that I was indeed mad. I needed to stay calm. Keep my head. A chance to prove my innocence would come later. A trial of some sort. Maybe the King would even change his mind—

Fulcrum was standing beside the King. Our eyes met. He flashed a psychopathic grin that almost stretched to his ears. And then, just as soon as it had come, the grin was gone, replaced again by his dazed victim expression.

It was like a knock to the gut with a sledgehammer.

Are Fulcrum and Malachi working together?

“Sir, look at this!” The lackey with my bag pulled something else out. A silver-grey tablet. Another status card. King Malachi took the card from the lackey.

“Look. This status card belongs to Fulcrum! And here …” He drew out a sheet of red paper. “His flare is intact. He was lying about using the flare as well. It was Fulcrum who called for help after Cyrian tried to kill him!”

A hush came over the crowd. It was like a sudden temperature change had come over the forest. No longer did I feel any warmth. My classmates were looking at me like I was some kind of animal. They’d stepped away from me, some with fear on their faces, others with disgust.

“How could he …”

“One of his own classmates …”

“Guys, it wasn’t me!” My voice was raspy, dry. “I didn’t steal his status card. I don’t know how that flare got into my bag. I never tried to kill him. Why would I? It makes no sense!”

“It seems the evidence is undeniable,” King Malachi said wearily as if he were already tired of dealing with me. “The incident with the Skill Gate must have driven Cyrian mad for power. I’m afraid … your former classmate is now one of the Fallen.”

The others murmured:

“Fallen … What does that mean?”

“It doesn’t sound good.”

“The Fallen,” King Malachi said, “are greedy dark-hearted heroes who have had their hearts corrupted by lust, greed, and the thirst for power. No doubt Cyrian here wished to obtain the great power held by his former companion. And he desired his power so much that he thought—mistakenly—that he could kill him and steal his powers from him.”

“NO!” I shouted. “I would never—”

Rough hands grabbed me and slammed my face into the ground. I tasted dirt, moss, and blood. The world was spinning around me.

“As the Royal King of Aleketh, I charge you with treason and attempted murder. If there be any who dissent, please step forward and speak your part.”

The King’s mighty voice reverberated through the forest.

Treason and murder?

Surely there was someone who was willing to come forward and defend me.

“Commander Ivanokov? Aeria?” I pleaded.

Commander Ivan looked disappointed. He even looked like he might feel sorry for me. But he made no move to protest. He looked down at his boots. Aeria likewise bit her lip and looked away.

“Marco?”

Marco met my eyes. They were full of shame and pity. He shook his head as if to say: “I never knew you were that kind of person.”

I was losing hope.

“Shia. We’re childhood friends. You tell them that I’m innocent. Tell them I would never—”

I crawled toward her.

Shia took a step back:

“Stay away.”

“But Shia—”

“STAY AWAY!”

Shia’s words—along with the fear and panic in her face—took away my will to fight. I slumped into the dirt, fingers clawing at moss and weeds.

The King raised his hand. A gentle breeze gather under my belly.

“A Hero who betrays his fellow Heroes cannot have a place in this world. Treason and murder are the gravest of crimes. I, King Malachi of the Kingdom of Aleketh, hereby banish you from our world.”

The breeze turned into a wild whirlwind that lifted me, whirling and twirling, up from the ground. On instinct, I reached out, trying to grasp at arms, branches, at anything that might stop me. But the wind was too powerful. I was lifted into the air and tossed, like a rag doll, into the depths of the giant ravine.

The last thing I saw before the depths swallowed me was Fulcrum, looking down at me, with absolute glee on his face.


II





Part Two


Chapter 16

I was falling.

Still falling.

How much time had passed? Minutes? Hours? I couldn’t tell—and no longer cared. Cold wind whistled in my ears. Glowing green crystals blurred past. There was no sun above me.

I had fallen too far for light to reach.

Where was I falling to? To Hell? To the other end of this world? Questions flitted into my head and flitted away just as quickly, like flies around a dying animal.

The same images replayed in my head like a video stuck on repeat. I saw Fulcrum’s sneering face and heard Malachi’s booming words. I saw Aeria and Shia’s shocked expressions when they realized the extent of my so-called betrayal.

I was innocent. But nobody believed me. Relationships were supposed to be about trust. But now I knew how flimsy that trust really was. All it had taken to end my life was a paper-thin lie.

I made no effort to stop my fall. My arms and legs hung limp from my torso, lifeless as sacks of cotton, fluttering in the wind.

The wind whipped me around. I was plummeting head-first now. Green crystals glittered far below me. At first, they were just tiny, like stars in a distant galaxy. But gradually the dots grew larger.

I closed my eyes.

So this is the end …

I had tried so hard in both my previous life and in this one. Both times I had accomplished nothing. Everything I believed was wrong. Heroes aren’t made. They’re born. Some of us are born into greatness. The rest of us are born to be nothing at all.

I was a “Throwaway Hero.” My life was nothing more than one short sentence on a torn and tattered page. And now it was time to end that story, with a red smear in the depths of this ravine. A red smear that nobody would ever discover.

A pointless life.

A jokester’s life.

I closed my eyes.

My body slammed into the ground.

And nothing mattered anymore.


Chapter 17

Pain.

I opened blood-crusted eyes to see a crystal-studded cavern. White panes of light flashed above me, too bright to look at. My head roared with pain. The world blurred and spun and turned upside down.

Pain. My entire body felt infused with liquid fire. I couldn’t feel my arms, my legs, even my face. All I felt was pain. It felt like I’d been laid against an anvil and crushed to pieces a thousand times by the hammer of some great god.

I was dead, killed by King Malachi and my classmates. But then why was I here? Why was I still conscious? Why could I still think?

[Attempting to activate Skill Awakening … ]

[Caster unresponsive.]

System panels flashed above my head like strange rectangular fireworks. A soft, monotone female voice spoke in my head.

[Attempting to activate Skill Awakening … ]

[Caster hail successful. Caster now responsive.]

[Now attempting to transform [Passive Skill: Appraisal] into upgraded ability … Transformation attempt successful. [Unique Skill: Solon] is now available.]

The System was trying to do something. But what? And why? I had given up on myself, but the System had yet to give up on me.

[Attempting to activate Skill Awakening … ]

[Awakening restricted. [Awakened Skill: Eternia Pool] can only be awakened at Skill Level 99.]

[Attempting to activate Skill Awakening …]

[Awakening restricted …]

A blood-flecked groan escaped my lips. The flashing of system panels was unbearable. Each flare sent pain jolting through my skull like a bolt of white lightning. How long had this been going on? For hours? Days? The woman’s monotone voice echoed in my brain.

Skill awakening.

Skill awakening.

Skill awakening.

What was the System trying to do? Why attempt to awaken skills that were obviously restricted? Was this all part of my imagination? Was I going mad?

I closed my eyes, willing the flashing lights and voice to go away. I didn’t want to play the System’s games. I didn’t want to be its toy. I just wanted this all to end. I was too tired—

[Skill Awakening failed due to restriction.]

[Bypassing skill hierarchy restrictions.]

What? What was it doing now? Bypass?

[Restriction bypass successful.]

[Switching [Passive Skill: Mana Pool] to [Active Skill: Health Pool].]

[Health Pool Activating …]

A rush of energy entered my body. The pain dulled and washed away like clear stream water. Sensation returned to my fingertips, legs, arms, face. My vision cleared. The panels floating above me no longer seemed so bright. I could now see the ragged twin walls of the ravine, lit up by green cave crystals.

[Health Pool Activated. Bodily damage past 100%. Attempting repair …]

Pain! White fire exploded inside of me, ten times more powerful than the pain I had just experienced. I cried out from lips that bubbled with blood.

“AAARRRRGHHHHHH!”

The pain was nothing like before. It felt like needles in my fingernails. Eyelids burnt from my face. My bones stretched out on a rack—

“Kill me! Make it stop! Let me die!”

Pain.

“Deactivate Health Pool. Please! Deactivate!”

Pain.

[Deactivating Health Pool may cause permanent death. Are you sure you wish to continue?]

“Yes! Deactivate!”

Pain.

[Deactivation restricted. Self-Harm Law is in effect. Skills must not have the capability to murder their caster.]

“Stop! Override restriction! Arrrghhh!”

Pain.

At this time, all I cared about was ending the pain. I wanted to die and rest in peace. I didn’t care that [Health Pool] was keeping me alive.

Neither did I know that, as a side effect, [Health Pool] prevented me from falling unconscious. The pain would have made any ordinary human pass out within seconds. But because of [Health Pool] I was forced to experience that pain, over and over, for days.

Each minute felt like twenty hours.

I called for help. I called for Shia, Marco, Aeria, King Malachi, even Fulcrum to come to save me. I begged. I pleaded. I prayed to every God I knew and hundreds of others I did not know. Nobody responded. Nobody helped me—just as nobody had helped me up there, at the edge of the ravine.

And, in that delirium of pain, my desperation turned to hatred. They had done this to me. Malachi. Fulcrum. The classmates who had refused to help me. Defend me. They had made me experience this pain.

I wanted to punish those who had done this to me.

[DANGER! Soul Corruption imminent.]

I wanted them to feel the pain that I was feeling.

[DANGER! Soul Corruption imminent.]

I wanted to see them suffer.

[DANGER! Soul Corruption imminent.]

I wanted revenge!

[DANGER! Soul Corruption imminent. All creatures undergoing Soul Corruption must be disposed of at all costs. Attempting to destroy creature.]

My body burst into black flame. Tongues of hot inky blackness licked at my arms, face, and torso. I screamed. I tore at the rocks with my fingers. But even then, something wouldn’t let me die.

[Destruction attempt aborted. Otherworlder’s Gift overrides Soul Corruption Law. Otherworlder may not be subject to System Destruction. Destruction attempt aborted.]

The flame erupting from my body disappeared. The pain racking my body faded and then vanished completely. My lungs expanded. I rolled over in a pool of blood gasping for air, fingers clawing at the moist and rocky ground. My body was soaked in sweat.

The pain was gone. I was alive.


Chapter 18

For a long time after my body healed, I continued to lie there on the cave floor with the cold rocks underneath my back. Droplets of water fell from stalactites to hit my forehead and neck. Each drop reawakened thoughts of the terrible pain—both physical and mental—that I had suffered.

Then, came the voice:

[Soul Corruption complete.]

“Soul Corruption?” I muttered out loud. My voice felt different somehow. It was deeper, like it had come from another man’s throat. “What the hell is Soul Corruption?”

Again, the same feminine voice responded without emotion:

[You have become Soul Corrupted. Extreme negative emotion has changed your body and granted you abilities your previous body was not capable of housing.]

“And … deletion? What of that?”

[The System tried to delete you. The System is programmed to delete all Soul Corrupted creatures to maintain balance. But it is also programmed to protect all Otherworlders.]

“The Otherworlder’s Gift …”

[Correct. Faced with these two incompatible laws, the System was forced to create a solution. You were given a new body capable of bearing Soul Corruption.]

So the System had been forced to both delete me and not delete me. The resulting compromise, it seemed, was some kind of bug in the system. It had changed my body. But how?

I groaned and sat up, surprised by how light my body felt. My leather bag was lying a few feet away, nestled between two rocks. Malachi must have tossed that down when he “banished” me. Some banishment. This was obviously an execution …

I examined myself. My tattered clothes were stained red with blood. My armor was shattered. I stood up and stripped off what was left of my armor. I examined my body. My fingers moved, as did my arms and legs. I had no injuries. No broken bones. Not even any scars.

My body had filled out. I was taller than before by some inches and my muscles were more well-defined. I had a six-pack and clear separation between the muscles of my chest, shoulders, and arms.

A nearby pool of water let me look at my reflection. The basic shape of my face was the same, but I had lost fat, which made my jaw and nose seem more pronounced. My hair had turned from a black to deep blue. And most interesting of all was my right eye. Instead of the previous black, it was now covered with a rusty orange film, like the surface of some distant planet.

What about my skills?

Curious now, I reached into my leather bag, which had survived the fall, for my status card. I instead touched a few sharp fragments of metal. I pulled them out. The Status Card Case, gifted to me by Aeria, was shattered into pieces. Apparently her gift had prevented my status card from being broken …

I frowned. The last thing I needed was to think about Aeria Dawncaster. Remembering her face made my gut twist up with hatred. She worked for Malachi. Which meant she too was my enemy. I tossed the case fragments back into my bag and checked my card:

[STATUS CARD]

[Name : Cyrian | Mana : 15/15]

[Level : 1 | Race: Hero | Class: Appraiser]

[Subclass: Corruption Wielder]

[STR 5 | DEF 8 | STA 10]

[SKILLS]

[A-End Grimoire, L-Solon, R-Reclamation Step, R-Inanimate Rift, U-Health Pool]

Soul Corruption had changed my skills and my base stats. I now had the subclass Corruption Wielder. My Common skill [Mana Pool] skill had changed to an Uncommon skill [Health Pool]. My [Appraisal] skill was replaced by a new Legendary skill [Solon] and I also had a completely new Ancient skill called [End Grimoire].

I shuddered. This meant, according to my reading, that these were incredibly powerful skills.

[A-End Grimoire (0 Mana) – Conjures the End Grimoire.]

[L-Solon (Passive) – Grants the inner wisdom of Solon, the Great Sage.]

Could Solon be…?

“Solon, speak,” I said.

As expected, the woman’s soft, monotone voice responded with:

[I am here.]

“You are Solon?”

[Indeed.]

“Are you alive?”

[I am a representation of the Great Sage Solon. I am not alive nor am I dead. I can grant you access to knowledge gathered by Solon during her grand adventures.]

So Solon was a notable figure from the history of this world. And now I had access to her wisdom. Was she some kind of companion that only existed in my head? Or …

“Solon, you can make system panels appear?”

[Yes. If necessary.]

A system panel appeared that read: This is a system panel.

“Hmm,” I said. “In that case can you also show yourself?”

[I do not have a self. I am a mere representation of …]

“Yes, yes,” I said. “But can you show yourself as you once appeared?”

[Yes, I can do that.]

There was an awkward pause.

“Well, what are you waiting for?”

[I am waiting for further instructions.]

I resisted the urge to sigh. Apparently Solon had a habit of taking my commands literally. The way she spoke reminded me of the automated voices generated by computer software.

“Solon, please show yourself in your natural and true form.”

[Understood …]

The darkness of the cave shimmered before me. A tall white rectangle appeared in the air. The rectangle thickened out to form a box shape and then, like someone was attacking the box with a chisel, the box slowly formed contours and lines resembling that of a female body.

Several moments later, I was staring at a woman who had white shoulder-length hair and flat bangs that hid her eyebrows. Her eyelids were droopy and her face empty of expression, as if someone had injected it with a muscle relaxant. But the most surprising thing, by far, was the rest of her body.

Solon was naked from head to toe. She was standing barefoot on the damp cave floor. Her breasts were small and A-cup. Her nipples were pale pink. Her legs were thin, and between her legs, I could just make out the outline of her smooth, hairless pubic mound.

Despite all I’d been through, I was still a man. I was full of hate and wanted revenge, but the sight of woman made my body react. I started to turn red and felt a tingling between my legs.

“Why are you not wearing clothes?!” I shouted.

[You asked to see my true form.]

“But why no clothes?”

[Your instructions were to see what was true and natural. To show myself with clothes would have contradicted your instructions.]

“Yea well I didn’t mean it literally. Put on some clothes, please!”

The image of Solon faded and reappeared. Now she was wearing lace underwear, complete with thigh-high stockings and garterstraps. Instead of standing, she was now leaning on her side with her head propped up on her elbow like a woman out of a naughty magazine. Except that her face, instead of having a sultry expression, was still completely blank.

[Is this satisfactory?]

“No!” I said. “Why would you think this was satisfactory?!”

[But upon reading the contents of your mind, this was the kind of clothing you imagined me wearing.]

“Y-you read what?”

[The contents of your mind.]

“You can read my mind?”

[Yes. How else would you be able to communicate with me non-verbally?]

I can communicate with you non-verbally? I said in my head.

[Indeed.]

I tried thinking of an image. “What am I thinking of now?”

[An elephant standing on a ball. An elephant is a creature from your world with a long nose …]

“Great,” I said. “And what now?”

[You are imagining your childhood friend Shia. She is removing her clothes and crawling on all fours toward you …]

“Stop! That wasn’t what I was imagining! I was imagining a dolphin!”

[You were imagining two things at once.]

I frowned. The last thing I needed was to be reminded of Shia—or my own perverted thoughts. Shia had betrayed me, along with Aeria, Marco, and all the others. None of them had stepped forward to defend me. I tried to test Solon’s abilities differently.

“You can stop showing yourself now.”

Solon vanished.

“Do you know where I am?” I asked.

[You are in the Fori Forest Dungeon.]

“A dungeon? You mean one with levels? And monsters to fight?”

[That is correct.]

“And where in the dungeon are we?”

[I do not know, as I am not familiar with this particular dungeon. It was not present during my travels.]

Okay, so she wasn’t all-knowing.

“How do you know what Soul Corruption is? Did you come across it during your travels?”

[15 days, 5 hours, and 20 seconds ago, you skimmed through a section of a book entitled Laws of the World that details all System Laws, before indulging yourself in The Grand Index of Magical Items for a total of 3 hours of 20 minutes.]

I realized Solon was talking about my time in the library. But her answers were strange. An ordinary person wouldn’t have responded with such precision. Suddenly I had an idea.

“Solon? In that Grand Index of Magical Items, what did you read on Page 253? List the items.”

[An invalid question. Page 253 of the Grand Index of Magical Items does not have any items listed. It is a title page, and therefore only contains a basic summarization of the types and varieties of certain magical accessories, which I can, if you wish, list now …]

“That’s enough.”

I gave Solon several other tests from my reading. I asked about the history of Aleketh, about King Malachi’s rise, about the Demon King and the Beast Lord. And everything she answered was accurate to my memory. Several times she even corrected me and made me realize I had remembered incorrectly.

I felt a rush of excitement. Solon was incredibly powerful! Not only was she an upgrade to [Appraisal], offering me information on items I saw in the world, but she also had a photographic memory that remembered everything I’d seen, read, or interacted with. And, when unconscious, she could track my vitals and keep me alive. It was she who had activated [Health Pool] to save my life.

One thing Solon had said confused me, though.

“You say I read that book 15 days ago?”

[Correct.]

“How long have I been here?”

[Since coming here, 14 days, 1 hour, and 5 minutes have passed.]

Two weeks. Two weeks of near-death, pain, suffering. Two weeks immobile under the darkness of the cave, left to my dreadful thoughts, and self-hate. It was hard to imagine I’d managed to remain sane.

No, that wasn’t true. I wasn’t sane anymore.

During those long, long days of pain, I decided that, if I survived, I would only exist for one purpose. To take revenge on Malachi and all the others who had betrayed me. And now here I was, alive. And I had been gifted a great power.

It was time to take revenge.

A growling sound brought me back from my thoughts. Two pairs of eyes approached me from the depths of the cave. The figures drew closer. I saw two wolves with gray-black fur. They had sharp fangs and glowing red eyes. Saliva dripped from their maws.

I clenched my fists and turned to them, grinning. In my right eye socket, my orange eye burned with a soft, pulsing heat.

“Hello there, doggies …”

If I was going to have my revenge, I needed to learn how to fight. I had been gifted a powerful subclass, but now the rest was up to me.

It was time to kill some wolves.


Chapter 19

“Solon,” I said. “Tell me what those wolves are.”

[Nightcatcher Wolves are incredibly swift and deadly creatures with night vision. They like to attack their victims viciously to display their prowess to fellow packmates.]

“Time to test what I’m capable of.” In a calm, almost silent voice, I murmured, “End Grimoire.”

A void of darkness appeared before my torso. A dark book emerged from the depths, shrouded in tendrils of black gas. The book’s emergence made the cave rumble. The cave crystals flickered. The wolves stumbled, losing their footing.

“So this is the End Grimoire …”

The black book floated just above my palm, pulsing with a semi-translucent black aura. The cover was worn with age. The pages were yellowed and looked as if they were about to crumble.

I flipped the End Grimoire open. The pages were blank save for one, which was covered with ancient text. I didn’t recognize the characters but somehow I was able to read the words. They described two skills.

The first skill:

“[Soul Decay - Channel to target an opponent’s soul and unlatch it from its vessel. More powerful souls require lower channels. Certain creatures immune.]”

Strangely enough, these skills did not have a rarity description or a casting cost. Wasn’t that overpowered? Maybe that was because of what the System had done to me? Or was it because of Soul Corruption?

The other skill was [Zaphkiel]. The description was smeared over with ink, as if someone had tried to hide the skill or erase it from existence. Another me might have hesitated for fear of unexpected side effects. But the new Cyrian no longer cared. I turned to the closest of the two wolves.

“Zaphkiel.”

Nothing happened. Sensing weakness, the wolf lunged. Before I could react, the wolf had closed ten yards distance and pounced on me. I raised my hand. The wolf sunk its jaws into me, rending the skin of my shoulder and back.

“Argghh!”

The grimoire vanished into a faint light as I fell back with the wolf’s weight on top of me. It felt incredibly heavy, even more than a grown human. The wolf swung its head viciously, throwing its head left and right, trying to rip my arm off.

The pain was horrid. But it was nothing compared to what I had experienced during the previous two weeks of torture. I threw my other arm around the wolf’s head. Its jaws were too strong to throw off, so I pulled its head to me instead, hugging it close, trying to prevent it from severing my arm.

The other wolf was approaching now, circling me. The second wolf lowered its stance, preparing to pounce.

“RECLAMATION STEP!”

The wolf pounced, jaws open, flying for my throat.

Then the wolf was gone. I found myself floating in the air over a puddle of water. Gravity caught me and pulled me down. I landed with a splash.

I rolled over, clutching my shoulder.

I saw the two wolves locked together. The first wolf’s fangs were buried in the second wolf’s shoulder. The second wolf howled in pain and lashed back at its companion. They began to fight among themselves.

I got up, turned. My arm was gushing blood. It was pouring off of my arms and chest, turning the puddle red.

“Health Pool,” I muttered, teeth gritted from the pain. I began to limp as fast as I could away from the wolves toward the cave’s sole exit. But I only managed ten yards or so before my legs turned to jelly. I slumped to my knees. My body felt weak.

“Solon?”

[You are suffering from mana exhaustion.]

I cursed. So this was the mana exhaustion Commander Ivanokov warned us about. The combined use of [Reclamation Step] and [Health Pool] had drained my mana in seconds. I’d been overconfident. Soul Corruption didn’t mean I was all-powerful.

“Fuck …”

The wolves stopped tussling. One was dead. The other had noticed my escape. It turned toward me.

“I’m not going to die like this.”

I failed to notice the irony. Less than an hour before I had been begging for death. But now I wanted to live, more than anything. I needed to live so I could get revenge on Fulcrum, Malachi, and all those who had wronged me.

There was one combat spell I hadn’t yet tried. I cast, “End Grimoire.” As soon as the black grimoire emerged from the black void, I flipped the book open.

The Nightcatcher Wolf stalked toward me, its fangs drenched in saliva and blood. It lowered its head and charged.

“Soul Decay!”

Nothing happened. Again. The wolf was charging toward me. And casting the spell had used the last of my strength. Its mouth was open. It was heading for my throat.

The wolf collapsed. Inertia from the charge propelled it forward. Its body slid along the rocky ground, stopping directly before my feet. A cloud of heavy black smoke came out of its mouth. Its red eyes had become a cloudy, empty grey.

A system panel appeared in front of me.

[Lv. 8 Nightcatcher Wolf slain!]

[ITEM GET: 3x Nightcatcher Wolf Hide, 1x Bonesteel Fang]

The corpse of the wolf scattered into light crystals, with the aforementioned drops from the monster appearing as the light from the wolf’s corpse faded. I stored the monster drops in my leather bag.

Another status pane:

[Level 1 → Level 3. New skills granted.]

So the Nightcatcher Wolf had been so far above my level that I’d grown two whole levels! I activated my status card to see what had changed.

[STATUS CARD]

[Name : Cyrian | Mana : 13/18]

[Level : 3 | Race: Hero | Class: Appraiser]

[Subclass: Corruption Wielder]

[STR 7 | DEF 11 | STA 14]

[SKILLS]

[A-End Grimoire, L-Solon, R-Reclamation Step, R-Inanimate Rift, U-Shadow Step, U-Health Pool]

In addition to my new stats, I noticed I had a new skill:

[U-Shadow Step (5 Mana) – Temporarily become one with the shadows and reappear a short distance from your current position. Only works in shadowed areas.]

“Interesting …”

Was the skill part of the Appraiser class? It didn’t look like it. Then maybe it was one of my subclass skills. I made a mental note to try it out the next time I came across an enemy.

“Solon, how long will it take before the bleeding stops?”

[The bleeding will stop in ten minutes if [Health Pool] is constantly activated. However, the wound will fully itself after five hours.]

I couldn’t activate Health Pool constantly unless I wanted another round of mana exhaustion. I had to keep track of my mana and ration it while making sure that I had enough mana and energy to fight monsters.

“Solon, can you manage [Health Pool] to prevent mana exhaustion?”

[Yes, I can toggle the ability on and off to keep your total mana above a certain amount.]

“Excellent … And Solon? How do I traverse this dungeon?”

[Most dungeons can be traversed downward through a staircase or a door. Some floors will have a Guardian that is stronger than tall he monsters on that floor.]

“Like a boss?”

[It is not ‘like’ anything. It is a Guardian.]

“Yea. That’s what we call a boss in my world …”

So I had two options then. I could look for the gate to the previous floor and work my way upward to the surface. Or I could go the opposite way and descend deeper, traversing from floor to floor to battle ever more powerful monsters.

The choice was easy. The coward’s way out wouldn’t help me take revenge. Two wolves had almost killed me. I needed to train myself, develop my skills, and grow stronger.

I needed to go deeper.


Chapter 20

A Nightcatcher Wolf crouched in the dim light before me, blocking the passage to the next cave.

“Hey bud,” I said, facing it calmly. “I recommend running away from me now. Or you’re dead.”

The wolf seemed to grow angry at my nonchalance. It bared its teeth and charged.

“Soul Decay!”

The only indication that the spell had taken effect was a faint white shimmering along the beast’s contours like it was shrouded in smoke. My body weakened slightly from mana consumption. The wolf continued to charge at me at full speed.

I waited.

And waited.

The wolf was so close I could see the yellow stains on its crooked teeth. The wolf’s muscles bulged. It pounced.

“Shadow Step!”

I was gone. The ability blinked me three meters backward. Teeth snapped shut on teeth. The wolf made a stricken, whining noise. It shook his head. Dizzy.

“Nice try,” I said. “But that won’t work on me.”

After several rounds of experimentation (and numerous small injuries), I learned how to use my new skill [Shadow Step]. I could blink in the direction I wanted to go by focusing my mind that way. The blink could take me up to three meters in any direction that contained shadows. Luckily for me, in this cave there were shadows everywhere.

The wolf snarled and charged again, kicking up water from the cave puddles. It began to glow. It opened its jaws—and blinked directly in front of my face. Nightcatcher Wolves could cast [Shadow Step] as well.

“Shadow Step!”

I matched the wolf’s blink. The wolf blinked toward me and I blinked behind it. Teeth gnashed against teeth. The wolf whined, dizzy again by the impact of its jaw snap.

“Good puppy …”

I put my hands on the wolf’s back and ran my fingers through the fur. I could feel the heat coming off of its sweating body.

The animal whirled around, eyes rabid.

Its jaws opened. I caught sight of yellow teeth, a lolling pink tongue.

I smiled.

The wolf thudded onto the ground, eyes grey and empty. It shattered into shards of light. The light faded to reveal several reward items floating above the cave floor.

“I warned you …”

I’d gradually figured out the best method for taking out Nightcatcher Wolves. First, cast [Soul Decay] to put a ticking DOT effect inside of them. Then use [Shadow Step] to evade their attacks until [Soul Decay] finishes them off.

[Shadow Step] had been quite useful so far. It cost less mana than [Reclamation Step] and was quicker to use. Several times it had saved my life when wolves had ambushed me from the darkness. The cave had grown darker as I progressed, with fewer green crystals to light the way. Ambushes were growing more frequent.

Stronger. I was getting stronger. So far, just from fighting wolves, I’d leveled up from Level 3 to Level 8.

But it wasn’t enough. I needed much more.

The wolf’s dropped items floated in the air in front of me. Among them were Nightcatcher Hide, Bonesteel Fangs, and Nightcatcher Meat x 3.

I cast [Inanimate Rift].

This rare skill let me store items in a void inventory that did not weigh me down. I put the Nightcatcher Hide and Bonesteel Fangs into my Inanimate Rift and walked on, gnawing on strips of Nightcatcher Meat. I had no way to start a fire so I had to eat the meat raw. The meat was tough, sinewy, and stunk to high hell. But it took the edge off my hunger.

The next cavern was even darker than the first. I could barely see my hands in front of my head. I spent a half hour fumbling with my hands on the walls, trying to find the connecting passage. But it was useless. The cavern was large and so dark I couldn’t even find my way back the way I had come.

I tried to claw a few green crystals from the wall to use as a light source. After rubbing my fingers raw, I managed to dislodge a single crystal. But its light was too dim to do anything for me at all.

I cursed.

“We’ve got a problem …”

If a wolf ambushed me now I was in big trouble. [Shadow Step] let me blink around in shadows, but there was no point in blinking if I couldn’t even see where my enemies were.

I couldn’t continue dungeon diving unless I figured out a way to generate light. None of my skills provided fire. If only there was a way to find a better cave crystal, one that provided more light …

Suddenly I had an idea.

“Solon, appraise the crystal,” I said.

[C–Glowing Cave Crystal: A crystal that absorbs mana from the ground, causing it to glow green.]

As expected, it was a common-rarity item. There was one skill I still retained from before my corruption.

“Enhance Quality.”

The crystal flared up brightly. At first, I thought the light was from the crystal enhancing itself. But when the light refused to fade, I asked Solon for an update:

[UC–Luminous Cave Crystal: A deep cave crystal found in underwater caverns. It gains its highly luminous property from pure cave water, which contains mana-regenerative capabilities.]

“Nice …”

The crystal flared brighter than any torch. Its white light completely drowned out the dim illumination of all the other green cave crystals. With the upgraded crystal I soon found the next passageway, hidden behind a cluster of tall rocks. In the darkness, I had mistaken the rocks for a wall.

The next cavern was darker still. My Luminous Cave Crystal provided the only major source of light. I was only too aware that I was an easy target for Nightcatcher Wolves.

But no wolves came.

I passed through three more similar sub-caverns, seeing nothing but mushrooms and a few piles of bones. The next cavern was so large that my crystal wasn’t bright enough to reveal the ceiling. But still I saw no monsters. There was only the sound of water dripping and the glow of my crystal reflecting off the cave walls.

I began to get worried.

Where were the wolves? I looked around, straining to see past the glow of my crystal into the darkness. This area, with its dark recesses, should’ve been the perfect hiding place for a den of wolves. Yet I hadn’t seen a single wolf. Not even a wolf cub.

Could it be that something was keeping the wolves away? Something large—and even more dangerous?

Click. Click. Click.

A sound came from behind. I whirled around. I raised my crystal. Nothing but bare rock.

I let out a slow breath. It was probably my imagination. Maybe water dripping. Or the sound of rock breaking free from a stalactite?

Click. Click. Click.

Again the sound came from behind me. I spun around. I caught sight of a shadow. It flitted away and disappeared, melting into the darkness.

No, it hadn’t been my imagination. Something was in this cave with me. Something too smart to be a Nightcatcher Wolf.

I crouched down low, crystal extended forward. My throat tightened. I licked my lips and listened.

Click. Click. Click.

The sound was louder—and closer now. Again it came from behind me. An overwhelming sense of dread filled me. The thing was stalking me, circling behind.

I stood up, letting my shoulders relax.

“End Grimoire,” I whispered.

The void opened. The black book emerged to float above my palm. I pretended to reach for its pages, like a student browsing the stacks at the library.

Click …

I dove forward.

Mid-dive I whirled around and tossed the crystal over my shoulder like a grenade. A pair of massive jaws appeared, melting out of the darkness, followed by red eyes and a mottled black face.

My heart leaped from my throat. But the jaws didn’t lunge for me. Instead, they lunged for the light crystal and clamped down on it. It exploded in a brilliant flash, shattering to powder.

The final burst of light revealed my enemy in its full form.

Jet-black fur. Back ribbed with glowing stripes. Twin fangs protruding from a closed mouth, dripping saliva. It was twelve feet long—twice the size of an ordinary lion. Its fur was covered with bite marks, scars, and scratches.

I rolled to my feet.

“Solon,” I said, trying to keep the quiver out of my lips, “Identify this monster.”

Solon’s voice came after the briefest of pauses:

[I apologize. No record of this monster exists in my index.]

“What does that mean?”

[No known records of this monster type exist in my travels or any known writings. In other words, either you are the first to encounter a monster of this type. Or …]

“Or?”

[Or none have survived to leave records.]

“Great …” I muttered. “Lucky me.”

The crystal’s last light faded. The sabertooth’s eyes fixed on me. A long tongue lolled from its mouth. Was it drooling while looking at me?

“Hey buddy,” I said. “Nice to meet you. I’m the guy who is going to kick your kitty ass.”


Chapter 21

The light was fading fast. Before darkness could swallow the sabertooth tiger completely, I extended a hand and cast:

“Soul Decay!”

My body tingled. A white shroud appeared around the beast. I gritted my teeth. The beast would have way more strength than a Nightcatcher Wolf. From now on the battle was a race against time. I had to stall long enough for [Soul Decay] to kill the beast.

Easier said than done. The only source of light was dim cave crystals. The tiger’s black form melted easily into the shadows. Even the glowing stripes on its back seemed to fade—did it have the ability to control those at will?

[STATUS CARD]

[Name: Cyrian | Mana : 26/26]

[Level: 8 | Race: Hero | Class: Appraiser]

[Subclass: Corruption Wielder]

[STR 12 | DEF 18 | STA 24]

[SKILLS]

[A-End Grimoire, L-Solon, R-Reclamation Step, R-Inanimate Rift, U-Shadow Step, U-Health Pool]

The biggest trouble while fighting this tiger would be my mana pool. Because I had no weapons, I had to rely only on my skills. For a monster of this size, I could only cast [Reclamation Step] one or two times at most. Or, alternatively, I could cast [Shadow Step] up to five times.

My current mana regenerated at 0.5 mana every second, so I couldn’t spam skills. And, I knew from experience that letting my mana fall to zero would make me suffer from “mana exhaustion,” which was a period of fatigue and exhaustion where my mana didn’t recover. If I let my mana fall to zero, I was surely dead.

I stood still at the center of the cave, waiting. Every second was precious. The beast circled me, wary, red eyes visible from the darkness.

That’s right. Keep circling. Keep buying time.

The beast charged.

Click. Click. Click.

“Shadow Step!”

I blinked behind the sabertooth. All too quickly, the beast tensed up like a spring and whirled about, pivoting on its hind legs. It swiped at me with its claws.

The beast had a long reach. The swipe had come too soon. Would I be able to dodge it with another blink? I didn’t know. Better to use—

“Reclamation Step!”

I swapped places with the tiger. It roared in confusion, an ear-splitting sound that made me cover my ears. To my surprise, the creature began to charge away from me, slamming into one of the cavern walls. Rocks and pebbles dislodged from the ceiling, falling on my head.

Why did it go that way?

Then I realized something. The monster had attacked my crystal first, not me. And now it seemed to have lost me. Its claws were clicking on rock as it circled and circled the cavern, searching for me.

Does it lack a sense of smell?

I stood stock still, waiting. Each second that passed was an extra second for [Soul Decay] to do its work.

The monster rammed its head into the wall again. I realized its scars didn’t come only from fights with other beasts. It had also earned them from ramming the walls.

The impact dislodged more rocks from the cave ceiling. Bits of rock rained down. Some of the rocks glowed.

Cave crystals!

Suddenly I wasn’t hiding in darkness anymore.

The sabertooth whirled about. Its red eyes fixed on me. It lowered its stance and charged.

I cursed. The beast was clever!

I retreated until my back was against the wall. Maybe I could blink away at the last moment, and cause it to ram its head into the wall. Surely all that head-banging was causing some kind of damage.

The tiger charged.

I cast [Shadow Step], blinking directly behind the tiger. Then, turning, I immediately began to cast [Shadow Step] again …

The tiger’s paw rammed into my chest.

I flew across the cavern and smashed into the opposite wall. My vision blurred. My lungs closed up. I fell to the ground, gasping for air. Wet, warm blood pooled through the gashes on my chest where the tiger had torn into me.

H-how?

The tiger had easily stopped itself from hitting the wall, using one paw as a spring to whip itself around. And, using this spring-momentum, it had hit me with its other paw. It had been effortless, almost as if the creature had practiced it a thousand times …

I realized what an idiot I was. [Shadow Step] was a skill I’d gotten from fighting Nightcatcher Wolves. Naturally, this Guardian tiger, which did battle with wolves all the time, knew how to counter it.

My breaths were ragged. Something warm bubbled in my mouth, tasting of iron. Three deep wounds laced my chest.

Solon spoke:

[Cyrian, your condition is critical. Activating Health Pool.]

“No!”

[But at this rate, you will die.]

“No … we can’t …”

I felt my life force slipping from my body. Using [Health Pool] would slow my death—but I would die anyway, as soon as the tiger attacked. My only hope was to survive, survive somehow until [Soul Decay] finished off the sabertooth.

But buy time how? I couldn’t move.

The tiger sensed victory was near. It sauntered toward me across the cave, tongue lolling in expectation of its next meal. It showed no signs of weakening to [Soul Decay]. I tried to get to my feet. But I slumped down, bleeding.

“Fuck … I’m not dying like this …”

I couldn’t stand. But I could still use my hands. And I still had the End Grimoire, floating in the air beside me, shrouded in tentacles of void essence.

There was still one skill. One skill whose power I had yet to see. It hadn’t worked before. But I was stronger now.

Through blood-covered lips, I muttered:

“Zaphkiel.”

Again, nothing happened. There was no explosion, no projectile. No sign the tiger was hurt at all. There was only the feeling of strength—and my last hope—leaving my body.

The tiger loomed above me. I didn’t bother pouncing or clawing me. It pushed me onto my back with one paw. I didn’t have the strength to resist. It stunk of rotting flesh. It opened its jaw and lowered its head—

Dark light filled the space between us.

—the tiger’s jaws closed around my head. I screamed, expecting sharp teeth to tear through my skull and crush my brain …

Nothing happened. No teeth tore into my flesh. Neither did the tiger didn’t sling me across the cave to crush me against the wall. It just … stood there, with its jaws clamped gently around my head. I could smell its stink, feel its saliva oozing down on my head.

Why doesn’t it kill me? Is it playing?

The tiger’s head rolled forward, pulling me down with it. The jaws opened. I rolled out of the mouth onto the cave floor, covered in blood and spit.

And then I saw it.

The tiger’s body was lying several meters away. The head was here, next to me, but the body was over there … More hot wet blood was pooling around me.

[Lv. 20 Black Ambush Sabertooth slain!]

[ITEM GET: 2x Mythrilite Fangs, 1x Luminance Hide]

[Level 8 → Level 11]

[Floor clear rewards: [Uncommon Skill: Vicious Slash] and [Rare Skill: Emerging Shadows].]

Solon’s voice filled my mind:

[Condition critical. Automatically activating Health Pool.]

“Solon?” I croaked. “Was that … Zaphkiel?”

[Zaphkiel had no effect on the target.]

“But then what killed—”

Then I saw her.

A woman was leaning against the tiger’s severed head, looking down at me. She shook her head.

“Disappointing,” she said. “So, so, disappointing.”


Chapter 22

“I expected more out of you, mortal. Dying so soon, in a place like this? You’re making me regret choosing you as my Host.”

The woman had a fierce yet alluring face. Her arched eyebrows, lustrous dark purple hair, and thick lips gave her the look of a powerful female from an ancient martial family. She wore wooden sandals and an orange and black kimono that was loosely tied at the front, revealing her large, fleshy breasts. Her narrow, almond-shaped eyes made her look like a fox. She held a thin, coal-black sword in one hand that dripped with sabertooth blood.

At the sight of this woman, I felt a surge of two emotions. One of them was lust: carnal and raw. It was the kind of lust that made a man throw away his life—his wife, his career, even his children—for a single night with some foreign beauty.

The second emotion was fear. I was inexperienced in the ways of this world, but even I could tell that this woman possessed extreme power. It was like an invisible cloud surrounded her, suffocating me with its presence. This woman was dangerous. And I sensed she wasn’t my friend. Did that mean she was my enemy? In that case …

The woman waggled a finger.

“I wouldn’t recommend using the End Grimoire on me, Cyrian.”

I stopped casting. Had she read my mind?

The woman sighed.

“You are weak. You failed to cast Zaphkiel. If I hadn’t come to save you, you would be little more than a puddle of blood beneath the sabertooth’s mouth. I may have made a grave mistake selecting you as my Host, Cyrian.”

I tried casting [Soul Decay] silently. But again there was no effect. There wasn’t even the shroud of white from [Soul Decay]. I couldn’t deactivate [Health Pool] either; it was still draining my mana. Was she using some spell that prevented me from casting magic?

The woman studied me. She scratched her cheek. She looked bored. Her eyes regarded me like I was a strip of Nightcatcher Meat instead of a human being.

“Part of me wants to dispose of you now. But I suppose it’s too soon to give up,” she said. “After all, our objectives do align … Revenge. Bloodshed.” She licked her lips, her voice sultry. “Oh so sweet.”

“W-who the fuck are you?!”

“Tsk, tsk tsk,” she waved a finger. “Watch your tongue, Cyrian. I save your life and you respond by cursing at me and trying to kill me with the End Grimoire. And now you want an explanation?”

I stared blankly at her. The woman rubbed her temples.

“Disobedient and dumb. What an unfortunate combination of negative qualities. Yes, I do believe I’ve made a mistake …” She shook her head and sighed again. “Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Izanami. Also known as the Goddess of Corruption.”

“Goddess of Corruption?”

“Great,” Izanami rolled her eyes. “He’s a parrot. Can only repeat what words are spoken to him … Listen, I’m only going to say this once so listen carefully. I saved you. Why? Because you’re cute? No. Because I like you? Absolutely not. Why then? … Because I want to use you. You see, I want the same thing you do. I want revenge.”

“R-revenge?”

“Yes my dear parrot,” she stepped closer. She smelled of aged oak barrels and mountain flowers. Her lips were slightly puckered. She leaned forward slightly, which revealed even more of her cleavage. A freckle dotted her left breast. My throat tightened. “You see, those who govern this world do so unfairly. And I want them dead.”

“Malachi?”

Izanami snorted. “Malachi? He is little more than a pawn and a puppet. No, my ambitions go much higher. I want revenge against the gods.”

Gods? Goddesses? I knew from my reading that divine beings—gods and goddesses—existed in this world. One of them, the God of Balance, had created the all-encompassing World System that enforced the laws of this world. The gods had once been all-powerful, but the creation of the System now limited their powers.

“How should I know you’re telling the truth?” I said. “That you’re really a goddess?”

Izanami smiled. “Always so suspicious of everyone, Cyrian. Unable to trust. Unable to love. That’s why I chose you, you know. The perfect match for the Goddess of Corruption …”

“You’re not answering my question.”

“Cheeky, cheeky, cheeky …” Izanami winked at me. “Let’s see … How can I prove to you I am what I say I am? How about this? I can see inside your head, your deepest private thoughts and fantasies. Would you like me to explain to you how many times you touched yourself to Shia? How many bottles of lotion you’ve used? Or would you like me to go into even more detail, and describe your most recent fantasy, which involved a bath, copious amounts of lotion, a large cucumber, and a certain Royal Magus Archmage by the name of Aeria Daw—”

“Okay stop! Stop! I believe you now.”

Izanami laughed. “You’re blushing. Such a cute boy …”

So it was true then. She was a goddess. Or, at the very least, she was a powerful being with the ability to read minds.

I recalled something else from my reading. The System limited the powers of the Gods, but they still had some powers. And they still had their desires. One of the ways Gods manipulated events was by influencing mortals like myself. By granting us favors, they could influence us to carry out their objectives.

“You’re using me. To get what you want.”

Izanami smiled. She crossed her arms, folding her hands into the sleeves of her kimono.

“Good, you’re not as dumb as I first thought. You’re right. I chose you as my Host because our objectives align. And here in this dungeon, the influence of my fellow gods is weak. They won’t be able to spy on us as we speak.”

I groaned and got to my feet. I was still weak, but [Health Pool] had finished closing up the gashes in my chest.

“So you’re the one who corrupted my soul? The one who gave me these abilities? To help you accomplish your goals? Whatever they are?”

Izanami laughed.

“I like to play with mortals, but even I wouldn’t do something so silly. No. You corrupted yourself, Cyrian.”

“Me?”

She nodded. “It was you who corrupted yourself. Remember? Fulcrum made a fool of you. He belittled you, trampled you … Called you a ‘Throwaway Hero.’ He tried to kill you. And then, when he failed, he convinced the King that you were a traitor. So the System decided you were a liability … but because of your Otherworlder’s Gift, you survived.”

To hear about Fulcrum and Malachi was a fresh injection of hatred into my veins. I gritted my teeth and clenched my fist. Suddenly, Izanami threw her head back and moaned. She clasped her hands together by her face, squeezing her thighs and swinging her hips.

“Ohhh, yesss!” she said, throat straining. She licked her lips, clawing at the air with her fingers. “That’s right, Cyrian. Let all the hate and anger ooze out of you … Let the corruption fester … Mhm … I can feel it … taste it …”

Izanami’s words had the opposite effect on me. I felt my anger fading away. Since I was young, I always hated the idea of others manipulating me for their purposes. And Izanami was no exception. I realized she was trying to encourage my corruption.

“Huh?” Izanami pouted. “Why’d you stop? Let the hatred grow more, Cyrian! More! Imagine all the terrible things you’re going to do to those who betrayed you. Grind them under your feet! Crush them up! Make soup from their bones! Leather from their skin!”

I ignored her. I examined my wounds. My shoulder was still stiff and it hurt to bend my torso. It would probably take several hours for Health Pool to heal my wounds.

Well, I wasn’t going to wait around for that long. A corridor at the cave’s end descended downward. Since the Black Ambush Sabertooth was the Guardian of this floor, the entrance to the next floor should be just beyond.

“Hey!” Izanami said. “Where are you going?”

“Down.”

“But we’re not done speaking!”

I glared at her. “I don’t like you and I don’t trust you. I didn’t decide to be your Host and I’m not about to do what you tell me to do. You said it yourself. You didn’t give me these powers. I was Soul Corrupted on my own—and because of the System. Which means I don’t have to listen to you.”

Izanami pouted. “Why must you be so disobedient?”

“If you want an obedient one, go find yourself a pet dog.”

“Why you little. I should—”

“You should what? Kill me?”

Izanami seemed taken aback by my attitude. She sighed.

“I suppose I should expect at least this much … In one respect you’re wrong, Cyrian. You are my Host. Which means you and I are one. I see your thoughts and see through you. You cannot be fully rid of me.”

Izanami raised her hand towards me and flicked a small pellet to my forehead so quickly that I barely reacted and caught it in time.

“Take this as my gift to you.”

I looked at her. “Don’t think you can trick me into serving you.”

She giggled. “There are easier ways to manipulate you than by giving you gifts, Cyrian. You forget I know exactly what you think about and what you like. For example, I can do this—”

She spun around. The black kimono vanished from her body, melting away like ink in a pool of clear water. Suddenly, all of her was open to view, her breasts with their dark nipples, the line of her linea alba, her hips, the tuft of hair between her legs.

I flushed. “What are you doing?!”

The only answer I got was laughter. Izanami vanished. A moment later, she appeared just inches from my face. I threw my arms up, expecting an attack. But instead, Izanami pressed her lips to mine. My eyes widened as I felt the softness of her lips.

And then, just as suddenly, she was gone.

“Lucky you Cyrian,” said a voice in my head. “Your first kiss ever. Stolen by the most beautiful goddess that ever existed …”

“You crazy bitch!”

My words echoed in the empty cavern. All that remained of Izanami was her oak barrel scent and the sensation of her lips, soft and warm, on mine.

I shook my head. Things were getting stranger and stranger. First Solon, now Izanami. There were not one but two females inside my head, listening to my thoughts and reading my desires.

I looked down at the pellet in my hand. It looked like a smooth glass marble. Red liquid swirled inside of it, thicker and brighter than blood.

A gift from a corrupt goddess? I didn’t want her help. And I didn’t want to know what it was. I shoved it into my [Inanimate Rift] and went on, down the corridor, heading toward the next floor.


Chapter 23

The final corridor slanted downward, made a sharp turn, and ended abruptly in an arched stone door. The room itself was covered in dust and rubble, but the door gleamed intact. The borders were inscribed with runes I could not understand. When I brushed my fingers against them, they pulsed with energy.

“Solon?”

[MYTHIC ARTIFACT – Magic-sealed Bonesteel Door: A location-tethered and reinforced door created from bonesteel. Cannot be unsealed by ordinary means.]

I rubbed my chin.

“What does it mean by ‘ordinary means?’”

[It means the door cannot be opened by means that are ordinary.]

“Thanks for nothing,” I muttered.

The door’s description was intentionally vague, as if to hint at a loophole. I took a few steps back.

“Vicious Slash!”

Energy erupted from my hand, slashing out at the Bonesteel Door. A horrid screech filled my ears, like a thousand nails running down a chalkboard. But the slash left only a small scratch. Several additional casts had no added effect; I only drained my mana.

“That didn’t work,” I said sourly. “But maybe this will.”

I cast [End Grimoire]. The black book emerged from the void rift. When I flipped it open, I was surprised to find a third skill beneath [Zaphkiel].

[Primal Decay: An ancient magic that brings decay to the objects it touches. Tear apart an inanimate object’s structure and form.]

As with my other Grimoire spells, it had no casting cost. Or was there a hidden casting cost I didn’t yet understand? And where had I gotten the skill from anyway? From Izanami? Or for experience gained by defeating the sabertooth? I shrugged. What mattered was going forward. With the End Grimoire in hand and my palm facing the metal door, I murmured:

“Primal Decay.”

The steel door shuddered. The Bonesteel Door began to turn gray and crumble. It became pockmarked and then, after a time, transformed into fine powder and fell apart, coating the ground—and my clothes—with dust.

I stepped through, expecting to find a stairway down to the next floor. Instead I found myself staring into a wall of a prison cell. Iron bars ran from cave wall to cave wall, blocking my way through. The cage itself was tiny: less than half the size my bedroom had been as a student. The floor was dust-ridden and smelled of old, damp straw. I wrinkled my nose.

The bars were cold to the touch. Curious, I had Solon appraise the cell’s bars. The bars were made from Anti-Magic Metal. This was no ordinary cage. And neither—I suspected—was whatever lay inside.

I could just make out some kind of shape lying at the far end of the cage. It shifted slightly. I brought my luminous crystal closer.

A girl lay on the floor, eyes closed, chest rising and falling to the gentle rhythm of her breaths. She wore only a scant woven sack that barely covered her hips and the mounds of her breasts. Her skin glowed smooth and pale, as if drinking in the light of my crystal. Silver hair flowed around her head like a silken veil. Two horns jutted from her head, curving outwards and tapering into sharp points. Her ears were pointy and larger than human ears.

“What is she?” I whispered.

She obviously wasn’t human. But she was beautiful. I felt a surge of desire. Maybe if I changed my angle, I could get a better look at her body … No. I shook my head. This wasn’t the time to be peeking. I needed to find a way to get past the cell …

I stepped back and kicked over a pile of rubble. The sound echoed through the cavern.

“Hm? Who’s that?!”

The girl jerked upright. At the sight of me, she leaped to her feet, smiled and clapped her hands.

“You!” she said, pressing herself against the bars. “Are you real?”

“Me?”

“Yes you! Am I imagining you?”

“Er, no? I don’t think …”

“Yes! YES! At last! Someone here to rescue me.”

The girl did a little dance. She wiggled her hips and threw her arms into the air, showing off smooth, hairless armpits. The sack slipped down her torso, revealing more of her breasts. Her skin was pale and almost luminous. She looked about the same age as my classmates but she was way better endowed in the cleavage department. Only Izanami had had bigger breasts.

“H-hey,” I said. “Cover yourself!”

She stopped dancing. “Huh? Why should I?”

I nodded at her chest. “You’ve g-got something about to spill out.”

She looked down at herself. She blinked. Then she looked back up at me as if she now understood me completely. She smiled slyly, flirtatiously.

“You mean my breasts.”

“Y-yes! Cover them.”

She smiled. A hand slid to the sack.

“I can show you more if you like …”

“Stop!” I managed to cry. “Have some decency!”

She laughed. Her chest wobbled.

“What a cutie. It’s just a little flesh. Besides, look who’s talking. Your clothes are barely hanging on to your body.”

I looked down. I blushed. She had a point. My attire was a mess. My white shirt and gray cotton pants had suffered since my fall into the ravine. The pants were full of holes and stiff with dried blood. My shirt was worse, scratched and smeared with blood, barely holding together.

“And you don’t seem altogether unpleased to see me half-naked,” she said with a smirk.

I flushed as I realized what she was speaking of. My erection, a natural response to her beautiful proportions, was making a large and obvious tent in my pants. I shifted my erection to hide it.

“Never mind that. Who are you?”

“It’s more polite to introduce yourself first.”

“I’m Cyrian.”

“And I am Erianelle. But you can call me Eri.”

She was still making no attempt to cover up.

“Eri, right.” I cleared my throat. “But I mean, what are you? You’re not human. Those things on your head …”

“Oh you mean these.” She gripped her horns like handles. They were thin and tapered at the ends. The base was flesh-colored but the tips were bone white.

“Isn’t it obvious? I’m a demon. Well, not exactly. Real demons are a bit more menacing looking. Sharper teeth. Poutier faces. I’m a half-demon. Which means I have some demonly attributes”—she motioned to her horns—“but I retain all the nice bits of a human female.” She cupped her tits in her hands, pushing them upward. “If you’d like me to explain which nice bits in particular—”

“No, I’m quite all right!” I said quickly.

If she was a demon, then she was dangerous. Isn’t that what the instructors in the Kingdom of Aleketh had said? That demons were evil creatures that killed with reckless abandon. Was that why she was in this cage?

“So you’re the Guardian of this floor? Not the sabertooth?”

She laughed.

“Me? A Guardian? No.” Her eyes sparkled. “The entrance to the next floor is behind this cage. But I am no Guardian. I am an adventurer, like you. I came here to find an ancient and powerful item.”

“Item?”

Suddenly her face lit up with excitement. She clapped her hands together, bouncing on her toes, which made other parts of her, bounce in ways that made it hard for me to continue hiding my erection. I dug my nails into my palms and tried to think of other things.

“Dungeons like Fori Forest are filled with undiscovered skills and ancient artifacts. They could be worth a fortune! Think of all the delicious, hunky men I could indulge in with that money …” Her eyes narrowed and she fixed her eyes on me with a wicked glare. She licked her lips. “Then again, sometimes the best things in life are free.”

I felt another surge of blood. I squeezed my thighs together. What was with this girl? Were all demons like this? I knew she was tempting me. I cleared my throat again.

“How did you get trapped in this anti-magic cage?”

She laughed mischievously. “I was careless. Things were going so well. I cleared all the monsters here and was about to go through the door when I saw a little mushroom glowing on a rock wall. And”—she licked her lips—“the shape of the mushroom, long and thick and hard, reminded me of something I hadn’t had in a while, so I stuck it in my mouth…”

“That’s enough!” I said.

I felt myself changing colors like a chameleon. I cursed my lack of experience, which was making me look like a virgin and idiot. She was lying to me. Using her demonly wiles to convince me to do her bidding.

She laughed at my embarrassment. “Well, long story short, I had a bit too much fun with my mushroom and didn’t notice some monsters sneaking up on me. And now here I am, trapped in this cage. Hasn’t been that bad, though. The mushrooms are edible. I’ve only been here for maybe a hundred years.”

“One hundred years?”

“Yup.”

I tried to imagine what it was like staying in this pitch-dark cell, with nothing to eat and nobody to talk to. My own two weeks of solitude had nearly broken me. I couldn’t imagine a single year, let alone a hundred of them.

“Time passes faster for demons,” Eri said.

“Oh.”

“Still … It’ll be nice to get out and stretch my legs.” Eri’s eyes flickered to my chest, and then down to my groin. “Maybe get a little exercise.”

My throat tightened. “E-exercise?” I croaked.

“Oh yes … I’m very partial to certain kinds of strenuous … physical exercise.” She batted her eyelashes. “If you catch my meaning.”

I caught her meaning all right.

“So? You’ll help me get out?” she said.

Her question lingered in the air. In my mind’s eye, I was already beginning to simulate, in high-def, all the various kinds of “strenuous exercise” a beautiful, nubile half-demon and I might partake in. Very little of it was PG13.

I took three deep breaths. I drummed my fist against the wall. Slowly the visions disappeared. I took one more long, slow breath and stepped away from the cage. First Izanami, now this girl … I couldn’t let them manipulate me. I had more important things to do than flirt with demons and gods.

“Sorry,” I said. “I can’t help you.”


Chapter 24

Eri’s jaw dropped at my response. Clearly she hadn’t expected her seduction to fail. She pressed herself even harder to the bars.

“What?! W-what do you mean you can’t help me? You’ve seen how powerful this dungeon is. Look what it did to me. You’re not going to survive here alone. I’m powerful. I can help you.”

“Powerful enough to get trapped in a cage for a hundred years?”

“Th-that was an accident!”

“Which only shows that you’re a lot less powerful than you’re letting on.”

Eri flushed. She switched tactics. “Look,” she said, fumbling for her clothes. “I’m pretty. I have a nice body. I can show you more … I can …”

“Stop,” I said coldly. “You’re clearly desperate. And your attempts to manipulate me aren’t working.”

Eri frowned. She jerked her hands away and sat down, cross-legged The hem of her sack rode up higher. I tried not to stare at her thighs.

“Idiot,” she said. “Fool. Loser. Virgin. Well, I suppose it’s no matter. This is the only way through to the next floor. If you want to pass you’ll have to free me.”

I slipped backward into the darkness.

“Hey!” Eri called after me. “Where are you going?!”

I sat down in a corner to think. Without the half-demon’s voice and nubile body distracting me, it was easier to organize my thoughts.

Was this a trap? Eri—if that was even her name—might be some kind of Guardian that used seduction and lies to trick unsuspecting adventurers. She’d pretend to be my friend, even my lover. But the moment my guard was down, her claws would sink into my throat.

But my gut sense told me this wasn’t the case. Eri was hiding something, but I couldn’t detect any menace from her.

That’s what you thought about your friends, said another voice in my head. But they betrayed you too.

I spent another half hour thinking through the possibilities. But in the end, one seemed certain. I would have to destroy the cage—and set the girl free—if I wanted to continue deeper into the dungeon.

It didn’t matter whether Eri was trustworthy. If she was a Guardian, then I would fight her. It was as simple as that.

I returned to the cage. Eri brightened at the sight of me.

“You’re back! I thought you wouldn’t …”

She trailed off as I raised my palm pointing it toward her and the cage.

“What are you doing?”

“Primal Decay!”

My body tingled. A dark aura streamed out from my hand and enveloped the cage. The particles were thick and grainy. Eri stepped back in surprise. The cage’s metal bars softened and then fragmented into white powder. The Anti-Magic Cage crumbled, showering white dust onto Eri’s half-naked body.

Eri fell to her knees, clutching her chest. Her eyes were wide and bloodshot. She seemed to have trouble breathing. Veins bulged on her arms and neck. She tried to stand up and then collapsed again in a cloud of white metal dust.

“Are you … ok?” I found myself saying.

Was it all an act? It didn’t look like an act.

“The … m-mana …”

I realized what was happening. The Anti-Magic Cage had prevented mana from entering the cage for over a hundred years. Now that it was broken, mana was flowing into Eri. It was like feeding a starving man whose stomach had begun to expand after eating a deluxe buffet meal. It must have been a hundred times more painful than mana exhaustion.

I looked away and tried to shut out Eri’s groans. It was just pain. The pain I’d gone through had been even more terrible than this.

I stepped past her.

Two arms closed around my leg, nails digging into my calves.

“D-don’t leave me!”

I frowned. I shook my leg, knocking her aside. Eri collapsed and rolled over, gasping for air. She let out another groan of pain. Our eyes met. I was surprised to see a determination there, almost like a fire was burning in her pupils.

“We’ll go together,” she said. “Into the dungeon.”

“Why should we?”

“You’re strong. You must be if you got this far. Let’s go together. I need that item. I must have it.”

“Sorry, I’m not here to do charity.”

“P-please …”

She crawled toward me. I shoved her away again.

“You’re just like all of them on the surface,” I said. “Greedy. With only self-interest in mind. Find rare items and sell them for profit? Don’t make me laugh. Maybe I’ll even find that rare item you want so badly and take it for myself.”

At these words, Eri’s face suddenly twisted up in anger. I was so surprised by the change that I took a step back.

“Don’t you dare,” she snarled. “That item is mine. I’m weak now. But if you dare take what is rightfully mine, I swear I will destroy you. I will turn you into dust.”

To emphasize, she grabbed a handful of metal powder and let it drizzle out of her hands onto the floor.

I laughed out loud.

“Why do you laugh?” Eri said.

“Empty threats,” I said. “You’re powerless here. Look at you. I know all about demons. You can’t even cast magic properly underground.”

Unlike humans, who had a natural affinity to mana, demons took most of their power from the sun. Here, so deep underground, I was certain Eri was powerless—or at least weak enough for me to handle.

Eri raised herself up. She raised her arms, muttering something under her breath. Her hands traced patterns through the air.

I took a step back.

“Solon? What’s she doing?”

[She appears to be moving her arms and muttering something under her breath.]

“I know that! What spell?”

[She is not casting a spell.]

It was a bluff, then. As suspected, Eri was powerless. I pushed her aside. She fell over. I walked past her, leaving the girl, whose face was still twisted in pain, to suffer alone.

“Wait! Please. Don’t go!”

“…”

“Cyrian! Don’t leave me here!”

“…”

“I’ll die here! Please!”

I shut her voice away—and walked deeper, into the darkness. And as I did so, I thought I heard a voice in my head. A deep, throaty, chuckling voice that sounded a lot like Izanami, Goddess of Corruption.


Chapter 25

Darkness.

Complete darkness. After passing down to the next floor, I entered a crystal-lit cavern similar to the ones before. But the cavern after that was completely dark, without a crystal anywhere.

“I need a torch or something …”

I felt my way forward along the cavern wall with the fingers of one hand. One step at a time. I listened for the growls of monsters. Were there wolves on this floor? Or some kind of new threat? I readied myself to cast [Shadow Step] on a moment’s notice.

The floor was gone.

My foot kicked air. I tumbled forward. My arms flailed out. I caught onto the wall, fingers digging into the barest protrusion. I pivoted on my remaining foot, caught onto the protrusion with my other hand, and clawed my way back to solid ground.

I panted. Sweat trickled down my face. My tailbone was on fire from where I’d hit it against a rock nub.

“A trap …” I muttered.

I cursed my lack of caution. If I’d stepped even an inch farther out I’d have fallen. I couldn’t feel my way through the dark. There were traps and likely monsters too. I needed a light source.

I felt my way back to the first chamber. On the way, another trap hole—which I’d missed on the way there—nearly killed me. I managed to avoid it by diving forward to the other side.

“Is it some kind of trap floor?”

Luckily in the first cavern, the wall crystals were within my reach. I clawed at them with my fingers, scraping away at the soft rock.

Up the stairs to the previous floor, I could hear Eri’s strained breathing and gasps. What was she doing? Climbing up out of the dungeon? Or coming down my way?

“She’s none of my business …”

Crystal gathering was tough work. Soon my fingers were bleeding. I had to take breaks for [Health Pool] to heal my wounds. But I kept working, gritting my teeth through the pain, until I filled two bags with cave crystals. One went into [Inanimate Rift]. I slung the other over my shoulder.

I returned to the pitch-black cavern and took a crystal from my pouch.

“Enhance Quality!”

The crystal flared to life. I shielded my eyes and tossed the crystal forward like a grenade. It arced through the air, bounced twice, and rolled to the stop.

I whistled. The cavern looked like a gray slice of Swiss cheese. At least a dozen trapholes dotted the area between the entrance and the hole I’d almost fallen into. And there were many more beyond that.

I shone a crystal down the nearest hole. The pit was eight feet deep and lined with spikes. The walls were smooth, without handholds. I shuddered. Falling in would mean certain death.

“I need to be more careful …”

I walked slowly toward the fallen crystal and picked it up. Holding it before me, I walked through the cavern and into the next one.


Chapter 26

The next cavern was just as dark as the previous one. But this time a set of rock walls prevented me from traveling through it directly. The two walls formed a thin corridor. The path was barely wide enough for two people to walk shoulder-to-shoulder. Somewhere ahead, I could hear water sloshing.

I lit a crystal with [Enhance Quality] and tossed it forward. The corridor made a sharp ninety-degree turn to the right a dozen yards ahead. It was like the start of a maze.

I then noticed my crystal had almost fallen into a hole in the cave floor.

Spikes again?

I retrieved my crystal and shone it into the hole. I saw no spikes. Instead, my face stared back at me, burnt-orange eye shimmering on the water’s surface.

A bubble appeared, then two.

Something erupted from the water. I saw inky black eyes, a long snout, a gaping mouth filled with rows of sharp teeth.

“Shadow Step!”

I blinked forward, tumbling into the rock wall. I whirled around in time to see a giant crocodile emerge from the depths and snap its jaw around the fallen crystal.

Darkness.

Luckily I’d mentally prepared for situations like this. There was a new skill that I’d earned from defeating the Black Ambush Sabertooth.

[U-Emerging Shadows (1 mana/sec) – Allows the user to become silent and fully blend with the shadows. Immune to night vision enhancement. Requires constant activation and only works under dim illumination.]

I slunk into a corner and silently cast [Emerging Shadows]. The darkness around me seemed to draw closer, hugging me like a warm blanket.

The only light came now from the crocodile’s mouth. I was breathing hard and my heart was pounding, but neither of these two things made sounds.

The crocodile stepped in my direction. It swung its head back and forth, scanning the passage for any sight of me.

Does it hear me?

The crocodile approached. It took every bit of self-control not to stand up and run away. It turned the corner. Its jagged tail was only inches from brushing my skin. Then it slipped into another hole. I heard the splash of water. The light was gone.

I took a deep breath.

That was close …

I deactivated [Emerging Shadows]. The cavern filled with the sounds of my labored breathing. I was dizzy and bleeding from a cut on my forehead. The blink forward had rammed my face directly into the wall.

Solon, I said in my head. What was that monster?

[Lv. 13 Dreadscale Lurker: A crocodile that lurks in the watery depths, waiting to ambush unsuspecting passersby. Extremely sensitive to light.]

The crocodile must have attacked because it sensed the light of my crystal. The holes in the ground likely connected to some underground waterway. The crocodiles—assuming there were more—could pop up from those holes and ambush me.

I huddled in the dark and thought about what to do. The crocodiles were attracted to light. In that case, I might be able to sneak through the maze by feeling my way through the dark. But that would make me vulnerable to traps. Plus there might be other monsters waiting to ambush me in the dark.

I needed to kill the Darkscale Lurker.

I couldn’t fight it like I had the Nightscale Wolves. My plan of [Soul Decay] followed by repeated casts of [Shadow Step] wouldn’t work in this confined space. I’d only blink my way into a rock wall again and knock myself unconscious. Hiding with [Emerging Shadows] wouldn’t work either. The mana drain would only last for a few seconds. I needed to kill the crocodile quickly.

Luckily I had one more new skill obtained from the Black Ambush Sabertooth:

[U-Vicious Slash (10 mana): Launch a crescent sweep of energy that mimics the strike of a clawed sabertooth.]

I took a few moments to steady my breathing. I pulled out a new crystal from my pouch. This time I didn’t enhance it. Instead, I tossed the dimly lit crystal toward the nearest hole.

I then pulled out a second crystal, gripped it tightly in my hand, and stepped around the maze corner with my back to the wall.

I waited.

Ten seconds later there was the sound of churning water. The crocodile erupted from the hole, landing on the maze floor with an earth-shaking rumble.

I activated [Emerging Shadows] and melted into the darkness. The crystal and crocodile were around the corner. The wall behind my back shielded me and provided enough shadows to activate the stealth skill.

I waited, listening.

I heard the crocodile stalking toward the crystal on the ground. One step. Another step. As expected the creature was less hostile because the glow of the crystal was dimmer.

Just a bit more …

I deactivated [Emerging Shadows] and stepped around the corner. The crocodile was nudging the first crystal with its snout.

“Enhance Quality!”

The crystal in my hands flared to life. I shielded my own eyes and tossed the crystal right between the crocodile’s eyes. The creature howled in pain. The flare was too much for it. It thrashed its head about, slamming it into the rock walls.

Now!

The crocodile’s jaw opened to reveal its most sensitive inner parts.

“Vicious Slash!”

An energy crescent blasted from my hand, knocking me backward. The crescent cut into the crocodile’s throat and pierced its bowels. Green and purple guts showered me. The beast howled and exploded in a shimmer of light crystals.

[Lv. 13 Dreadscale Lurker slain!]

[ITEM GET: 1x Dreadscale Fang, 2x Crocodile Hide, 1x Reptile Bladder]

I fell back, paralyzed with exhaustion. The combined use of [Enhance Quality], [Emerging Shadows], and [Vicious Slash] had used up all of my mana. The fight with the crocodile had been way too close … I was lucky it had gone so well.

Suddenly I heard a sound from behind me.

What’s that?

It was a shuffling, scraping sound coming from the way I had come. I gritted my teeth. Another monster? So soon? I could barely sit up. My mana was exhausted.

I picked up a fallen rock shard. My body was weak, but I could at least get in one swing. Maybe I could stab the monster in the eye and stun it for long enough to make an escape or recover my mana.

The sound was just around the corner now. I could see its shadow against the wall: a terrible horned beast, approaching me on all fours.

I turned the corner and raised the stone above my head, preparing to smash a hole in the new monster’s face.

“Kyaaa! A monster!”

Eri rolled away from me, with her arms over her head to shield herself from my blow.

“You,” I said. “What are you doing here?”


Chapter 27

“Y-you almost killed me!” Eri said.

Eri was on fours. Her face was coated with sweat, and her lips were purple. Her skin was pale, almost white. Her fingers trembled. I dropped the rock.

“You snuck up on me,” I said. “I didn’t know.”

“I wasn’t sneaking. I was just crawling, trying to keep up …” Eri doubled over, grimacing. She fell against the wall clutching her chest. “This mana burn is eating me up from the inside.”

I looked away. The lack of light and the traps must have slowed me down enough for even a crippled Eri to follow me.

“Go back,” I said. “The floor is full of traps. You’re going to die here.”

“I can’t. I have to find that item.”

I was silent for a time. “Just how greedy are you? You want that item so badly that you’re willing to die for it?”

“If you help me, I won’t have to die.”

“Out of the question.”

I moved to go, but Eri grabbed my arm.

“Let me go with you.”

I sighed. “How many times are we going to do this? No means no. You’ll only get in my way.”

“I can be useful to you!”

“No!”

I was shocked by how loud my voice was. I didn’t want companions anymore. I couldn’t trust anyone. Not after what Fulcrum, Marco, Shia and all the others had done to me.

“You got lucky this time,” I said. “But I wouldn’t count on it next time. Turn back now. Or you’ll end up as a corpse.”

I shoved her aside and stepped into the dark.

“Kill me then,” she said.

“What?”

“If you don’t want me to follow you, then kill me. Or else I’ll keep following you. Annoying you.”

I hesitated. Her eyes were serious. Again I was struck by the mismatch between her words and her actions. Would someone dungeon diving for profit be so willing to throw her life away?

“You’re not serious.”

“I am.”

She picked up the shard of rock I’d dropped. She put it against her neck.

“What are you doing?!”

“I need that item. If I don’t get it I might as well be dead.”

I laughed nervously. “Please. Stop with this acting …”

Eri put both hands on the rock and pulled it back into her neck. A gurgle escaped from her throat. The rock sunk deeper. She kept pulling. I watched, horrified, as a trickle of blood emerged from the cut in her pale flesh. It trickled down her neck to gather under her clavicle.

Eri stared straight into my eyes. She didn’t blink. The only sign she felt any pain at all was a slight quiver of her lips.

“Stop …” I found myself saying.

“I won’t stop. Until you take me with you.”

The rock slid deeper. She began to pull it, sideways, across her throat, tearing through flesh. At any moment now she might pierce an artery.

My hands moved on their own. I grabbed her wrists and pulled them away from her neck. The bloody rock dropped to the ground. Hot, red blood oozed out of her wound, trickling downward.

I pressed my hand to her wound.

“You’re insane,” I said.

“Take me with you,” she said.

I really didn’t need this, not now.

“Take me with you,” she repeated. “If you don’t. I’ll do it again. The moment you leave me in the dark I’ll do it again. I’ll stab myself over and over until I’m dead. And if I do die, I’ll come back as a ghost and haunt you for all eternity.”

“…”

“Take me with you!”


Chapter 28

“Look Cyrian! Light! Finally light!”

Eri giggled and ran forward into the cave. She spun around barefoot on the stone floors, her sack and silver hair whirling about her in a brown-and-white blur. If the makeshift bandages around her neck bothered her, she showed no sign of it.

Some yards ahead, I saw the door to the next floor.

“Careful there could be traps!”

Eri ignored me and kept dancing. I sat down cross-legged. My feet ached from long hours battling monsters and crawling through caverns. [Health Pool] healed the worst of my wounds but I couldn’t heal my exhaustion or muscle soreness.

I tried to ignore Eri. Why was I worried about her anyway? She had tricked me into bringing her along. If she danced into a traphole she would be doing me a favor.

“Kyaaaa!”

“What is it?!” I leaped to my feet. “Eri are you okay?”

Eri was lying on her back with her feet splayed over her head. Her sack was around her stomach, which meant her naked feet, thighs, and smooth, pale butt cheeks were completely exposed. A rock flew at me and nearly clipped off my face.

“Don’t look, you idiot!”

“What the hell! You’re the one who screamed.”

“I slipped on some moss. Gross.” Eri got up and wiped herself off. She grimaced. “I’m all covered in icky goo.”

“Serves you right!”

“Cyrian?”

“What is it now?”

“Go get some water for me. I need to wash myself.”

“Go get the water yourself.”

Eri pouted and shook her hips.

“Are you going to let a poor, innocent, helpless maiden like me go back into the cave? What if a monster finds me and ravages my young, wet, nubile, innocent body in all sorts of terrible ways?”

I threw the rock back at her. She dodged it. During our journey together through the floor, she had slowly begun to recover her strength. Now she could walk, talk, tease me, and also apparently dance and dodge rocks. With each passing moment, I regretted agreeing to have her come along more.

“Shut up,” I said. “You’re just about the farthest thing from innocent. And you aren’t young either. How old are you? Two centuries? Three?”

“It’s inappropriate to ask a lady her age.”

“Good thing I don’t see any ladies around.”

Eri made a noise. “Fine. If you don’t go fetch me some water, then I guess I’ll just grill this crocodile meat all for myself.”

“C-crocodile meat?”

Suddenly I realized how hungry I was. I hadn’t eaten anything except strips of raw meat since the morning before the third test. So much had happened. That time in the Kingdom of Aleketh felt like two years ago instead of just a few weeks.

“You’re lying,” I said. “You don’t have meat …”

Sizzling filled the cavern. I caught a whiff of roasted fat. I couldn’t help myself. I looked. Eri was squatting over a hunk of crocodile meat. A jet of fire spurted out of her index finger. She was roasting the hunk of meat like a blowtorch.

I felt myself drool.

She met my eyes and grinned.

“If you get some water for me to wash with, I might consider sharing some of this meat with you …”

“But you can’t use magic. You’re a demon.”

“I’m a half-demon. Which means I’m also a half-human. Like you, I have access to mana. Why do you think my body hurt so much when I left the cage? The mana was coming into my body.”

“Oh.”

My stomach growled again.

“So?” Eri said. “Are you going to grab my bath water or not?”

The temptation of roasted meat was too much. I grabbed several bladders the crocodiles had dropped and returned to the previous cavern. We’d cleared the Dreadscales Lurkers and other monsters (actually, I had cleared the monsters; all Eri had done was watch), so it was a simple matter of filling the bladders in the pools of water and bringing them back.

“Here,” I said, thrusting the bladders to her. “Now give me my meat.”

Eri smiled at me. “See? I knew you were a great guy at heart. I don’t know why you play the tough guy act. It doesn’t suit you, Cyrian.”

“You don’t know anything about me,” I said.

I grabbed a hunk of roasted meat off of a stone. It was hot as fire. I yelped and dropped it. Eri covered her mouth and giggled.

“See? No tough guy would ever burn his fingers like that.”

“Sh-shut up …”

I picked up the meat, tossing it from hand to hand to keep it from burning my fingers. It was soaked in fat. I walked a few yards away and sat down with my back to Eri. I blew on the meat a few times and then bit in. The meat was full of fat, rich and flavorful. It tasted more like beef than crocodile meat. I felt tears welling in my eyes. Somehow after the sufferings of the cave, a luxury like this was enough to bring me to tears.

Behind me came the sound of rustling clothing, followed by the sound of water splashing out of the bladder.

“Ahh that hits the spot!” Eri said. I could hear splashing and rubbing. “If only the water was warm. And there was a tub. And some soap. And some bath salts.”

“What are you?” I snorted through a mouthful of meat. “A princess?”

“Cyrian?”

“What?”

“Come over here and wash my back!”

“No you crazy woman, I am not coming to wash your back!”

“Okay fine,” Eri said. “You drive a hard bargain. I’ll let you wash the front, then. But it’s a challenge. You see, my body has lots of nooks and crannies … and I’m all sweaty and grimy from dungeon diving. When you wash me, you need to make sure your fingers go deep into all my crevices … And I do mean all of them … Mhm … Especially my …”

“Sh-shut up!”

I hated myself for blushing. Eri had caught onto my lack of experience with women and was now using it against me at every opportunity. I grabbed my meat and stalked off into a corner of the cavern farthest away from where the Eri was bathing. Her laughter followed me. My face was hot.

When I finished my meat and came back, Eri was done bathing and chewing on her own chunk of crocodile steak. The ruined sack she’d worn was discarded and lying off to one side. She’d instead swathed herself in wolf pelts.

Juices trickled down the edge of her mouth. She extended a long, flexible pink tongue. It was easily four or five times as long as a human tongue and tapered to a narrow point at the end. Slowly, sensually, she licked away the juices around the edges of her mouth and swallowed, smacking her lips. I gulped. I tried not to think about what other things a tongue like that might be good at.

Eri smiled at me.

“You’re late Cyrian. You missed the show.”

“That was the point,” I said. “Hurry up and finish eating. I’m leaving for the next level.”

She frowned. “So soon? But what about sleep?”

“No time for sleep. I’ve got to clear this dungeon.”

“But I’m tired.”

“So stay here.”

She pouted. “You’re going to let me die? After you ate my food? Besides, look how tired you are Cyrian. Your fingers are trembling. I bet you can hardly stand.”

She was right. My legs were wobbly. I hadn’t rested at all since waking up in this dungeon.

“Alright fine,” I said. “We’ll take a break. You sleep. I’ll stay up and keep watch. There might be monster attacks.”

Eri clasped her hands together. She made an overdramatic and fawning face and said:

“Wow. As expected of the brave hero! Keeping vigilant watch while the poor innocent maiden sleeps.”

“I’m not doing this for you. I’m staying up because I can’t trust you. You’ll probably stab me to death in my sleep.”

Eri looked hurt. “Oh please, Cyrian. If I wanted to kill you I’d do it in a much more exciting way than by stabbing.”

“I don’t care how you do it. I just don’t want to die. Not before I carry out my task.”

“Which is?”

“None of your business.”

Eri swallowed. “It’s revenge, isn’t it?”

“Huh?”

“Bingo …” Eri chuckled. “You’re all too easy to read, Cyrian. Has anyone ever told you that? Everything you feel shows right up on your face. I can read you like a book.”

“I …”

“Who is it you want revenge against? Is that the reason you came to this dungeon?” Eri paused. “No. The hurt is fresh … They’re the reason you’re in this dungeon in the first place. Somebody betrayed you, didn’t they? And that’s how you ended up here.”

It was unsettling how well she was reading me. I couldn’t look her straight in the eyes. I looked down at my hands instead, twiddling my thumbs.

“You’re w-wrong.”

“And you’re a bad liar.”

I didn’t respond.

“Want to talk about it?” she murmured. “I can be a pretty good listener when I want to be.”

“No. I don’t.”

“Pleeaaaaseee?”

“Making cute faces isn’t going to make me talk either,” I said.

“Loser! You’re no fun.”

There was a silence. Eri roasted another crocodile steak and handed it to me. It used [Vicious Slash] to cut it into pieces and we shared it, blowing on the hot steak with fatty juices trickling down our fingers.

“Besides,” I said. “Everybody has something they don’t want to talk about right? Like you.”

“Me?” Eri said through a mouthful of meat.

“Do you really think I believe that story about wanting to find artifacts for profit? Nobody thrusts a rock into her neck out of sheer greed. Something else is driving you.”

Eri looked at me. There was a complicated look on her face. She seemed on the verge of saying something, admitting something. But instead of speaking she just continued to look at me for a long time. She didn’t blink.

“W-what?” I said after a while, unable to withstand the tension.

“You’ve got crocodile juice on your nose.”

I scrambled to wipe my nose. “Sh-shut up!”

By the time I had my nose clean Eri had curled up on her furs and had already begun to snore. I watched her for a while as I ate. What a strange girl. I couldn’t understand what made her tick. But then again it didn’t matter. We wouldn’t be together for long. She’d forced herself into my company, but at the next possible opportunity, I’d leave her and set out on my own.


Chapter 29

I woke up to the sound of rustling. For a brief moment, maybe because of my half-awake state, I believed everything that had happened in the Kingdom of Aleketh was a dream.

I had fallen off my bed and was lying on my cold bedroom floor. It was time to wake up, eat a shitty breakfast while my depressed mother cried in the kitchen, go to class, and be humiliated by my teachers and classmates.

The rustling grew louder.

I sat bolt upright, expecting to see a monster creeping up on me. Instead, I saw Eri hunched over my leather bag with her arm inside.

“What are you doing?!”

I snatched the bag away from her. Eri squealed and fell back. Her fleshy parts jiggled. She’d fashioned a toga from wolf pelts that left very little of her body to the imagination.

“You scared me Cyrian. I thought you were a monster!”

“I knew it,” I shouted. “You thief! I fell asleep and you tried to steal from me.”

Eri blinked. She gave me a sour look.

“A thief, Cyrian. Really?”

“You can’t talk your way out now,” I said. “I caught you with your arm in my bag.”

Eri sighed. “I wake up early to cook you breakfast and this is how you treat me? Like a thief?”

“Cook … breakfast?”

“Yea. How do you think I got those crocodile steaks last night? By summoning them out of thin air? I went into your pack.”

“O-oh.” I cleared my throat. “Right …”

Eri snatched my bag back away from me.

“And even if I were low enough of a demon to resort to thieving—which I’m not—there’s nothing in your pack worth stealing. Look. These are the most valuable things you have.”

Eri pulled out two items from the pack. One was Shia’s gift necklace and the other was the fragments of the card case Aeria had given me.

“A handmade necklace and a broken item,” Eri said. “They might have sentimental value, but they wouldn’t sell for much. So rest assured—”

“Give those back!”

I tried to snatch them away but Eri twirled out of my reach and stood some yards away bouncing on her bare feet. It was a miracle that her breasts didn’t slip out of her toga sash. A curious grin spread over her face. She looked down at the necklace and shards.

“Hmm … Are these that important to you? I thought they were just junk.”

“Eri, give those back now!”

“Your face is turning red Cyrian. What’s wrong?”

“Sh-shut up.”

Her grin turned mischievous.

“Heh, heh, heh. I know what’s going on. These are from a girl, aren’t they, Cyrian? Oh … You’re flushing harder. I must be right. Maybe they’re even from multiple girls. One gave you the necklace and another the broken item? Hmmm?”

I wanted to find the nearest crocodile hole and leap into it. But Eri was coming toward me, hips swishing. She slipped the necklace and shards into my hand. She took my fingers and closed them around them. Her hands were warm.

“Good,” she said. “That’s good.”

“What’s good?” I spluttered. “Are you making fun of me?”

“Yes, I’m teasing you.” She giggled. “But only a little bit. What I really mean is that I’m happy. That you’re still holding on to something.”

“Holding on?”

“Yea.” She tossed her head, sending waves of silver hair flying off to one side. I caught a whiff of her oil-and-pepper scent. She met my eyes. “You act like the tough guy who has closed off his heart. Revenge this. Vengeance that. But it’s all an act. And these items are proof.”

“What? That doesn’t mean anything.”

“Yes it does,” Eri said. “If you no longer cared about the people who hurt you, why would you keep the things they gifted you?”

“It’s so I don’t forget what they did to me!”

Eri laughed.

“Nice try Cyrian, but your face tells me how you really feel.” She squeezed my arm. “Come on. Let’s eat breakfast and then we’ll be off. We’ve got a dungeon to clear, no?”

I watched her go. I shook my head. Women were terrifying. How was Eri able to read so far inside of me? Or was she just bluffing? I didn’t know; I couldn’t even tell how I felt. Did I want vengeance? Or was Izanami in my head manipulating me? Maybe what I wanted wasn’t revenge, but redemption.

I looked down at the necklace and the shards. For a moment a voice in my head told me to toss them away into the recesses of the cavern. But I knocked that thought away like a buzzing fly and went back toward the center of the cave.

Eri laid out the last strips of Nightcatcher meat and began searing them with her finger flame. With her other hand, she held out something to me.

“By the way, what’s this?”

I stared at the red marble in Eri’s hand.

“Stop going through my stuff!”

She giggled. “I couldn’t help it. I’m curious to learn more about you, Cyrian. After all …” She leaned closer to me. “You did save my life. Something like that causes a woman to feel a certain interest … even attraction …”

She puckered her lips.

I snorted and snatched the marble out of her hands.

“If you’re trying to sweet talk me into getting a bigger share of breakfast it’s not working,” I said.

“Was it that obvious?” she said with a smile.

I allowed myself to laugh a little. It was weird, hearing my own laughter. Had I laughed since landing in the cave? I couldn’t remember. I’d barely even laughed since coming to the Kingdom of Aleketh …

I looked down at the orb, with its swirling red contents. The orb seemed to summarize everything that had happened to me so far: my lackluster arrival in the Kingdom, my failures during the tests, the betrayal by Malachi and Fulcrum, and my fall—both physical and emotional. I’d fallen so far that a Goddess of Corruption had decided to make me her Host. Now I was her pawn, and she was manipulating me to carry out her purpose.

“Solon?” I said in my head. “What’s this orb?”

Solon didn’t respond in words. She instead materialized a system panel. My eyes widened. I dropped the pellet. It clinked on the ground and rolled to a stop against Eri’s naked foot.

“Cyrian? What’s wrong?” Eri said.

The panel read:

[Human Soul. Rarity unknown. Description unknown.]

I stared at the panel, mind racing. A human soul? What did that mean? Was I holding someone’s life in my hands? If so, whose? A villain? An innocent child’s?

“Cyrian? What are you staring at?”

“N-nothing …”

Apparently, the panel wasn’t visible to Eri. The panel was differently colored from the other System panels I’d seen. It had a black hue instead of the usual blue.

I shut the pellet away. Why had Izanami given me a human soul? She’d said it would help me on my journey. Was it a piece for activating further spells in the End Grimoire? Either way, it didn’t matter. I didn’t want Izanami’s help. And I wasn’t planning on using her gifts. I shut the pellet away and reached for a strip of crocodile meat.

I howled in pain. I threw the searing hot meat into the air and began to puff on my burnt fingers.

“Hot! … Hot! … Hot … Hot …”

Eri giggled. Then she sighed and shook her head.

“Will you ever learn Cyrian?”


Chapter 30

The shift in environment when we entered the next floor was astounding. We stepped through the gates and passed from a lightless cavern into what looked like a giant Roman-style mansion.

Grand pillars stretched up to an arched ceiling held up by roof beams. Torches hung from these pillars, emitting white flame. The walls and floor were lined with marble tiles.

At the center of the room, standing on a large, circular platform was a stone statue of a man. At least it looked like a man. The figure was so blobby and convoluted that I couldn’t make out any detailed features. It looked like a giant wax figure that had turned lumpy from too much heat exposure.

I suddenly noticed Eri was frozen next to me. She wasn’t moving. She was leaning forward slightly, eyes and mouth open, hands clasped in front of her breasts.

“Eri?”

“It’s … so …” she murmured.

“So?”

“So …”

“Hello?

“So beautiful!”

Eri squealed with laughter. She threw her arms around me and kissed me on the cheek. Then, without warning, she pushed me away and charged into the center of the room, spinning and dancing on her bare feet with her hands in the air. She was bobbing and twirling so fast that her wolf fur toga looked like it was about to fly off her body.

“I was so sick of that cold, disgusting, moldy, smelly, wet, and sunless dungeon. A hundred years! A hundred freaking years! And now I’m free! Free! Now there’s light! Real light!”

She knelt down to kiss the floor. She ran toward me, jumped into my arms, kissed me on the cheek, and then ran off again. I stared at her, stunned.

She jumped back to her feet, running laps around the room. She looked like a grade-schooler from a landlocked country who was seeing the ocean for the first time.

“Well,” I muttered, rubbing my cheek. “I guess this means she’s recovering.”

Then I noticed something. Around the statue, arranged in a rough circle, were some tiles with runic marks inscribed on them. The stone was darker than the surrounding tiles: sandy red instead of pale yellow.

Eri was getting closer and closer to those tiles as she ran around the room doing her celebration dance.

“Wait,” I said. “Eri watch where you go! There’s—”

Eri stepped onto a tile. The tile clicked and sunk several inches. She slipped, falling backward. Her legs went up over her face. There was the groaning sound of stone on stone. A few pebbles fell from the ceiling.

Eri sat up, rubbing her head.

“You looked at my underwear, didn’t you? Oh wait … I’m not wearing any underwear. Which means you—”

“Now’s not the time for that,” I snapped. “Look what you’ve done.”

“Relax Cyrian. It’s just a loose tile,” Eri said.

“That’s not a loose tile,” I said. “It’s some kind of trap.”

“You don’t know that.”

“There’s a rune inscribed on it!”

“So what? Maybe it’s a decorative rune. You know, to make this dungeon room more appealing to the monster that dwells—”

The room rumbled. Pebbles showered us. The stone statue behind Eri shook. I watched in horror as the stone statue raised one leg off the platform and slammed it down onto the ground, just inches from where Eri was lying on the floor.

[Lv. 16 Granite Golem: A stone creature said to have been animated by an ancient blessing from the gods. Possesses colossal strength and will not cease until all intruders are destroyed.]

“See?” I said. “It’s a trap.”

“We don’t know that for sure yet,” Eri said. “It might be a nice golem. A neutral monster who, when activated, will help us navigate the— “

The Golem’s joints creaked. One arm jerked into the air. Its fist was the size of a washing machine.

“See?” Eri said. “It’s waving hello at us.”

“Rawwwww!”

The Golem slammed its fist toward Eri. She danced away just in time. Rock flew everywhere. The earth rumbled.

“Okay!” she shouted. “You’re right for once Cyrian. It’s a trap!”

The golem swung its fist in a sweeping arc. Eri ducked and then ran toward me.

“Kyaa! Help me!” She ran behind me and threw her arms around my hips. “Save me from the terrible golem, Cyrian!” Eri’s grip was tremendous. She weighed me down, pinning me to the spot as the golem charged.

“Get off me!”

“Help! It’s coming!”

I wrenched her arms off me and pulled us away from the golem.

“You fight it,” I said. “You’re the one who woke it up.”

“How can you be so cold-hearted?”

“I’m not— Duck!”

I shoved Eri aside and threw myself onto the floor. A fist swept over my head and slammed into the chamber wall. The chamber walls rumbled. Shards of rock sprayed my face. Dust billowed, blocking my vision.

“Eri?” I said. “Eri! Where are you?! Are you okay?”

“Down here.”

I looked down. Eri was lying prone between my legs. She’d pulled out the wolf furs from my pack and laid them down at the edge of the room, creating a bed. She smoothed out the creases, yawned, and then pulled another wolf pelt over her body.

“Eri what are you doing?!”

“Taking a nap.”

“But the golem—”

Eri yawned again, rubbing the moisture from her eyes.

“You’ve got this Cyrian. A monster like that is nothing to a strong, healthy lad like you. You’ll have it reduced to rubble in a heartbeat. I believe in you, my dear adventurer.”

“I don’t need you to believe in me. I need you to help me.”

My words fell on deaf ears. Eri was already asleep, snoring softly, her chest rising and falling with her breaths. I sighed and turned to face the golem.

“I should’ve never agreed to bring her along …”

The golem was powerful but slow and easy to read. I soon learned that it always attacked the closest enemy. If I strayed too far from it, it would turn its attention to Eri. I was forced to stay close, dodging its strikes as I lured it to the far side of the room.

The golem lumbered after me. It only had two attacks: a sweep and a slam. It seemed to choose randomly from these two attacks. The room was too brightly lit for [Shadow Step], so I had to physically dodge each of its swings. I couldn’t afford a mistake. A single strike and I was meat pulp.

I dodged another slam with a backstep and cast:

“Soul Decay!”

Now it would just be a matter of dodging the golem’s attacks until the spell took out the creature.

But after dodging the golem’s swings for another fifteen minutes—which felt, in my mind, closer to fifteen hours—I began to sense a flaw in my plan. Sweat poured down my chest. My lungs burned. I was starting to slow. But [Soul Decay] showed no signs of working!

“Solon,” I said. “Why isn’t my spell working?!”

[Soul Decay is ineffective against creatures without souls.]

“Does this golem thing have a soul?”

[No.]

“You could have told me that sooner!”

[You did not ask.]

I muttered under my breath about all the women in my life being dysfunctional. First Eri, and now Solon was even giving me attitude!

I ducked a swing. The golem’s fist missed my head by a hair’s breadth and struck the wall. Tiles shattered. Scraps of jagged tile hit my face. I grimaced. The punches were getting closer. If [Soul Decay] wasn’t going to work, then I needed to try something else.

“Vicious Slash!”

A crescent of energy blasted out from my hand, expanding as it arced toward the golem. It struck the golem under its armpit—and did absolutely nothing at all. It didn’t even totter. I might as well have hit it with a feather.

I backed away, almost tripping over a hole in the floor. The floor was full of holes from the golem’s strike. It felt like we were fighting on the surface of the moon. It was going to be harder and harder to dodge without tripping. In fact, the whole chamber was in bad condition. Any more bashing and the entire structure might collapse on our heads.

Collapse on our heads?

I looked up at the roof beams above my head. Some of them were fractured from golem’s repeated blows against the wall. Suddenly I had an idea. I waited for the golem to approach the central platform. Then, at the exact moment that it stepped onto the platform, I pointed my palm to the ceiling and cast [Vicious Slash].

The crescent wave struck the ceiling, cutting away two of the roof beams. They crashed down and landed directly on the golem’s head. It was like hitting a basketball with a ten-ton hammer. The golem struck the ground.

“Did I do it?”

“Rawwwwrrr!”

The golem rose, shaking its head. But it was tottering and looked disoriented. I cut down another roof beam. This one struck the golem on the shoulder. It stumbled backward, tripped on one of its holes, and fell back, its head smashing into the ground. It groaned and began to rise again.

“Tough guy. In that case …”

I paused a few moments for my mana to regenerate. The golem was moving slowly enough that I knew I could take my time. I picked up a rock from the ground. Something small and round—easy to throw and easy to see.

I threw the rock straight up into the air. When the rock went past where the roof beams were, I cast [Reclamation Step].

I swapped places with the rock. Now I was in the air, high above the chamber floor. Below, to one side of the chamber, I could see the golem getting to its feet.

I pointed my palm at the golem and shouted:

“Reclamation Step!”

I swapped to the golem’s location. My mana pool had grown sufficiently now that I could swap with even a creature as large as the Granite Golem.

The golem was high above me now, its bulky arms and legs floundering uselessly in the air. For a moment, its momentum seemed to keep it suspended. Then gravity brought it smashing down. The golem struck the ground and shattered into a million fragments of light.

A dust cloud billowed out, choking the air.

“I d-did it!” I laughed. “I did it!”

[Lv. 16 Granite Golem Slain]

[ITEM GET: Golem Shard x 2, Mana Gourd x 1]

[Level 12 → Level 13]

Before my eyes, the count for Mana Gourd shifted from “1” to “0.”

“Watch where you’re casting your spells Cyrian,” said Eri’s voice from the dust cloud. “That golem almost landed on my pretty little head. What if you chipped a horn?!”

When the dust cleared, I saw Eri standing on the platform where the golem’s corpse had been. Now several items floated in the air there. There were several chunks of rock, along with a brown, hairy item that looked like a misshapen coconut with a stem.

Eri grabbed the coconut-thing, broke off its stem, and began to slurp blue liquid out of it.

“Oooh,” Eri said, licking her lips. “This is yummy.”

“Hey! Those are my items.”

Eri took another gulp. “Don’t be silly Cyrian. We’re in the same party. What’s yours is mine. We defeated the monsters together.”

“Together? I fought the thing by myself!”

“Nonsense. I gave moral support.”

“By sleeping?!”

“Mhm. I’m so young and so beautiful that I provide you moral support just by existing.” Eri flipped her hair and struck a pose with her hands on her hips. “What do you think, Cyrian? Am I beautiful? Do you feel … supported?”

“S-stop that!”

Eri laughed. “Virgins are so easy to embarrass. Let’s see how red you can turn if I strike a pose like this instead.”

She leaned forward and squeezed her arms together, accenting her breasts.

“You l-lewd woman!”

“Ahahaha … so easy to manipulate.” Eri took advantage of my distress to finish the rest of her drink. “Ahhh,” she said. “I’m coming back to life. Nothing like a good Mana Gourd to replenish one’s health after a century locked in a prison.”

“You say it like you’ve been locked up before,” I said wearily. “What’s a Mana Gourd?”

She tossed me the gourd without warning. It hit my face before I awkwardly caught it between my hands. I rubbed my nose and glared at her. She laughed.

“Graceful, Cyrian …”

I looked up Mana Gourd using Solon’s ability.

[C-Mana Gourd (Empty) - An empty mana gourd. It’s not very useful.]

“What does a regular Mana Gourd do?” I asked Solon in my head.

[An unconsumed Mana Gourd can be used to provide a temporary boost to one’s maximum mana. It also replenishes mana by the amount boosted.]

I made a face at Eri.

“What?” she said. “Is there Mana Gourd juice on my face? Wipe it off for me, would you, Cyrian?”

“I needed that!” I said. “My mana pool is small. I could’ve increased my mana to fight the monsters on this floor. And you can’t imagine how thirsty I am from fighting that golem.”

“Oh stop whining,” Eri said. “I’m sure we’ll find some water soon. Besides I need the Mana Gourd just as much as you do.”

“But I’m the one doing the fighting!”

She winked at me.

“You’re the one doing the fighting for now. Because I’m saving myself, Cyrian. I’m taking naps and buffing my mana so that later I can steal the show away with some really cool and big magical attack.”

I groaned and rolled my eyes.

“Like that lie will work on me,” I said. “You sneaky little demon. You were thirsty and wanted a drink!”

But Eri had already disappeared around the door into the next room. I stared at the empty Mana Gourd and sighed. At least I could use it to put water in later. I slipped it into [Inanimate Rift].

“Eri wait up!”

The second chamber was similar to the first, but instead of one frozen golem on the central pedestal, there were two. I entered just in time to see the golems roar and spring to life.

“Oops,” said Eri, scratching her head. “I swear this trap tile wasn’t here under my foot a second ago.”


Chapter 31

“Reclamation Step!”

I swapped places with the Granite Golem. I didn’t even bother looking at it. It fell through the air and crashed to the ground behind my back. A steam cloud engulfed me. I heard the golem let out one final shudder before it burst into shards of light.

I wiped the sweat from my brow. So far, each chamber on this floor had featured golem monsters and trap. This chamber contained three golems and tiles that, when stepped on, emitted jets of hot steam.

The lack of visibility had forced me to fight the golem almost blind. Only with Solon’s help had I managed to trace the golem’s movements. It also helped that I’d fought so many golems on the way here—we’d been through dozens of chambers—that I could’ve defeated the things with my eyes closed.

“Yayyy!” came Eri’s voice. “More Mana Gourds! Good job Cyrian!”

I sighed as Eri stole away my items once more. So far, in every chamber, Eri had done nothing but take naps, cheer from the sidelines (or, more often, make fun of me), and chug down my Mana Gourds before I could get to them.

All I had to show for my effort were some Golem Shard items which Solon assured me were a cheap crafting item and useless in combat.

“Do me a favor,” I said to Eri. “Point out the next hole we find.”

“Why’s that?”

“So I can bury you in it and be free of you for good.”

“Aww, what a cruel heartless man you are Cyrian,” she said. “Burying an innocent maiden like me … But I know you won’t do it. You’re too nice. You already saved my life once. I’m sure you’ll do it again.”

“I did that because I thought you’d be useful,” I said. “But I clearly made a mistake in judgment. Next time something happens I’m not saving you.”

Eri laughed. “Cute. You’re so clueless you don’t even know anything about yourself.”

“Hmph. We’ll see who knows who soon enough.”

“Kyaaa! Another golem! Help!”

I whirled around. “Where? Where is it?”

Eri fell onto her knees, clutching her stomach and shaking with laughter. The Mana Gourd’s blue liquid sloshed onto her chest and trickled down the valley between her breasts. She pointed a finger at me.

“Y-you’re so easy to fool! So cute!”

I turned red. I grabbed my stuff and stalked off. But Eri was too fast. She leaped to her feet and slid her arm into mine, pulling me close.

“Oh don’t be mad Cyrian,” she said. “You should be grateful to me for not stepping in. All this fighting is making you stronger and giving you experience.”

“Nice excuse for being lazy,” I said.

“I’m not being lazy, I’m being crafty.”

“That’s even worse …”

Eri wasn’t wrong, though. Somehow Eri had managed to trigger every trap and activate every golem on this floor. Because of her clumsiness (or was it mischievousness?) I’d gained several levels since entering the floor. I’d mostly caught up on the experience I’d lost by falling halfway through the dungeon after King Malachi’s “banishment.” And on the way I’d pick up some interesting combat tricks. I wasn’t the same weak Cyrian who had nearly died to Fulcrum in the Fori Forest.

But it wasn’t enough.

I needed to get stronger.

“Cyrian? You’ve got a scary look on your face again.”

“It’s nothing,” I said bitterly.

Eri looked at me strangely. Then she squeezed my arm and pointed.

“Look,” Eri said. “The next chamber is different from the previous ones. See how fancy the door is? With inscriptions? I bet we’re getting close to the end of the floor …”


Chapter 32

The next chamber was many times larger than the previous ones. It looked like a Roman-era fortress someone had removed all the walls and corridors from to create one, giant room. Thick stone pillars extended up toward a ceiling hundreds of yards above. White torches burned on these pillars. The light was weak, barely piercing through the darkness.

From the ceiling, suspended by thick chains, were what looked like giant metal bird cages. The cages dangled several inches above the ground. They were so thickly grouped that they effectively created corridors and paths through the room. These paths were marked by blue carpet. Despite the torches’ light, I could only see a dozen yards ahead.

“What a creepy room,” Eri said. She grabbed my arm and drew close. Her breasts pressed into my arm. Her skin had the tangy, citrus smell of Mana Gourd liquid.

I tried to elbow Eri away but only succeeded in elbowing her boob.

“Ahhhn,” moaned Eri into my ear. “Not right now, Cyrian. Please hold on until tonight. Then you can fondle me all you want.”

“Sh-shut up!” I hated how I turned red every time the demon teased me. “Stop squeezing so close.”

“But I’m scared. Look.” Eri pointed toward one of the cages. A pair of red eyes emerged. Inside was a Nightcatcher Wolf. It eyed us hungrily and snarled, banging its head against the cage. The cage swung and creaked.

“How did that get in there?”

“I’d rather not know,” Eri said.

We passed more cages. Inside were various monsters. Some—like Darkscale Lurkers and Granite Golems—were monsters I’d fought before. Others I didn’t recognize but Eri did: they were monsters that she’d fought on the earlier floors.

“Somebody’s collecting them,” I said.

“Who?” Eri whispered.

“I don’t know,” I said. “But stay close to me this time. Don’t go wandering off. The last thing I need for you to do is stumble onto another trap and—”

Click.

“—wake up another monster.”

I looked down at my foot. It had sunken several inches. Under the blue carpet was some kind of tile switch.

Eri sighed. “Cyrian, now what have you done?”

“Huuuuhhhh …?

A deep, confused voice reverberated throughout the chamber. The chains holding the cages on the ceiling shook. The white torches flared brighter and suddenly the entire chamber was revealed.

“Raaawwww!”

A giant gate at the chamber’s far end marked the passage to the next floor. Guarding this gate was an enormous creature. It was thirty feet tall with blue eyes, bulging muscles, the head of a bull, and a hairy body that bulged with muscles. Two horns extended from his head. Broken manacles were fastened to his neck, arms, and ankles.

[Lv. 29 Shambling Minotaur: A powerful horned creature with the body of a man and the head of a bull. Once a prisoner himself, the minotaur loves to capture his prey and store them in cages for his personal and private entertainment.]

Eri’s hand tightened around my arm. The teasing, smiling expression was gone from her face. She bit her lip. Her face was pale. Her lips trembled and her eyes were wide.

“Eri?!”

“H-him,” she said. “It’s him. He’s the one who trapped me and put me in the cage.”

The minotaur’s face twisted into a gleeful smile at the sight of us.

“Uohhhh!” It said in a booming voice. It’s bull struggling to pronounce the words. “You! Go… cage.”

We stared at the minotaur. It stared back at us. It motioned to one of the cages.

“Go … cage …”

“Sorry,” I said. “But we’d rather not.”

“RAAHHHHHHH!” An ear-curdling screech filled the room. The minotaur’s eyes turned red. It began to run toward us, knocking aside cages.

“Run!” I shouted. “Run Eri!”
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“You go … cage!”

The minotaur roared as it lumbered toward us, knocking aside the heavy metal cages like they were strips of paper. With each step the floor shook under my feet, almost knocking me over.

I gritted my teeth. I didn’t have much time. I needed a plan.

[STATUS CARD]

[Name: Cyrian | Mana: 48/48]
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[Subclass: Corruption Wielder]
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[A-End Grimoire, L-Solon, R-Reclamation Step, R-Inanimate Rift, U-Emerging Shadows, U-Vicious Slash, U-Shadow Step, C-Health Pool, C-Enhance Quality]

Maybe I could cast [Soul Decay] on the minotaur at try to evade it by using [Shadow Step] to blink from shadowed area to shadowed area? But I knew from fighting the Black Ambush Sabertooth that the ability had limited effectiveness on Guardians. And even if the corruption spell did work, I still had to think about Eri.

What to do then? Try to cut it with [Vicious Slash]? Or [Reclamation Step] it into the air and drop it like the golems?

I had to try something.

“Vicious Slash!”

The energy crescent sliced toward the minotaur. But the monster flicked it away with its arm like an angry grandmother flicking away a buzzing gnat. The crescent deflected away and severed one of the cages’ chains. The cage came crashing down. Minor monsters screeched and howled.

I cursed. [Vicious Slash] wasn’t going to work. That left [Reclamation Step]. I took a crystal from my pack and threw it high into the air. Now I just had to swap places with it …

“Cyrian! Watch out!”

The minotaur was gone. A second ago it had been charging at us from the front. But now I could only see the cages. Where had it—

“Behind you!”

I whirled around. The minotaur was right behind us! I could smell its foul breath and see the yellow stains on its giant teeth.

How did it get there?! It can blink?

The next few actions happened almost simultaneously. The minotaur lunged toward us. Eri shoved me aside. I hit the ground, hard. The minotaur’s hands closed around Eri and lifted her into the air.

“Ahhhh!” Eri screamed, her face twisting in pain as the minotaur’s hands closed around her. The creature smiled gleefully.

“Get your hands off her!” I shouted.

The minotaur smiled at me. It pointed a finger.

“You go … cage. Or … I … crush … girlie …”

Eri was howling from pain. Any longer and the beast could crush her in his fist.

“Don’t do it Cyrian!” she shouted. “He’ll just lock us both up—ahhhh!”

Something crunched. I prayed it wasn’t the sound of Eri’s bones breaking. Eri was right. Surrendering would only get us both trapped. But still … wasn’t that better than letting the minotaur hurt her?

“I’m never going into a cage again!”

I gritted my teeth. No I couldn’t give myself up. I had to fight. But how? My skills weren’t strong enough. I needed more power. I needed a better skill.

Izanami’s words came back to me:

“Take this as my gift to you ….”

The soul. I still had the human soul Izanami had gifted me. I didn’t want to use it. Doing so would only play me into Izanami’s hands. But what choice did I have? It was that—or death for both of us.

Eri screamed in pain again. Her face was twisted in anguish.

I reached into my [Inanimate Rift] and pulled out the red pellet. Inside it, red liquid swirled.

“This better work …”

The End Grimoire hovered before me. I plunged the soul into the book. My arm phased into the rift. For a moment, I felt nothing. Then the pellet in my hands softened like jelly and melted away. The black rift pulsed with red energy. My mouth opened, almost of its own accord. And when I spoke there was an echo, as if multiple voices were speaking from my throat instead of just one:

“ZAPHKIEL!”

Time slowed. My own voice echoed inside my ears. Eri’s screams blurred and warped. The minotaur’s laughing face twisted up as if inside a vortex. I felt an intense pressure inside my head.

My fingers closed around something. I drew my arm back, leaving ripples of void essence. My hand emerged, clenching the handle of a black sword. The blade was thin and curved and crackled with dark energy. It felt weightless in my hand as if forged from pure energy.

Suddenly I felt strong, impossibly strong. Power coursed through my every vein and artery. What was happening? Was this the power of a human soul? It was addicting!

[Zaphkiel passive [Nether Infusion] now active. Base mana and stats have temporarily increased.]

The minotaur’s smile disappeared, replaced by a frown. It lunged at me with its free fist, metal chains swinging. I didn’t back away. Instead, I charged forward, meeting the minotaur’s lunge head-on.

Zaphkiel struck the chains around the minotaur’s wrist. Zaphkiel bit into the metal, rending it like a molten knife blasting through dry ice. Smoke guttered out. Soon I would cut through the metal and sever the minotaur’s wrist.

“RAAAAHHH!”

The minotaur was gone. I heard Eri’s scream coming from far above. The minotaur had blinked upwards toward the ceiling. It was now hanging from two chains using its hand and two feet. Its muscles bulged. It tore one cage free from the ceiling and hurled it at me. Two cages soon followed.

“Reclamation Step!”

I blinked higher into the air, using one thrown cage as a target. The minotaur’s rampage was causing the torches to flicker, adding more shadows to the room. With Zaphkiel’s boost to my mana pool, I was able to blink higher using repeated casts of [Shadow Step] and [Reclamation Step].

“NOO HUMAN!”

The minotaur jerked free another cage and prepared to throw it. I cast [Reclamation Step] and swapped with the cage. Suddenly I was right in front of the monster’s chest. Before it could react, I thrust Zaphkiel directly into its chest.

The minotaur roared in pain. Blue blood spewed all over my tattered clothes. Something hit me in the back. The minotaur’s arm caught me, crushing me between its forearm and chest. I grimaced in pain. But I didn’t let go of Zaphkiel, I thrust it deeper into the minotaur’s flesh. Hot blue blood spurted into my face and hair, drenching me.

“RAWWWWRRR!”

The minotaur cried out in agony. It tried to slam me against its chest, but I was able to jerk Zaphkiel free and [Reclamation Step] to a nearby cage just in time.

This final spell used up the last of my mana. Both of us were in free fall. The minotaur lashed out, trying to stop its fall on the chains. I cut loose two fingers. Hot sticky blood sprayed my chest and face.

We landed hard on the ground. The minotaur roared and slumped over. My vision was blurred and my ankle felt twisted and broken. Regardless, I limped to Eri and used Zaphkiel to cut her free.

“Eri! Are you okay!” I slapped her cheek. “Wake up! Wake up!”

Eri’s eyes fluttered open. She smiled weakly.

“I l-like it when you’re rough with me Cyrian. Slap me more …”

I let out a sigh of relief. If Eri still had the energy to tease me then she was okay. But unfortunately, the minotaur seemed okay too. Already its wounds were beginning to close. It sat up and shook its head, dizzily

I charged forward, preparing to thrust Zaphkiel into the minotaur’s chest before it could rise. But as I drew within striking distance, Zaphkiel vibrated. And then, before I could strike, it dissipated into black smoke. My body grew weak. It felt like an important part of me had been torn away.

What happened? Why did it disappear?

The minotaur rose. Despair seeped through me like an ice-cold river. Without Zaphkiel, how was I going to defeat this beast?

A figure stepped between me and the minotaur. All traces of amusement were gone from Eri’s face. Her eyes were closed and her lips murmured something. Her horns glowed. She began to wave her hands.

“Eri?” I shouted. “What are you doing? You’re way too weak!”

Eri began to float in the air. The air crackled and warped with magical energy. A blue aura formed around her. Suddenly the air around us was incredibly cold, like we were in a freezer.

The minotaur lunged, hands extended.

An energy aura shot out from Eri’s body like a crashing wave. The blue aura enveloped the minotaur’s body. The minotaur froze. Literally froze. It was encaged in a layer of ice. Its fist was still raised, preparing to smash us.

Eri fell from the air. I lunged forward and caught her just in time.

“Eri—!”

“See, Cyrian …” she said weakly. “I … I … I wasn’t drinking those Mana Gourds for no reason … I was buffing my mana pool … So I could overcast a spell …”

Overcasting. I remembered reading about that in my books. Certain casters could “burn” mana to buff the strength of their basic spells. By spending ten, or even a hundred times, the regular mana cost, they could multiply the power of their spells to defeat more powerful enemies. Eri had likely buffed her mana pool and overcast [Frozen Coffin] to freeze the minotaur. However, overcasting’s effect on the body was immense, and some were even said to die from the stress of using the ability.

“Don’t talk anymore,” I said. “I’ll get you to safety.”

Eri slumped over in my arms. She was still breathing. I glanced at the minotaur. The ice would melt soon. We couldn’t stay here. I was exhausted too. My legs felt heavy. My ankle throbbed. And my ribs were cracked from the minotaur’s blow. But Eri was in even worse condition.

Leave her, whispered Izanami’s voice in my head. She’s no longer useful to you. Leave her here to die.

“Fuck you,” I muttered. “I’m not your slave.”

I threw Eri over my shoulder and began to limp toward the gate.
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I slumped against the cave wall and took a few staccato breaths. The gate to the next floor seemed no closer than before. I could hardly see it through the maze of hanging cages. Eyes stared at me hungrily from the darkness.

My lungs were on fire. My ankle was swollen up to the size of a grapefruit. With every step forward, Eri’s limp form kicked against my cracked ribs, sending jolts of pain through my body.

Solon was managing [Health Pool] to heal me as fast as possible, but each step forward brought new wounds. It was all I could do to stay conscious. What I wanted more than anything was to stop and rest. But I couldn’t. I didn’t know how long Eri’s ice cage could hold the minotaur.

Eri passed into momentary consciousness. She was too weak to move but she managed to mumble:

“H-hey, Cyrian. Are you okay?”

I tried not to think about how pathetic I looked to her half-dead, soaked in sweat, my clothes covered in dirt, mud, and flecks of my blood and spit. And worst of all I’d run away from the monster that I couldn’t defeat. The only reason we’d survived had been because of her.

As I stumbled over puddles and wove past cages, heading for the next floor, panicked thoughts buffeted me. Why was I helping Eri anyway? I didn’t know. My body had acted on its own. Even now, after all that Malachi had done to me, I couldn’t help but try and be the good guy.

If I helped Eri, I knew what would happen. She would betray me like my so-called “friends” had. She would abandon me in my time of need, like Shia, Marco, Aeria, and all the others. But even so, I couldn’t let go. I clutched her harder to me to ensure she wouldn’t fall out of my arms.

We had to hurry. The minotaur wasn’t defeated. [Frozen Coffin] wasn’t a kill spell, it was a disabling spell with a limited duration. We needed to reach the safety of the next floor before the minotaur woke.

I went on, ignoring the pain that shot through my bones like a liquid fire. After what felt like an eternity, I ducked past another row of cages and found myself standing before the great gate. I tried to push it open but was pushed back by a pulse of cold energy.

“Shit. Another anti-magic door …”

Without putting Eri down, I simultaneously cast [End Grimoire] and [Primal Decay]. The book emerged and disappeared just as quickly after I cast the spell. The anti-magic door collapsed into fine ashes.

I stepped past the doorway—and immediately stumbled backward, collapsing from Eri’s weight. She fell on top of me, tangled together with my limbs.

“Cyrian!” she managed to say. “That hurt!”

“You should thank me,” I said. I just saved both our lives.”

“I wouldn’t say that yet,” Eri said.

“Now’s not the time for jokes, Eri,” I said, panting for air. “All we … have to do is go down to the next floor … Surely the Guardian won’t follow us there …”

“Yea, but going down is the hard part.”

I looked where Eri was looking. There was nothing beyond the gateway except for a gaping hole in the rock that traveled from wall to wall. I crawled toward it and looked down. I saw nothing but a black void.

We were trapped.


Chapter 35

“So which one of us is going to jump first?” Eri quipped.

I ignored her. Grimacing at the pain in my ribs, I reached into my bag and pulled out one of the three remaining cave crystals. I cast [Enhance Quality] on it. The crystal flared to life in my palm, momentarily blinding me and Eri. We both shielded our eyes from the light.

“Please let this work …”

I tossed the crystal into the hole. It began to fall, growing smaller and smaller … Just when I thought my plan had failed, the crystal clattered to a stop, revealing a large cluster of sharp stalagmites pointing up from the bottom of the pit like the spears of some golem army.

“Look,” Eri whispered. “A passageway!”

She was right. Near the spikes, off to one side, just barely visible was a sort of recess. From this angle, I couldn’t see that it was an actual exit. For all I knew, this was a fake exit, designed to trap dungeon divers.

“AAAAGHHH!” The minotaur roared.

Rock crumbled, raining down on us. Eri squealed as fragments of rock struck the back of her head and arms. The roar was accompanied by a crackling sound, like a tree falling in a forest.

“It’s breaking through my [Frozen Coffin] spell!” Eri said.

I nodded. I was exhausted—and at my strength’s end. But we had to keep moving. We were in no condition to fight that minotaur. There was no guarantee that this was the right way out. But I had to take a risk.

I have to find a way down there.

“Cyrian?” Eri said. “What are we gonna—”

She cut off as I slumped forward, nearly toppling headfirst into the hole. The world spun. Her arms grabbed me and pulled me back.

“Cyrian? Cyrian!”

“I’m … f-fine …”

“Stop lying!”

I pushed her away. I gritted my teeth. I punched each of my thighs several times. Then, clawing at the cave walls, I managed to get to my feet.

“Think about yourself,” I managed to say. The cave was spinning around me, whirling and whirling like the center of a storm. “I’m just a little dizzy. You can’t even walk.”

I wasn’t going to be a burden anymore. I couldn’t. Not when Eri’s life was at risk.

I looked away from her and considered the pit. If the pit was shallow, going down would’ve been considerably easy. All I needed to do in such a case was toss the crystals to a location where the stalagmites wouldn’t impale me and port down there with [Reclamation Step]. But the pit was far too deep to use either of my blink spells effectively. And, regardless, I had to get Eri down there too.

If my mana pool were larger, I might be able to repeatedly blink toward it with successive casts of [Reclamation Step]. But with my current mana pool, I didn’t even have enough to do that for myself, let alone for both of us.

“Okay Eri,” I said. “Here’s the plan. I’m going to throw myself into the hole.”

“Are you crazy?”

“Just listen. I’ll go down first and use [Reclamation Step] to stop my fall at the last moment. Once I give you the signal, you let yourself fall. I’ll swap with you at the last possible moment to save your fall.”

“Uh, Cyrian? In case you didn’t notice, there are spikes at the bottom of the pit.”

“Not a problem if we don’t hit them.”

“I think the minotaur bonked your head and made you insane.”

“Insanity is the only thing that’s going get us out of this.”

Eri hesitated, then nodded.

“Alright. I’ll trust you.”

I nodded. I took a deep breath and muttered.

“[Health Pool] deactivate, Solon.”

Using [Reclamation Step] on living creatures was more expensive. I needed to wait for my mana to regenerate before I had enough mana to complete the swaps needed to bring us to safety.

“AGHHHHHHH!”

The minotaur roared. There was a massive sound, like an entire forest being splintered by raging elephants.

“Oh no,” Eri said. “It’s broken free.”

I could hear the sounds of the enraged minotaur smashing through chains to reach the gate. It would be upon us in seconds.

“YOU GO CAGE!”

“Cyrian? It’s coming!”

“Eri,” I said. “Hold on tight.”

“What? That wasn’t the plan!”

“Well here’s the new plan!”

Eri put her arms nervously around me. I grimaced, lifting her into the air. Now that [Health Pool] was off, I couldn’t even heal my own wounds.

“Cyrian? You saw those spikes, right? Even if I land on top of you, we’re both done for.”

I ignored her quip. I couldn’t have responded even if I wanted to. Sweat was pouring off my neck and shoulders, running down my back. My tendons quivered. The cave was still spinning. My throat was dry, my mouth filled with something bitter and pasty.

I took another step forward.

“Cyrian? Have you lost your mind?”

“ARRRGGHHHHH!”

The unmistakable sound of a minotaur charging toward our location. Each step was as loud as ten thousand war drums. I could already see the minotaur’s enraged face through the gates.

One more step. My toes tottered over the edge.

“Cyrian? You’re mad. Are you really going to ju—”

“ARRRRRGHHHH.”

The cave walls were crumbling, sending shards of rock down on us. I bit my lip so hard I drew blood. Then, with the last of my strength, I stepped forward and flung us into the pit.

“Kyaaa!” Eri shouted. “We’re gonna die!”

“We are not going to die.”

The rock walls rushed past. The pit floor, which had seemed so far away, was suddenly growing close all too fast.

I only had enough mana left in my pool for a single cast. I didn’t have enough to swap both myself and Eri. Which meant …

I let go of Eri. Using my legs, I pushed her higher into the air. This accelerated my own fall but created some distance between us. Now we were both in free fall, but I was falling several yards below her.

I looked over my shoulder to gauge the distance. Then I turned so I was falling while looking up at Eri. I took a deep breath, palm extended. There was no time to figure out how to dodge the stalactites.

“Cyrian! Watch out!”

I slammed into a stalactite. The pointed tip erupted through my shoulder in a burst of blood. My body struck the ground, hard. In the final moment before I lost consciousness, I pointed my palm up at Eri and murmured:

“Reclamation Step!”


Chapter 36

“Alright. Finally done!”

Eri’s voice woke me from my slumber. She sounded far away, like she was calling from the end of a long tunnel.

I couldn’t see, but I had some sensation in my fingers and hands. A faint tingling. The most notable feeling though, was of overwhelming cold. A bitter, piercing cold, like I was trapped in the heart of a blizzard.

Eri seemed to be talking to herself. I could hear snatches of what she was saying. “It’s a bit longer than I expected. And stiffer.” A pause. “It’s been a while … … trapped one hundred years … My fingers are stiff … I hope I can do it properly …”

Do what properly?

“After I put this on him, he should be protected.”

Protected? From what?

“Hmm, it might be a little too small, considering how big he is. I guess I should make some measurements again, and see how many inches he is. Just to be safe.”

Suddenly I had control of my body.

“Wait! I’m not ready!”

I jerked upright. I wasn’t so cold anymore. My body was swathed in bandages. My face and body were flushed from imagining what Eri might be doing to me.

Eri knelt on a pillow that protected her legs from the rough cave ground. Her graceful silver hair shone in the cave’s crystal light. Eri held some knitting needles in her hands. On her lap was a folded black robe.

“You’re finally awake!”

A sharp pain hit my chest. I crumpled over back onto my back, groaning.

“Careful,” Eri said. “You’re still injured …”

I was lying on a makeshift mattress woven from Nightcatcher furs.

“Wh-where are we?” I said.

“The next floor. Or, a floor, actually. Because I think that fall let us skip several. ”

I looked behind me. The hut was open on one end, showing the pit with the sharp stalagmites we had almost impaled ourselves on. So somehow my gamble had paid off. We had survived the minotaur—barely—and also managed to skip several floors of the dungeon.

I looked around, shielding my eyes. The hut had brick walls and a straw ceiling. Opaque windows obscured the view but somehow let sunlight stream through.

I noticed, with a mixture of disappointment and relief, that Eri wasn’t naked anymore. She wore a white robe that hung loosely around a knee-length black dress.

“Where’d you get those clothes from?”

“I made them. From Nightcatcher furs. I’m pretty good at Crafting, if I have the right supplies. And now I’m making your clothes. How do I look?”

“You look—oog!”

I groaned, clutching my head as a wave of dizziness came over me. My throat was parched.

“How long have I been asleep?” I croaked.

“I’m not sure,” she answered. “A long time. I thought you were dead! Your body was all twisted up. Bones sticking up from skin. A-and …” She sniffled. Then, suddenly, she threw the clothes she was sewing into my face.

“What are you doing?!”

“You IDIOT!”

“Huh? Wha—?”

“I thought you were dead!” Eri sniffled. “I thought you’d died. You were so broken up. If it wasn’t for the healing magic you used you would be dead … sniff …”

I stared at her.

“Okay, what are you trying to trick me into doing now?”

She punched me in the ribs

“Ow! That hurts!”

“Idiot! I’m not trying to trick you. I was just worried.”

I looked at her. She bit her lip and looked away. I realized she was genuine, and I had been too harsh for suspecting her.

“Sorry,” I said. “My bad habit. I can’t trust anyone.”

“Hmph,” she said. “I’ll consider your apology if you put on these clothes I made for you. They’re not much. But its the best I could do for us given the supplies in your pack.”

“Going through my stuff without permission again?”

“Hmph. Do you want these clothes or not? Because if you don’t you can travel the rest of this dungeon in your underwear for all I care!”

“In my underwear?” I looked down—and finally understood why the hut was freezing. “W-why am I naked?!”

The only thing left of my clothing were my boxers. Three deep, parallel scars crossed my torso. My right shoulder was bruised to the color of an eggplant. It hurt to move it. I couldn’t lift it over my head. [Health Pool] had healed the worst of the damage, but to heal my injuries completely would take days, or even weeks.

“You’re naked because I stripped you,” Eri said.

“What?!”

Eri made a face. “How else was I going to make measurements?”

I felt myself flush. “I … I …” I tried to lunge for the clothes but Eri snatched them away. Another sharp pain shot through my ribs.

“Ow,” Eri said. “That looks painful. You really shouldn’t be making any sharp movements, Cyrian.”

“Give me those clothes!”

“You’re so cute Cyrian,” Eri said. “Never been half-naked in front of a woman before? Well, you’re not entirely naked. Not yet. Though that can be quickly arranged …”

She slipped her fingers into the waistband of my boxers. I slapped her hand away and spluttered:

“Wh-what are you doing?”

She giggled. “Just a joke Cyrian.” She flipped her hair playfully. “Anyway, you can’t put these clothes on just yet. Look how filthy your body is. You’ll ruin them. Better to take a bath. There’s a nice hot spring attached to this hut.”

“Bath? I don’t need a bath.”

“Yea. But I need you to take a bath. Because you stink.”

My body was covered in grime, crusted blood, and probably lots of other even dirtier things. I sniffed my armpits—and almost passed out. I smelled like dung and fermented straw.

“Pretty bad, no?” Eri said. “Now are you feeling more thankful? I had to suffer through all that while I nursed you back to health. Besides,” Eri said. “The bath will also soothe your wounds and give a temporary boost to your mana regen. That’s important, isn’t it?”

Eri had a point. If I was going to clear this dungeon, I needed every advantage I could get. I waved Eri away when she tried to help me and hobbled to the door toward the hot spring.


Chapter 37

The hut’s side door opened out into a small, low-ceilinged cavern. At the far end was a glistening natural hot spring that was filled with hot water cascading down from a hole in the wall.

Clutching my ribs, I managed to step out of my boxers and lower myself into my water. I let out a sharp hiss. The water felt almost scalding hot. But as I got more accustomed to it, the warmth spread through my body, and I felt myself starting to relax.

A panel appeared in the air:

[Buff Granted - Hot Spring Manaflow: These hot spring waters are charged with mana. Your maximum mana capacity and mana regen are temporarily increased.]

Solon automatically re-activated [Health Pool]. The buff would let her run the skill constantly without draining my mana to zero. Gradually the aches and pains in my body began to wash away.

After some time, I felt strong enough to get up and wash. A few leafy plants grew by the spring’s edge, jutting out from between the rocks. The leaves were circular and had a rough, spongey texture. They glowed with pale green light. I pulled off one of the leaves and appraised it.

[C-Levas Leaf - Commonly found in deep caves, these leaves glow when fed with the magically-charged cave waters. Higher quality leaves can be crushed to produce a soapy paste prized for its benefits to skin health.]

I used [Enhance Quality] to boost the Levas Leaf into a Quality Levas Leaf. Then, by crushing it, I was able to make a soapy paste. When I spread it over my body, it produced a frothy lather. Layers of mud and dry sweat melted off my body. My skin tingled. For the first time in a long time, I felt clean again.

I reached around to wash my back but winced in pain. My shoulder was still bothering me. If only there was some way to—

“Nice ass, Cyrian.”

I whirled around. Eri was sitting cross-legged at the edge of the pool watching me.

“Nice.” Eri put a finger between her lips and licked it. “You turned around to give me a better view.”

I put both hands over my crotch and sank down into the water. I prayed desperately that the steam would hide me and my blushing face.

“When did you g-get there?”

“Oh, like fifteen minutes ago. I’ve been drinking in the sight of you.” She bit her lower lip and winked at me. “You’ve got a surprisingly nice body, Cyrian. Considering, I mean, how much of a virgin you are.”

“I’m not a v-virgin!”

Eri snorted. “Yea, and I’ve got three horns.”

Eri stood up. She undid her robes and let them slide from her shoulders. In the cave light her body seemed to glow and hold the light in a way no human body could. For the first time, I saw Eri completely naked. Her areolas were bright pink. Her nipples, likewise pink, poked out like two rubbery nubs. Her pelvis was free of hair, but there were some markings above her cleft which were shaped like a pair of demon horns.

Eri stepped into the water.

“Let me wash your back Cyrian.”

I sunk even lower. “Why would I let you do that? Go away.”

“Your back is filthy. And you’re obviously having trouble reaching it. Or … are you afraid of having a woman touch your back? Hmm?”

“No! I … I just don’t want to owe you anything!”

Eri laughed sultrily. “In that case …” She came up behind me. I heard the water slosh. I felt her hands touch the sides of my stomach. I jumped. “You can wash my back after. Tit for tat. That way we don’t owe each other anything … hmm?”

“I d-don’t want …”

“Why? Are you scared?”

“Why would I be scared?”

“Then it’s settled.” She hugged me from behind. “I’ll wash your back …”

Her breasts pressed against me. She began to rub her breasts against me up and down, spreading the frothy soap all over me.

“You’re r-rubbing …”

“Yea? So?”

“…”

I tried every technique I knew to keep my erection away. I tried breathing. I tried counting sheep. I even tried thinking about King Malachi and Fulcrum’s ugly faces. But nothing was working. Eri’s tits against my back felt too nice.

“Look at all this grime on you Cyrian,” Eri murmured as she rolled her tits in a circle. I could feel her hard nipples poking into me. “We’ve got to get it all off .”

“Aren’t you d-done yet?” I said. I was glad the cave was pitch-black, or Eri would certainly have noticed my erection.

“Hm? What’s this?”

I froze. Eri’s hands had slipped around me. Suddenly they were gripping my erect shaft. She felt along my length. Her soapy hands were smooth and warm. I resisted the urge to shudder in pleasure.

“What happened, hmm?” she murmured. “All I was doing was washing your back? But your lewd mind seems to have something else in mind?”

“S-stop …” I croaked.

Eri clucked her tongue.

“We can’t have this. How are you going to do battle against all those scary monsters with this monster getting in your way? I’m surprised Cyrian. You’re a lot … better endowed than I thought.”

“I …”

“Shh. I’ll take care of it for you.”

I tried to protest but ended up moaning instead. Eri’s hand squeezed down on my cock and began to pump. Her other hand slipped under my shaft and began to play with my balls.

“So what do you do when you play with yourself, Cyrian? Do you grip it like this? Or like this?”

“Ngh …”

I knew I should stop her, but her hands felt too good against mine. Instead of pushing her away, I found myself leaning back into her making sounds I didn’t know I could make.

“Wow? Do I feel that good?” She nibbled on my ear and said: “I’ve had a lot of time to think, you know. In that cage, for one hundred years. I thought about all the naughty things I’d do with the next man I found after breaking free from the cage. Well? How do they feel?”

“Mhm … Oh …”

Eri giggled into my ear as she continued to stroke.

“I’ll take that to mean you’re enjoying this.”

The skin of her hands was more slippery than a human woman’s. It reminded me a little of dolphin hide. It was slightly oily and functioned as a natural lubricant.

“Mhm … Yea … Don’t worry, let Eri take care of everything for you … I can tell you’ve been all tense … Now’s your chance to relax …”

Her fingers danced over me. Waves of pleasure coursed through my brain. I knew I should stop her. I knew we shouldn’t be doing something like this. But I couldn’t resist. Soon I was moaning and thrusting my cock into her hand.

“So eager!” she giggled. “Now you’re finally being honest! But just you wait, I’m just getting started—”

“Ungh!” I grunted. “I’m gonna—”

“What? Already? No!”

It was the first ever handjob of my life. Eri’s expert handling, plus the lewd way she whispered into my ear, was too much. My body tensed. I thrust my hips forward …

Eri responded just in time. She covered my cock with her hand just as I hit my orgasm. Rope after rope of hot seed hit her palm. She continued to stroke me with her other hand, milking the seed from me like lotion from a tube.

“That’s it Cyrian … Let it all out … That’s a good boy … Mhm … You deserved this … Mhmm … There’s so much … Wow … It’s still coming out …”

My legs went weak. I fell back into Eri. She giggled and released me. Then she began to slurp at something.

“Mhmm … Yummy …”

“Eri? What are you—”

A pool of cum rested in Eri’s hands. Her long tongue was extended from her mouth, and she was lapping up my semen like a thirsty cat laps up milk. I watched as she swallowed a large mouthful.

“Delicious,” she said, smacking her lips. “It’s my first time tasting human semen. Once you get used to the bitterness, it actually makes a pretty good snack!”

“Y-you crazy woman!!”

She finished lapping up the rest of my cum. Then she grabbed my hands and placed them on her hips. Suddenly I found myself gripping Eri’s naked ass, pulling her hips against mine.

“I want more,” she growled into my ear. “I’m still hungry.”

“W-what are you talking about? It’s not food.”

She grabbed my package and squeezed, palpating it with her fingers. I jerked and began to squirm because of how sensitive I was. I whimpered. She laughed wickedly and continued to rub.

“C’mon Cyrian,” she murmured. ”Just one more time. Pretty please!”

I jerked free from her and leaped out of the pool. Water dripped from my body and I nearly slipped on the cave floor.

“Y-you nymphomaniac!”

“How was your first handjob, Cyrian? Was it satisfactory? Though I guess there’s no need to ask.” She smirked and opened her mouth and stuck her tongue out at me. It was still coated with my seed. “See how much you let out? It must have felt really good.”

I clutched my head. Now that I was in post-orgasm mode, I realized the madness of what had happened. First I’d had my first kiss stolen by a revenge-crazy Goddess of Corruption. And now I’d had my first handjob stolen by this lustful half-demon who was supposed to be my enemy!

“Hey!” said Eri. “Cyrian, where are you going? Don’t run away! You need to return the favor! You can’t just leave a lady hanging horny like this … Hey! Wait! Cyriaaaan!”


Chapter 38

After the “incident” in the hot spring with Eri, I ran back into the hut and shut the door behind me. I could hear Eri splashing around in the hot spring, but I tried not to think about what her body looked like with the hot spring water running down her valleys and curves.

I felt guilty for caving in to Eri’s sexual advances. This certainly wasn’t how I imagined having sex—if you could call it that—for the first time.

My eighteen-year-old mind had simulated my first sexual encounter countless times. In my mind, there’d been more build-up. A few dates, a first kiss, maybe a walk in the park followed by a romantic dinner together, and then, at the end, if things went really well, we’d spend a lovely night together in my apartment or hers which would culminate in my losing my virginity.

But instead of that ideal scenario, I’d rescued a horny half-demon from a cage, reluctantly added her to my party, nearly died fighting a minotaur, fell into a hole, and then woke up half-crippled only to take a bath and be sexually attacked with a handjob from behind.

A wonderful handjob. And if I went out there into the hot spring now, Eri would surely do it again. And again. And again.

I shook my head to clear it. That wasn’t the point! Yes, Eri’s hands had felt good. But Eri was a demon. She was supposed to be my enemy. Wasn’t that what Malachi and the others had said?

“Wait!” I said out loud. “Why should I listen to Malachi?”

The Kingdom of Aleketh meant nothing to me, now. They were my enemy. After all they had tried to kill me. Why shouldn’t I be doing all sorts of lewd and naughty things with Eri. After all, an enemy of my enemy was my friend.

And another thing bothered me. The books in the library, as well as the words spoken by Malachi’s men, had suggested that demons were amoral creatures who killed without abandon and had no empathy or morals at all. Now, I had to admit, Eri was bit loose on the sexual morals side, but in other ways she seemed like a perfectly cute and lovable human woman.

Was I misjudging her? Was Eri deceiving me? Or maybe it was the books—and Malachi—who were being intentionally deceiving? Maybe demons weren’t as bad as they seemed …

I shivered suddenly and realized I was still naked after my bath in the hot springs. I used a rag to wipe myself dry and decided to try on the clothes Eri had given me.

[UNCOMMON - Nightcatcher Robe]

[ +12 MANA | +5 STR | + 5 DEF | + 10 STA ]

[U-Shadowscape (15 Mana) – Covers an area with black gas that inhibits vision, light, and smell within a twenty-meter radius.]

I put on all the clothes. Every piece of clothing fit perfectly, and wearing the complete set even gave me a new skill, [Shadowscape]. The skill had a high mana cost but I realized I could use it in concert with [Emerging Shadows] to escape from difficult situations.

“Oh!” said Eri, coming in through the door, drying her hair with a bit of rag. She was completely naked. “Looks good on you, Cyrian.”

I seized up and started to turn red at the sight of Eri. I quickly changed out of the armor and slipped into the bed of furs without saying a single word.

Eri watched me in the semi-dark.

“What’s wrong, Cyrian?”

“Nothing’s wrong.”

A silence. Eri shuffled around. There was the sound of clothing being rearranged, folded. I closed my eyes and tried to sleep. And then, without warning, Eri lifted up the furs and slid in beside me.

“W-w-what are you doing?”

Eri responded by snuggling closer and sliding an arm over my chest. She whispered into my ear: “Can’t be helped. There are only enough wolf pelts for one bed now because I made your clothes. Or what? Are you scared of sleeping together with a woman?”

“I’m not scared! It’s just t-tough to sleep like this.”

“Why?” She pressed her breasts against my arm and slung a leg over my hips. I could feel her thigh pressing against my groin. “Is something distracting you?”

“N-no. It’s just such a confined space …”

“I can help you forget about how confined the space is,” Eri murmured. Her hand slid around to rest on my stomach. “Maybe we can repeat what just happened in the springs? Or maybe you’d like to go all the way this time? Would you like to fill me up with your—”

“N-no!”

I jumped out of the pelts, ran several feet away, and lay down on the soil. Eri laughed as she watched me go.

“So easy!” she teased. “Virgins are so easy to manipulate. Now the bed is all mine. Here because I’m so nice I’ll let you have one pelt …”

Eri tossed one pelt over to me. I sighed and slipped it over my shoulders. I closed my eyes and tried to sleep. I could hear my heart thumping. Being with Eri wasn’t good for my cardiovascular health.

“Cyrian?” Eri murmured after a while.

“What now?!” I snapped.

“Thanks for saving me. Twice now.”

“You’re being weird.”

“I know. But I wanted to say thanks.”

I hesitated. “I didn’t—”

“—do it for me,” Eri said. “I know. But I don’t care why you saved me. What matters is that you did.”

I was silent for a time. I could hear the spring bubbling softly past the soft door. Even inside the hut I could smell the mossy scent of the levas plants.

Why had I saved Eri? My body had acted on instinct. I hadn’t had the time to think before. Was it out of carnal desire? Surely not. But then what was the alternative? Surely I wasn’t growing to … like this giggling, clumsy, but also somehow charming half-demon girl? I couldn’t like anyone. Not now. Not when I had to get my revenge.

“Cyrian?” Eri said after a while.

“What? I’m trying to sleep.”

“You asked me about the Soulstone. Why I want it so badly. Well, I think I’m ready to tell you about it.”

“Not interested.”

“Well listen anyway!” Eri cleared her throat. “I’m a half-demon, remember? Humans and demons are considered incompatible. What happens when a child is born into two worlds that should never be together? Nobody wants her. She’s trash. Considered sub-human by one side of her family and all too human by the other.”

I didn’t speak. I waited for Eri to continue.

“I never knew my father. My mother doesn’t mention him. Did he take her in battle? Or did they fall in love with each other only to fall out of it? I’ll never know. I grew up in a demon village. But my village never accepted me for who I was. They shunned me … All I wanted growing up was to belong …

“When I came of age, some members of my village threatened to throw me out. They didn’t want me there as an adult. I was given a task to prove my worth. They wanted me to retrieve an item. The Soulstone Relic.”

“The Soulstone Relic?” I echoed.

“Yes …” Eri paused. “The rule was that if I could retrieve that artifact, I would be accepted back into the village as a proper demon.” She laughed softly. “But what actually happened was I got stuck in a cage for a hundred years. I bet my village was happy about that … But I’ll show them. I’ll show that I can retrieve the Soulstone.”

I stayed silent. I had my own thoughts about Eri and her artifact. Was it really true that her people would accept her once she returned the item to them? If her life was anything like mine, those around her would only find a new reason to hate her and shun her.

But who was I to say that to Eri? We all needed some hope to hang on to. Eri had her Soulstone Relic. And me? Well, now I only had my revenge.

“What’s your home like, Cyrian?” Eri said. “Did you have a place where you belonged? You’re an otherworlder, right?”

“It’s not important.”

“I want to hear it anyway.”

“I … I have an older brother. He was better than me at everything. Sports, school, making friends. So my parents funneled all our money into supporting him. I was in his shadow. I got only the hand-me-downs, the stuff he didn’t want. And no matter how hard I tried I couldn’t even reach the level of his feet. We were born to the same parents but he got all the love and I got none of it. When he got an athletic scholarship at a prestigious college in another country, my parents moved away with him. They left me alone. I was fourteen years old …”

I took a deep breath. The words were pouring out of me. I couldn’t stop them now.

“When I got to this world I thought I could start over. Maybe here I could get people to love me if I tried my best and became strong, and a powerful, successful, Hero. But nothing changed. In this world, I was useless too. Instead of love or appreciation, I was betrayed and left for dead …”

I kept talking. My whole body shook as the words spilled out of me. I told Eri all about our arrival in the world, my weak skills, my humiliation at the hands of my so-called “friends,” the banishment by Malachi (which had been a front for an execution), and then the tumble into the Fori Forest Dungeon.

Eri stayed quiet, listening respectfully through all of that, occasionally asking a kind question or two. When I was done, I could hear Eri rustling about in her wolf pelts. After what felt like a long time, I heard her say:

“I knew it must have been something terrible,” she said. “And now I think I understand why you sometimes have that look.”

“Look?”

“The psycho face. Your left eye glows orange. It’s filled with soulless anger,” she remarked. She didn’t sound afraid. Just worried.

I blinked, taken aback by her bluntness—and sincerity. Was my hatred that obvious?

“But I want you to know something. I’ve seen the real you. The real you is the one who risked his life to save me from the minotaur. The one who leaped to a deep, deep pit to almost certain death. That’s the real you. The real Cyrian. The one who would do anything for the ones he lov—” She cleared her throat. “The ones he cares for.”

“You don’t understand—”

“I do.”

She came over to me. Before I could react, I felt her lips on mine. They were soft, slightly rubbery, and surprisingly warm. For a moment I couldn’t move. All I could do was feel the softness of her lips against mine, smell the mossy scent of the hot spring on her skin, and feel the heat of her breath against my face.

Then something woke up inside of me. I pushed her away.

“What was that for?” I breathed.

Eri didn’t respond to my question. Instead, she said:

“You’re a bad liar. I told you.” She slid her finger down my chest toward my belly button. “I can see it on your face. You’re not serious about revenge.”

I looked away.

“I am serious.”

I tried to push her off but she was surprisingly strong.

“No. You’re not serious, Cyrian. You don’t want to take revenge on all those people. Who is it? Your friends? Your loved ones? Many of them are innocent. What good would there be in making them all die?”

I felt a sudden rush of anger. How dare this creature tell me what I was and wasn’t.

“You don’t know that!” I roared. I sat up, tossing Eri aside. She rolled aside and struck the gazebo wall hard, wincing with pain.

“Ah,” I said. “I’m sorry …”

Eri sat up, clutching her shoulder. She grinned at me.

“See? You can’t even hurt me without apologizing. How are you going to take revenge on a kingdom of loyal fathers, loving mothers, innocent babies? Do you really have it to cut them apart, to rend their flesh from bone, to slaughter one after the other until the rivers run red with their blood and guts?”

Suddenly it seemed like Eri’s eyes were the ones glowing. Her voice seemed deeper too, as if someone else were speaking through her.

“I … I …” I balled my hands into a fist. “What do you know?!”

“I know more than you think Cyrian,” Eri said, smiling wistfully. “Not because I can read minds but because I’ve been alive a lot longer than you have … Your words and actions contradict one another. Let’s face it. You’re not cut out for evil Cyrian. You’re a good guy, through and through.”

I felt all the fight flow out of me. Was Eri right? I didn’t know. I still wanted revenge. But part of me also wondered if it would solve anything. Why had I saved Eri, if not out of kindness?

“Those girls you mentioned,” Eri said softly. “Shia and Aeria. I don’t think they betrayed you on purpose. Your other friends too. Not all of them are bad, I’m sure. People make mistakes. I think they were tricked by this Malachi guy. Something sinister is going on. The things he says about demons and exterminating them. Some of these things are lies …”

I rolled over. I didn’t know what to think.

“It doesn’t matter,” I finally said. “None of it matters anyway. I’m probably just deluded. I’m a little weakling who will never accomplish anyway.”

“No true, Cyrian.You saved me. You are strong.”

“…”

“Except …”

“Except what?”

“Except in the bedroom department,” Eri said. “When I washed your dick it took you all of ten seconds to erupt in my hands! You have the stamina of a two-hundred-year-old man! Hahaha!”

“S-s-shut up you perverted demon!”

I clamped the furs over my head to shut out Eri’s mocking laughs and went to sleep.
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The next morning, I woke up with Eri’s hand lying across my chest. Her legs were tangled with mine. Her other hand rested on my hips and two soft, round things pressed into my back.

I jumped out of the furs like someone had dumped scalding water on me.

Eri groaned, rubbing her eyes. “What’s the fuss?”

“W-why are you in my bed again?!”

“It’s my bed, remember?” Eri said. She sat up, stretched. The furs fell off her body. Blood rushed to my face.

“Wh-where are your clothes?”

“Over there silly.” Eri pointed to a pile in the corner of the hut. She made no attempt to cover herself. “I like to sleep without clothes on.”

“But why … what …”

“Oh stop babbling,” Eri said.

Eri stood up, stretching her arms leisurely. She wiggled her hips. She bent forward and then backward, making her private parts jiggle. Then, at last, she sauntered over to her clothes and got dressed.

“This better? Virgins are so high-maintenance. All I did was flash a little flesh and you’re about to burst an artery.”

“You were butt naked!”

“And?”

I sighed. Arguing with Eri was useless.

“Besides,” Eri was saying. “You should be thankful. You were whimpering in your sleep and shivering, so I slipped under the covers with you.”

“Whimpering?”

Eri grinned wickedly. “Yea you were like … Oh Shia! … Oh Aeria! … I miss you both so much! … Kiss me! … Touch me!”

“I did not say those things!”

Eri threw her head back and laughed. “But you feel that way.”

“I don’t care about them. I just want—”

“—to get revenge. I know. Yap, yap, yap. Come on,” she said over her shoulder. “Stop fuming and get your stuff ready. We’re about to clear this dungeon.”

“I’m not fuming. And what do you mean about clearing the dungeon?”

She grinned at me. “Call it my demon sense, but I have a feeling that the artifact is close. I can feel the Soulstone calling. Unless …” She eyed me slyly through the side of her eyes. “You want to take another bath together?”

I bundled up the furs and tossed them into [Inanimate Rift].

“No,” I said, trying not to turn red. “No more baths.”

The gazebo opened into a tunnel that slanted downward. We went down with me walking first and Eri close behind.

The tunnel was longer than any I’d seen before in the Fori Forest Dungeon. The ceiling was low, forcing us to stoop over and then, eventually, to crawl.

At first, I had to use my crystals to shine the way forward through the darkness. We crawled on like that for some time, maybe thirty minutes, maybe an hour. It didn’t help that Eri kept bumping and rubbing up against me.

“Does this ever end?” Eri said.

“How would I know?”

“I’m tired. Carry me.”

“Carry yourself!”

As we crawled, we gradually noticed a light further down the path. At first the light was quite soft. But after each twist or turn it got brighter. Then, suddenly, we rounded a corner, pushed past some hanging vines, and stepped into broad daylight.

I squinted, shielding my eyes.

“Daylight? In a dungeon?”

We faced an open plain dotted with clusters of trees and shrubs. Above us, a bright blue sky and a sun that shone like a ball of white flame. The soil beneath our feet was rocky and brittle with gnarled grass. The air smelled of earth, sand, and sun.

My mind struggled to process the dissonance. Had we somehow been climbing upwards? Had the tunnel led us back to the surface? But no. This wasn’t the Fori Forest. And the tunnel had definitely been heading downwards.

“It’s Illusion magic,” Eri murmured, staring dreamily up at the sun. “A powerful one. But it’s not all-powerful.” She held up her arm and pointed to the goosebumps on her skin. “You can’t feel the sun’s heat.”

She was right. Now that I thought about it, it was just as cold as before. Only the sight of the false sun made the plains feel warmer.

“This is all an illusion?”

She shrugged. “Maybe? Or some of it might be real. What’s important is that we be careful. And … Be prepared for a fight.”

“A fight?”

She looked at me. “Somebody—or something—is producing this illusion. We’ll have to face it sooner or later.”

“The Guardian of this floor?”

“Maybe. Or something worse.”

I shuddered at the thought. The minotaur had almost killed us. We’d only survived out of luck. Was I ready to take on something even more powerful? Better to take it slow, build up my levels, train, and get some more experience before taking on the final boss …

A rustle of leaves. Something colorful burst out from a copse of trees. It was a bird with colorful wings and a large pointed beak. The head was as large as its torso. It charged toward me, carried by an invisible breeze.

Solon identified the creature:

[Lv. 18 Rainbow Sharpbeak: A tropical bird that violently protects its territory from intruders. Its sharp, triangular beak is powerful enough to puncture steel.]

I waited for the creature to get close. Then I cast [Vicious Slash]. The creature died in a single hit. It was cut in half before dissolving into pieces of light.

“Well that was easy,” I said. “Maybe I am getting stronger.”

[Illusion monster defeated. No experience gained.]

“What? No experience?”

“What did you expect?” Eri said. “You were fighting an illusion. If you could gain experience from illusions then everyone would hire an Illusionist and use them to grow stronger.”

“Wait … Does that mean all the monsters on this floor don’t give experience? But they can still attack?”

“Seems likely.”

The trees rustled. Two more Rainbow Sharpbeaks burst out and began to charge toward me. I rolled my eyes. I really wasn’t in the mood for wasting my energy on illusory monsters.

Eri yawned and stretched again, showing the smooth skin of her armpits. Inside her mouth, her tongue was as pink as bubblegum.

“Good news, Cyrian.” She clapped me on the shoulder. “You get to do all the fighting while I save up my strength for the final fight.”

I gave her a dirty look.

“What?” she said. “It worked before, didn’t it?”

I sighed. She did have a point.

“Wait,” I said. “If they’re illusions, then why bother fighting them at all? I should just be able to ignore them.”

I put my hands in my pockets.

“Um, Cyrian,” Eri said. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

“Nobody asked your opinion.”

The Sharpbeaks launched themselves at me. I ignored them. One struck me in the chest, tearing into my armor and throwing me onto my back. The other landed on my face and began to peck and my scratch my nose and mouth with its claws.

“Ow! Ow! Ow! Vicious Slash! Vicious Slash!”

Both birds dissipated into light shards. I rolled over, clutching my nose. Blood streamed down my face, dripping down my chin and onto my clothes. Eri fell back, kicking her legs and laughing.

“L-look at you, Cyrian! You look so s-stupid! Ahaha!”

“That’s not funny!” was what I wanted to say, but with all the blood in my nose I didn’t manage any coherent words at all.

“You can’t ignore illusion monsters, Cyrian. They can still hurt you.”

I wiped my nose clean on a strip of rag.

“You could have mentioned that earlier.”

“I tried, but you didn’t listen.”

I frowned. Well there went my plan for leveling up before fighting the final Guardian. How was I going to prepare now? Maybe I could go back up the tunnel and find some other monsters to level up on …

I turned around, looking for the opening we had come in from. But there was nothing behind us but more grass, soil, and trees.

“The tunnel entrance!” I said. “It’s gone. But how can that be? It was just here before?”

“Illusionist must have closed it off,” Eri murmured. She looked around as if expecting someone to be sneaking up on us. “We’re trapped, Cyrian. And there’s only one way out. We’ve got to find the Guardian of this floor and defeat it.”
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“Cyrian,” Eri whined. “I’m thirsty.”

“Shut up.”

“I can’t. I’m tired. I can’t walk anymore.”

I sighed and shoved my Mana Gourd husk toward Eri. Inside was the last of the water we’d collected from the spring. Eri popped the top and extended her long, pointed tongue. She poured the last drops onto it. I watched her neck bob as she swallowed.

“It’s not enough. I want more.”

“There isn’t any more …”

How long had we been walking for? I didn’t know. The sun was always in the same position. All I knew was that I was tired. My muscles ached from fighting off Illusion monsters that attacked us, without warning, from the brush or the treeline. I was cut up and bleeding. And not a single monster had dropped any items or experience.

To make matters worse, the meadow and forests were illusory too. The water in streams didn’t satisfy our thirst and the nuts and berries we gathered from bushes provided no nourishment. We’d long finished the last of the food I’d stored in the [Inanimate Rift] and now, with this Mana Gourd, we’d finished the last of the water too.

“Squawk!”

A Rainbow Sharpbeak appeared above us and began to drop toward me, beak pointed and my head. I raised a hand casually and muttered:

“Vicious Slice …”

The bird split into two and exploded into fragments of light. I didn’t even bother looking to see if it dropped any items. I knew it wouldn’t.

“We can’t go on like this,” I said. “This place is endless.”

I sat down hard on the grass and hugged my knees. My eyelids were heavy. Eri sat and leaned against me. She snaked her tongue into the Mana Gourd, drying to fish for more drops of moisture. Her lips were flaked and there were dark circles under her eyes. We couldn’t even sleep because there was no shelter from the illusion monsters. We hadn’t even found the Guardian yet and already I was running out of energy …

Something hard pressed against my back. I cursed and reached behind me, expecting to find a rock. Instead I found something hard and round and furry, like a coconut. It was a Mana Gourd. An empty Mana Gourd that someone had tossed aside.

Eri was still shaking her Mana Gourd, trying to get any more last drops of water out. But then who had dropped this one? Was this an illusion too, or …

“It’s leading us in circles,” I said.

“What?” Eri slid her tongue into the gourd opening and began to try and lap up any moisture.

“Look. This is a gourd we tossed aside earlier. We’re back in the place we passed through hours before.”

Eri gave up on her gourd and pitched it away.

“That’s silly, Cyrian. We’ve been following the sun.”

“Surely an Illusion user can manipulate that as well? It only feels like we’ve been walking in the same direction. But in reality, we’ve probably been walking in circles, over and over again …”

Suddenly the earth rumbled under my butt. The blue sky and trees around us flickered as if someone was rapidly turning the sun on and off. For a split second, everything flickered out of view. We were surrounded by darkness. I could just make out a stone floor, a cave ceiling, and the black opening of the tunnel we had come in through …

And then the illusion reappeared.

A voice, low and mellow, whispered in my ear:

“Good. Good. It’s about time you figured out my little trick.”

I whirled around. A man was standing behind us. He was tall, with wide shoulders that narrowed to a slim waist. He wore a set of simple white-and-blue robes similar to the Royal Magus. His hair was cut into a bob and he wore spectacles with one lens shattered. There was something feminine about the way he spoke.

“Who are you?!” I shouted. I got to to my feet and stepped back so Eri and I were side by side.

“For a while there I thought you two would perish before you figured out my little trick. For two days, you have been walking in circles, here on the final floor of the Fori Forest Dungeon.”

Two days?! Had it been that long? No wonder I was so tired. The movement of the sun had completely fooled me. But if this was the final floor, then this man, surely, was the Final Guardian.

“End Grimoire!”

The book emerged from a rift between us. Black smoke came out, making the grass around me wither and wilt. The man didn’t seem disturbed by the End Grimoire. He continued to speak.

“My name is Orfin, Lesser God of Rock. Should you wish to acquire the rewards this dungeon holds, you must first defeat me.” He bowed and swept his arms outward as if in invitation. “You may make the first attack. I shall not move.”

Eri clicked her tongue. She looked pissed.

“What’s wrong?” I said.

“He’s disrespecting us. He’s offering us the first attack because he doesn’t think we can hurt him.”

“I’m going to wipe that smile off his face.”

“Cyrian, no!” Eri said, grabbing my arm. “You can’t! He’s a lesser god. You don’t know what he’s capable of. ”

“And he doesn’t know what I’m capable of.”

“We should fight him together, we—”

“I’ll take him on alone,” I said. “You’re still incapable of casting magic, here, as you are a demon. No?”

I gave her a meaningful look. Eri hesitated, confused. Then, seeing the look in my eyes, her left eyebrow rose a half-inch before returning to its usual place. She pursed her lips.

“R-right. I can’t use magic. Because I’m a demon. But I can still be useful to you.” She grabbed my arm, pulling on it. “Please, Cyrian! Let me fight!”

I threw her away. Eri stumbled back and fell to the ground.

“You’ll only get in the way,” I said coldly. “Stay out of our way unless you want to get killed.”

Orfin chuckled. “Oh dear. Oh dear! The fight has yet to begin and we already have a squabble on our hands?”

“Orfin,” I said. “Give me your word that you will only consider me, Cyrian, as your sole opponent?”

The Guardian glanced at Eri. “A duel? Fair enough. I swear on my honor as a lesser god that I shall not put my hands on your woman.” He grinned, then licked his lips. “At least not until you are defeated. But once you are out of my way, I think I shall have my way with her.”
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[STATUS CARD]

[Name: Cyrian | Mana: 60/60]

[Level: 19| Race: Hero | Class: Appraiser]

[Subclass: Corruption Wielder]

[STR 28| DEF 39 | STA 56]

[EQUIPMENT]

[U-Nightcatcher Robe]

[SKILLS]

[A-End Grimoire, L-Solon, R-Reclamation Step, R-Inanimate Rift, U-Shadowscape, U-Emerging Shadows, U-Shadow Step, U-Health Pool, C-Vicious Slash, C-Enhance Quality]

[END GRIMOIRE]

[Soul Decay, Zaphkiel, Primal Decay]

Orfin stood before me, arms spread, waiting for my attack. I resisted the urge to summon Zaphkiel, lunge forward, and plunge the dark blade into his chest. I wasn’t stupid enough to underestimate my opponent. So far I’d only defeated minor monsters: wolves, golems, crocodiles, a few simulated birds.

Orfin was a Guardian. I hadn’t defeated a single one of those yet. The Black Ambush Sabertooth I’d survived thanks to Izanami’s intervention, and the Shambling Minotaur thanks to Eri’s overcharged magic. To have any chance of defeating Orfin, I needed perfect execution.

If I summoned Zaphikel I’d quickly run out of stamina because of how the weapon drained me. I wasn’t sure how the sword worked yet, but I did know that I could only keep it active for a short time.

Before I used my trump cards, I needed to figure out Orfin’s attack patterns and what he was capable of.

To start, a warning blow. I raised my hand.

“Soul Decay!”

White aura emitted from my hand and floated toward Orfin. But the lesser god was gone. The spot where he had stood, arms spread, was empty.

I whirled around, searching for him. Had he blinked away like the Shambling Minotaur? But I couldn’t see him anywhere. He wasn’t behind me or above me in the air.

A fist smashed into my face. I was thrown backward. Before I could land, another punch struck me in the gut, uppercutting me into the air. I vomited in my mouth. I swung at the invisible enemy and missed. I landed awkwardly on two feet and one arm, clutching my stomach. A flutter of strikes pounded into my back, flattening me.

I rolled over, dizzy. Orfin wasn’t there.

“Haha! Look how pitiful you are!”

“You think you’re funny, Orfin?” I said.

The punches hurt, but they didn’t hurt nearly enough. If the minotaur had struck me that many times I would have died. Was Orfin weak? Surely not. Maybe Orfin was playing with me.

Orfin’s laughter filled my ear again shortly before he cuffed me there. I fell over, clutching my head, ears ringing. Something moved at the edge of my vision.

“Vicious Slice!”

Orfin vanished in a blur of light. My energy crescent cut through a tree limb and dissipated. The limb crashed down. Orfin’s laughter came from directly above my head.

“Soul Corruption …” Orfin’s soft voice said. “What an interesting ability. A unique subclass. A pretty girl by your side. Perhaps you think you are at the top of the world now? The—what do you say in your world?—the cream of the crop?”

How did Orfin know about my subclass? Had he been watching us the whole time? Or did he have an ability that could see my stats?

“Humans are such arrogant creatures. Your first taste of power and you think you can challenge the gods …”

Suddenly, mid-sentence, I heard a squawk behind my back. I turned, but not fast enough. A Rainbow Sharpbeak plunged its beak into my shoulder. I roared in pain. Blood sprayed.

“Vicious Slash!”

The bird exploded into light shards. But it had done its damage. My left shoulder was wounded and bleeding.

I cursed. I had left my guard down. Orfin was tricky. He’d try to attack me when speaking, and use misdirection to lower my guard. I turned on [Health Pool] to counteract the bleeding. I was ok for now, but the active ability cut into my mana regen. I wouldn’t be able to cast as quickly. And I had to watch out for more tricks.

“Haha!” Orfin said. “Wounded by a little bird? Where’s the all-powerful Hero now, hmm?”

“Show yourself and I’ll give you a taste of my power.”

He chuckled. “But I am here, Cyrian. Just look up.”

I looked up. There was nothing but blue sky. Another trick! I jerked back just in time to see a pool of water open beneath my feet. Jaws lined with jagged teeth exploded from the water’s surface, gnashing at my throat.

“Vicious Slash!”

The Dreadscale Lurker was cut into halves by my spell. It faded away.

“Oooh,” Orfin’s voice said. “You managed to react. Not bad.”

“Stop with these tricks,” I said. “You can’t fool me tw—oomph.”

Orfin’s fist struck me in the stomach again. He landed another flurry of strikes and then, when I tried to counter with [Vicious Slash], faded away again, his laughter echoing in my ears.

Solon, I asked in my head. How is he disappearing like that? Is he blinking?

[He is not blinking.]

“Then what?”

There was a short pause.

[You wish for me to conduct a Skill Appraisal?]

“Yes!”

After another pause:

[Inquiry successful. Skill Appraisal complete.]

Solon’s words echoed through my mind. She displayed a description of Orfin’s Illusion Skill in front of me in a panel only I could see.

[A-Illusory Subreality World (100 mana/sec): A skill that rejects the laws of space. Create a subreality within an illusion, while keeping the true nature of the casted space unaltered.]

“Wait,” I said. “That sounds like the same spell he was using before, to create the forest and the birds.”

Then I realized something. Of course it was the same spell. Orfin wasn’t blinking around or going invisible. He was using his illusion to manipulate reality to hide himself. The same power that let him create birds also allowed him to hide from my sight. If the illusion was a curtain, then Orfin was stepping behind that curtain, sneaking up behind me, and landing his strikes.

I had no way to dispel his illusions. With the curtain drawn, there was no way of knowing where Orfin was or where he would show up. How could I fight him like this?

But luckily his strikes weren’t so powerful. Was he still mocking me? Or maybe, because he was a Illusion user, his strength stat wasn’t that powerful?

“Watch out! Duck!” Orfin shouted.

A golem’s shadow loomed over me. I ignored Orfin’s trick. Instead of ducking, I lunged to the side. The golem’s fist hammered the soil where I’d been standing a second earlier. Rock and bits of root flew everywhere.

I snatched two of the rocks out of the air. One I tossed one into the air. By casting [Reclamation Step] twice in quick succession, I was able to launch the golem into the air and swap with it to smash it to the ground. It landed behind my back and shattered.

“Why are you doing this, Orfin?” I said. “I’ve fought all these monsters before. I could kill them in my sleep. You can’t beat me like this. Come out and fight me, fair and square.”

No response.

“Orfin! You coward!”

Suddenly Orfin appeared suddenly in front of my face. His right arm was pulled back. His fist was shrouded with blue flame.

Shit!

I brought my arms forward. I blocked the punch. I stumbled back several steps. I blinked, shook my head. My arms weren’t broken. The pain wasn’t even that bad. But Orfin was standing there with his arms on his hips. And was that a smirk on his face?

“What’s so funny?” I said. “Your punch didn’t even hurt m—”

My legs buckled. I fell to my knees. A ringing sound filled my ears. The world was spinning.

Orfin began to laugh. “Out of mana already? So weak. So weak!”

Out of mana? I tried to think through the ringing in my head. My body suddenly felt heavy, like it had quadrupled in weight. I was sweating profusely, and my extremities were twitching. Symptoms of mana exhaustion. But that made no sense. I hadn’t cast my spells that quickly. I should’ve had plenty of time to regen the mana I’d used.

“Confused?” Orfin held up his hands. They were covered by the same blue flame.

“Solon,” I said. “What are those gloves?”

[MYTHIC - Mana Siphon Gauntlets: The wearer’s strikes apply a temporary debuff to mana regeneration. Debuff only activates when no weapon is equipped.]

I felt my stomach sink. Too arrogant again! Orfin hadn’t been mocking me. Each of his many strikes had applied a debuff that sapped my mana regen.

I opened my status panel. My mana regen was negative. And my mana total was zero! The debuff had sapped away all of my mana. I didn’t even have enough mana to cast my weakest spell. And now, with negative mana regen, I wouldn’t ever be able to replenish my pool either.

I cursed. Orfin hadn’t been wearing those gauntlets earlier. He must have equipped them behind the illusion curtain. For the same reason, Solon hadn’t been able to warn me sooner: she could only report the things that we both saw. Orfin was only revealing himself now because I was … defeated.

Orfin chuckled. “What’s wrong? Can’t stand?”

He walked closer, casually. From his hip, he drew a long, thin, silver blade. It was little more than a hairpin. But with me weakened like this, he could stab me with it wherever and whenever he liked.

“I suppose I should finish you quickly,” he said. “I have to go and find your little female friend. It’s been a while since I’ve had some female … entertainment …”

“You b-bastard …”

Orfin chuckled. He raised his hand to strike.

“Any last words?”

“…” I muttered.

“What was that?” Orfin leaned forward. “Are you too weak to speak out loud? Please. I’m in a hurry.”

“Zaphkiel!”

I was out of mana, but not out of tricks. I still had access to the End Grimoire and the powers of corruption it contained. The grimoire’s spells didn’t use mana. The rift appeared between us. I plunged my arm inside. My fingers closed around Zaphkiel. A surge of magical energy flowed into my body.

“Die!” Orfin thrust the silver blade toward my face.

“RECLAMATION STEP!”

Orfin and I swapped places. His lethal blow struck only air. In one smooth motion, I finished pulling Zaphkiel from the rift and thrust it toward Orfin’s chest.

Orfin reacted just in time. The blade plunged into his arm, penetrating through the other end and stopping just short of his chest. Bloot spurted onto my face. He cried out in pain.

“H-how?!” he grimaced in pain.

“You’re not the only one who can play tricks,” I said. Zaphkiel’s ability boosted my mana pool. Now I had enough mana to cast some spells. But I had to finish things before my negative regen sapped this new source of mana away.

Orfin began to laugh hysterically. He grabbed the blade of Zaphkiel with his other hand. The blade cut into his flesh, emitting black smoke. But I couldn’t jerk it away anymore.

“You got me once, mortal,” he said, with the same hysteric look on his face. “But you won’t have me again!”

I felt myself being pulled toward him. With all my strength, I jerked Zaphkiel free and cast:

“Shadowscape!”

“Emerging Shadows!”

Black smoke shrouded both of us. I melted seamlessly into them. From what I’d seen, I knew Orfin couldn’t cast illusions over my skills. If Orfin was going to hide behind a curtain, then I could hide behind my own. Inside the smoke, I couldn’t see, but neither could Orfin.

Except I had an extra trick up my sleeve. My vision flickered. Suddenly, on the soil beneath my feet, several red shapes appeared. They were outlines of Orfin’s feet.

Solon had photographic memory and high perception. Even in the smoke, she could detect Orfin’s footsteps and play them back to me. I’d used this same trick to fight golems in low-visibility chambers.

Now I could follow the trail of footsteps through the smoke and catch Orfin unawares. I walked through the shadow cloud, trusting Emerging Shadows to silence my footsteps. Orfin’s footsteps circled around a tree trunk and ended abruptly.

I thrust Zaphkiel forward.

But Orfin wasn’t there. My blade struck a rock instead.

Something cold pierced my waist. Orfin stood beside me, grinning. A silver blade was buried in my midsection. Already blood was beginning to ooze from the wound.

“Sorry,” he said. “Those weren’t my footsteps. What? You think it’s my first time dealing with a smoke cloud?”

He withdrew the blade. I grimaced. Blood spurted from my wound. I clenched the wound to stem the flow. My vision was starting to go hazy. My legs trembled.

“Ouch,” Orfin said, clucking his tongue. “That’s a nasty wound. Nasty. So? Are you all out of tricks?”

“Not quite,” I said with a twisted grin. “I’ve got one more.”

I threw a handful of blood into Orfin’s face. He instinctively brought his arm up to shield his eyes. With the last of my mana, I cast:

“RECLAMATION STEP!”

Orfin wiped the blood from his eyes. But I wasn’t in front of him anymore. Instead, it was Eri. She floated before him, bare feet hovering several inches above the soil. Her eyes were closed. Her silver hair floated weightlessly in tendrils about her. Her horns glowed.

“Spirits of the underworld heed my call …

“SILENCING CHAINS!”

A rift opened before Eri. Chains lanced out. Orfin threw himself back but the chains tracked his movement. Manacles clamped down onto Orfin’s wrists, legs, and neck. They pulled him down to the ground and pinned him there, face-down.

Orfin’s lips began to move. What spell was he casting now? I didn’t want to give him any chance. I lunged forward and plunged Zaphkiel into his back. Blood spurted. Orfin let out a gasp. The remaining lens of his spectacles cracked. The subreality illusion broke. The forest shattered, revealing a cavern illuminated by crystals.

Blood trickled from Orfin’s mouth. He looked at Eri in amazement.

“But you … a demon …”

“A half demon,” Eri said. “Big difference. Demons can’t cast magic in caves, but I can.”

Orfin’s surprise shifted into a smile. “Tricky … So tricky …”

Then, just as suddenly Orfin’s expression darkened. Lines appeared on his face. He looked a hundred years older. He pointed a trembling finger at me. When he spoke, his voice seemed to penetrate my entire being.

“You … are strong, Cyrian. A new power … has arisen. A power of darkness. Of corruption. But know this …” He kept his soulless eyes fixed on me. “The God of Balance has created the System, and the System is always at work. Now that a power such as yours has come into this world, you must understand that another, equal and opposite power, has also come into being … Beware!” Orfin howled and threw his head back. “Beware!”

I thrust Zaphkiel into his heart. Orfin slumped over, eyes lifeless. His body shook one last time, then shattered into motes of light. They swirled around us like a whirlwind.

I sat down hard. Zaphkiel fell from my hands and dissipated into black smoke. With Orfin defeated, the mana debuff was gone. [Health Pool] was beginning to stem the bleeding. I was alive. But just barely. I didn’t even have the strength to stand.

Eri caught me as I was about to fall.

“That was some terrible acting, Cyrian. I don’t know how the hell you managed to fool a lesser god.”

“Easy for you to say,” I said weakly. “What was that noise you made when I threw you aside? It sounded more like a moan than a scream.”

She giggled. Then she clapped her hands.

“But we did I, Cyrian! We defeated the final guardian!”

“Yea,” I said. “I guess we did …”

“CONGRATULATIONS!” boomed a familiar, soft voice. The cave around us flickered. Once again, the meadow, with its blue skies and trees and the scent of blooming flowers, reappeared.

“What’s happening?” I said. “The illusion is back!”

“But that’s impossible,” Eri said. “We beat the Guardian.”

“Incorrect,” said the voice. “You beat a replica.”

Orfin appeared before us. His robes were pressed and his blue hair freshly combed. There wasn’t a single wound on his body.

I felt my heart sink. I was spent. Two days with no sleep. I’d used everything I had. I had no more tricks up my sleeve. And all that time, we’d been playing with a replica? But of course. Orfin was a master of illusion magic. I’d underestimated the gods again.

He looked at us, clucking his tongue. “How dirty of you, to trick me like that. Two against one? And it was supposed to be an honorable duel.”

Eri watched the lesser god warily. “We made no such promise. Cyrian asked you to promise not to hurt me. But we said nothing about a one-on-one fight—or a duel. You misunderstood.”

Orfin threw his head back and began to laugh. He clutched his stomach. Tears streamed down his eyes. “True! True! You are clever. Very clever …” He wiped his eyes. “A victory is a victory, I suppose. Do not fear. I will no longer harm you. You have passed the test.”

He swept his arm out behind him. There was a hill there that I recognized from our earlier journey through the illusion meadow. Except now a log cabin with a vaulted roof stood on the hill, looking cozy and inviting.

“Congratulations on clearing the Fori Forest Dungeon,” Orfin said. “Please proceed to the Cabin of Rest. Your rewards await you. You may spend the night in rest and recovery while I, Orfin, prepare your passage back to the surface.”


Chapter 42

The battle with Orfin exhausted me completely. I couldn’t even stand. So, this time, it was Eri who had to throw me over her shoulders and carry me slowly up the tall green hill to the safety of Orfin’s Cabin of Rest.

Eri kicked open the door. The cabin smelled of fresh pine. Light flowed in from the windows, filling the cabin’s three cozy rooms with a soft, inviting light. Motes of dust danced in the air. Everything about the building spoke of safety, serenity, and peace.

Suddenly, Eri let me drop off her shoulder. I landed hard on my back.

“Look at this!” Eri said, running off, voice trembling with glee. “There’s a bath! And real hot water comes out of it! What’s this? A cold box? Look there’s food inside! And a cooking stove … Ooh!” She squealed. “It’s a bed. A real bed, with feathers inside. And pillows. I can’t even remember the last time I—”

I groaned and rolled over.

“Oh, Cyrian! Are you okay? I was so excited I totally forgot about you.”

“Some companion you are,” I said, rubbing my back. My ribs were cracked from the fight with Orfin, and, although [Health Pool] was already working to repair me, it hurt to engage my ab muscles. There was some kind of wooden chest my by the door. I used it to claw myself up to sitting position. I was dizzy from blood loss. I leaned against the chest to steady myself.

Suddenly the chest flashed with light. The lid sprung open. Three items popped out of the chest, floating in the air above me. I cast appraisal on the first of the items.

[ANCIENT – Soulstone Relic: An ancient relic that harbors a dark secret within its jaded gem.]

I was just starting to get a good look at it when Eri charged forward, bowled me over, and snatched the jeweled necklace from the air. For a second Eri stood there with the jeweled necklace in her hands. She looked on the verge of tears. Then she turned and threw herself on top of me. Her knee dug painfully into my wound.

“Waaahhh, tshank you, Shyrian…” Her words were nearly unintelligible. Tears of joy rolled down her cheeks. “I can … finally return home … after a hundred years … sniff … sniff ..”

“Well, ahem. I’m glad you … uh …”

“Mwah! Mwah!”

She began to plant kisses all over my face, starting at my forehead and then working her way down.

“Ouch! Stop! I’m injured! Stop!”

“Mwah! Mwah! Mwah!”

“Eri!!!!”

Suddenly Eri stopped kissing me. She sat up with her hips on mine and her hands resting on my chest. She looked me in the eye. A playful smile tickled the edge of her mouth.

“Oh,” she said. “What’s this I feel pressing against my butt?”

“What’s … what?”

“This …”

Eri wiggled her hips up and down. I couldn’t help but let out a little moan as her softness rubbed against my fast-growing bulge.

“I d-don’t know what you’re talking about …” I said. “Can you get off me now? We’ve got to—ahhnn.”

She wiggled her hips again.

“Hmm? Cyrian. You seem to be making a naughty noise. What’s wrong. Am I turning you on?”

“S-shut up! What guy wouldn’t get turned on by this?!”

Eri giggled. “I’ll take that as a compliment.” Without warning, she stripped off her robes and dress and cast them away. She lifted up my hands and brought them to her breasts. I couldn’t resist squeezing down on them, feeling their warmth, softness, and the rubbery, slightly oiled texture of her skin.

“Come to think of it,” Eri murmured. “You still owe me one for what happened in the hot spring. You got to have your fun but I didn’t get to have mine.”

“I …”

“Remember Cyrian?” she said as she brought my fingers to her nipples and guided me to squeeze down on them. A little moan escaped from her lips. “You don’t want to owe anyone anything, right?”

“Y-yea …”

“So you better return the favor.”

I gulped. My throat was tight and blood pounded my head. My cock was now rock-hard and poking painfully up against Eri’s naked hips. I could feel something warm and wet oozing out of her, staining my clothes.

“Oops,” Eri said. “I’m making a mess. We better get those clothes I made off of you.”

I couldn’t stop fondling Eri’s breasts. I didn’t complain as she teased my clothes off my body and then sat back down on my hips. Her wetness oozed onto my cock, hot and sticky like massage lotion. As she slid her hips up and down my shaft, her movements made a lewd squishing noise. I let out another moan.

“Mhm,” Eri said. “You’re so hard, Cyrian. Don’t worry … Since you’re injured, just let me do all the work …”

Eri slid off my hips and knelt between my legs. She jerked my cock a few times, lubricating me with her own liquids. Then before I could protest she took my entire shaft into her mouth with one smooth motion. I could feel her long, demon tongue curling against the base of my cock, massaging it and coating it with saliva. My tip pressed against the back of her throat. Eri gagged and pulled away, saliva dripping down her face.

“Y-you’re a lot bigger than I thought, Cyrian,” she said with a grin. “I thought you’d be tiny.”

“What’s that supposed to mea—unnghh.”

I moaned again as Eri again took me into my mouth. My cock pressed against the back of her mouth and slid, with a soft pop, into her throat. Now she was deep throating my cock. I could feel her hot, wet throat walls massaging my shaft. And, at the same time, her long tongue extended out of her mouth and began to massage my testicles. It felt amazing. More amazing than anything I’d ever experienced from masturbation. I was already approaching my climax …

On instinct, I reached out and grabbed Eri’s horns. Using them as handles, I slowed down the pace she was deep-throating me.

“P-please … stop …” I moaned. “I’m gonna …”

But Eri was relentless. She pulled my hands off her horns and continued to fuck me with her throat. Her tongue circled around my ball sack, squeezing it and releasing it like a snake squeezing her prey.

“Oh no! I’m gonna …”

Suddenly Eri pulled off of my cock. Her tongue constricted even tighter around my balls, to the point of being painful. At the same time she squeezed my cock with both hands, stopping my orgasm before it could complete.

“Wh-why?” I whimpered.

Eri retracted her tongue, licked up a gob of pre-cum that was oozing from my cock, and swallowed it with a smack of her lips.

“Because I haven’t had my fun yet, Cyrian. It’s like you said to me before …” she winked. “This isn’t a charity.”

My cock was throbbing from desire now, and my whole body tingling from the pleasure of Eri’s blowjob. Eri climbed back onto my body. She took my cock in her hands and stroked it slowly with her hips hovering a half-inch above the swollen, red tip of my cock. She lowered herself slightly, so her hot, wet folds just touched my tip. She traced a circle around it with her folds. Then she pulled away. I whimpered in protest.

“What’s wrong, Cyrian?” she teased. “You seem … unhappy …”

“Stop t-teasing me …”

“Teasing you?” she grinned. “How?”

“You know how!” I moaned.

“Aww,” she said with her lips pouted, “Is poor little Cyrian so desperate to lose his virginity? Hmmm? Do you want to your cock inside Eri’s tight, warm pussy that badly?”

She rubbed my cock-head against her folds again.

“Tell me what you want, Cyrian.”

“I … want to put it inside you …”

“Uh-uh. You have to be more explicit than that.”

“I want y-you to fuck me,” I moaned.

She grinned wickedly. “Then you have to beg for it.”

“Please,” I groaned hoarsely. “Please fuck me …”

“That’s a good boy, Cyrian. You’re being honest.”

She lowered her hips, slowly. My cock pressed against her folds. For a second she felt tight, impossibly tight. Then her opening stretched slightly like a sleeve to accept my girth. I moaned as I slid inside her all at once. It felt amazing. I was floating in a hot, wet, sticky sea. Her folds enveloped me, gripping me like a rubber sleeve.

Eri began to grind her hips, up and down. Every movement sent waves of pleasure coursing through me. It felt ten, no, a hundred times better than any time I’d ever masturbated. And it felt way better than anything I’d ever imagined real sex being like. It was too much for my sensitive, inexperienced body.

“Oh f-fuck!” I moaned. “I’m goona cum!”

Eri snapped her hands around my shaft and balls again, stopping me before I could cum.

She clucked her tongue. “What? Am I that tight, Cyrian? We can’t be having this … I’m not letting you finish until you make me feel good too …”

“Please … I whimpered … it hurts …”

Eri continued to grip me mercilessly until my arousal faded slightly. Then she started to ride me again. I was able to last two thrusts longer before again, I hit my peak and Eri was again forced to stop me.

This went on for what felt like hours. Eri would ride me to a peak and then stop at the last moment to prevent me from orgasming. It was the most heavenly edge. It lasted for hours. Gradually, with more and more repetitions, I was able to endure her tight pussy for longer. I was floating in a heaven of pleasure.

As my stamina improved, Eri started to get more and more excited. Her hips were a blur against mine. She fondled her own breasts, pinching her nipples as she rode me cowgirl. She tossed her head wildly. Her silver hair danced over her horns as gasps and moans escaped from her lips.

“Fuck, I’m about to cum …!” she whispered.

“Me too …”

“Let’s do it together, Cyrian. I’m going to cum now~!”

With one last thrust, I thrust my cock deep inside of her until I punched my cock against her cervix. My balls tightened, shooting the seed deep inside of her. Eri’s walls tightened around me

“—Aahhhh! Aaaaahhhhh!!! I’m cumminngg!”

Eri’s began to squirt all over my cock, and I’d cum so much inside of her that cum was pouring out of her opening to coat my hips. Then she collapsed against me, breasts hot and rubbery against my chest. She kissed my neck and licked my ear.

“F-fuck …” she said. “That was amazing. Wasn’t it amazing, Cyrian?”

“It was … o-okay,” I lied.

She drilled her fist into my cracked ribs.

“Arrrghhhh! What was that for?”

She pouted. “For not being honest. Look.” She stood and spread her pussy lips. Cum was oozing out of her, dripping in gobs onto the floor. “You filled me up. Don’t even try to tell me you didn’t enjoy it.”

“O-okay, I admit it was … nice …”

“Nice?” she snorted. “I was amazing and you know it.” Suddenly she broke into a smile. “And congratulations, Cyrian. For no longer being a virgin. But don’t worry, there’s still lots for us to do.” She winked. “Mommy has so much that she can teach you.”

“S-stop teasing me!”


Chapter 43

The next few hours passed like an erotic fever dream. Eri’s pent-up desires from a hundred sexless years exploded all at once. She was relentless in bed. Each time I came, she would immediately try to use her mouth to revive me again. We continued to have sex two dozen more times throughout the night in different places and various wild positions: doggie on the bed, standing on the sofa, sixty-nine in the washroom, on splay-legged on the kitchen table …

But, eventually, even Eri’s voracious appetite was satisfied. She curled up next to me in bed with her hand on my chest and mewled gently into my ear.

“Thanks, Cyrian,” she murmured.

“What? Why so polite suddenly.”

“I’m expressing my gratitude, you idiot.” She punched me playfully. “Thanks for saving me from that cage. I’m glad it was you who found me and not someone else.”

I remained silent.

“I’m not saying that to manipulate you into doing me any favors if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“I know …” I said.

Eri took my hand and squeezed it. For a while, I just lay there enjoying the warmth of her body against mine. My body was filled with pleasant fatigue and drowsiness. For the first time since falling into the dungeon, I felt I could get a proper rest.

“What will you do?” I suddenly said. “Once Orfin takes us back to the surface?”

Eri was silent for a time, thinking.

“I don’t know … For so long I’ve only had one thing in my mind. Getting out of that cage and then getting to the Soulstone Relic. I suppose I’ll do what I promised to do. Go back to Hellheim, the land of the demons, and show the other demons that I’m worthy …” She trailed off. Her fingers tensed against my own. “Why do you ask?”

“No reason …”

The silence lingered. I couldn’t tell her the truth. That, despite everything, I wasn’t sure if I was ready to say goodbye.

“What about you, Cyrian? What will you do?”

I tried to think. What did I want to do? Did I want revenge, as Izanami suggested? Or did I want to be cleared of my crimes? Did I simply want to be, as Eri suggested, reunited with Aeria, Shia, and even Marco again?

“I … don’t know.”

“If you don’t know what you want to do, why don’t you come with me?”

I laughed. “Go to the demon world? Wouldn’t that cause problems?”

“Not all the way, silly!” Eri said. “It’s a long journey there. I’ll have to pass through other human kingdoms. You can spend the time learning about this world, figuring out what you want to do. And while we’re together,” she nibbled on my ear, “I’ll have you all to myself. My personal boy toy …”

“Shut up!”

She laughed. “You know like the idea as much as I do. So what about it? Will you come with me?”

I thought about it. Well, even if my ultimate goal was revenge, I couldn’t exactly go charging into the Kingdom of Aleketh. I needed a plan. I neede time to scout the land, figure out what was what in this world. Plus, the prospect of more intimacy with Eri didn’t sound so bad …

“Alright,” I said. “But only part way.”

Eri jumped into my arms and kissed me on the lips.

“Yes!!! Yes! I knew you’d say yes! Traveling alone would be so boring …”

Shortly after that, Orfin appeared and informed us that he had summoned a magical moving staircase to transport us to the surface. We got dressed, ate a quick breakfast, and packed our things, distributing them between [Inanimate Rift] and a new bag Eri had created for us using her crafting abilities.

As Orfin’s moving staircase began to pull us up to the surface, I turned and looked down one last time at the cabin on the hill. The old me would have given anything to live out my entire life in a cabin like this one, with a beautiful girl who loved me by my side. But that old Cyrian was gone. Now I knew that was an impossible dream.

Eri took my hand and squeezed it.

“What are you thinking about, Cyrian?”

“Nothing,” I murmured. “Nothing at all.”

When I next turned to look, the cabin was gone. There was nothing below us but an infinite void of swirling darkness.

* * *

Hi, Hankyu here. Thanks for reading! This is my first attempt at trying a LitRPG series. It was a struggle, but also a lot of fun to write. If you want to read more about Cyrian’s rise (or is it a descent?), please:

	Leave a review or a rating. This is so, so, so important. I use the number of ratings to decide whether a series is worth continuing. Leaving a rating takes just 5 seconds and means the world to me. The more ratings, the faster a book will come out. Thanks!

	Follow my Amazon page. This is the best way to get notified about new books. Here’s the link: https://www.amazon.com/Hankyu-Hikaru/e/B0BCPG67MT



As always, many thanks for reading my book. See you in the next one!
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