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Chapter 1

“Relax...” Rodden smiled, but I found it unsettling. I pulled Angel behind me. I possess the Rebirther skill, so I could respawn if needed. However, Angel was a different matter. “I said, relax. I don’t need to fight you now. Just like Hilde and Albert here, my powers are limited.”

Rodden paused and shook his head upon seeing Albert clutching his axe. “Don’t assume that having two of you makes it easy to defeat me. Remember, I am different from both of you. Even if my powers are limited, it won’t be simple for you to kill me and safeguard our beloved Mother.”

I watched as Hilde’s expression changed multiple times. Her face was red with anger. But I could tell one thing about this whole situation. Dark Front and The Fallen of Elysium could not become friends. “Hilde, let’s go. And Rodden was it?” I was trying not to show any fear as I looked at the dark-haired man. “Don’t try to move south. If you cross into my territory or any of your people cross into it. I will not hesitate to kill.”

“Oh! Now this is the Demon Queen I remember! So resolute! And here I thought we could be friends. Like old times. When you would pat my head…”

“Rodden, shut your mouth!” Hilde screamed at the top of her lungs. I quickly grabbed her hand and pulled her back before she decided to attack.

“Hilde, he is ignoring you. He wants you to attack so that he can surround us more easily. It’s clear as day that he is just trying to rile you up. Rodden. I meant what I said. I don’t know how you came to be here, but I can say for sure that you will not win. Let’s go.” I finished what I had to say only to watch Rodden’s smile deepen.

“Albert, take the rear. Hilde to the front.” I ordered, and the two quickly followed. Right as we were making our way out the door, Rodden called out to me.

“Demon Queen of Manhattan, we will follow your rules for now. But just know there can only be one winner.”

“Heh.” I snorted and continued walking forward, pulling Angel with me.

Too much… Too much was going through my mind. I could feel my connection with Rodden, and he was looking at me as if I were a meal; no, it was more like he was looking deeper inside me, as if he were staring directly at my soul. It made every part of me want to run away the instant he looked at me. “Hilde, from now on, we will be on full alert. We will also need to give everyone magical imprints and stop expansion northward.”

“Understood. Master…” Hilde bit her lip. “We won’t let Rodden touch you. I have a strange feeling he might have come here to gather the rest of your soul. He has probably figured out that the piece of soul he has is starting to dissipate. It’s slowly returning to its rightful owner, and since he no longer bears the contract that the rest of us have with you, his container is slowly starting to empty.

“Homunculus can not live without the contract to the soul we are bound to unless they have the entire soul. My guess is he will not attack us anytime soon until he knows for sure he can win. Because even if you die, if he cannot grab your soul before your skill activates, he will be even closer to death’s door.” Hilde’s sudden intelligence was strange in its own way, but I am glad she has such knowledge because, strangely enough, I had been thinking he was after my soul as well.

“Master, I’m not as stupid as you think I am.”

“Stop reading my mind, perverted maid," I teased, lightly bumping into her as we approached the stairs to the surface. Hilde managed a forced smile, but the atmosphere remained tense. We had to leave Dark Front territory quickly.

“Please wait!” I turned to see a girl running towards us. Hilde grabbed me and Angel and pulled us behind her while Albert stood in front of us as a shield.

“Stay back or I will kill you.” A massive axe appeared in Albert’s hand.

“I am not here to attack you. But our leader has asked me to set boundaries.” The girl took out a map and leaned it against the wall. There was a distinct line dividing New York City. “Our leader said if you wish to move the line, you can as long as it does not pass this spot here.”

I looked at the spot she was talking about and frowned. “Move the line up more. From Central Harlem up is your territory. If you cross below that and get caught, we will kill you on sight. Tell Rodden that my territory is mine and I will defend it.”

“I will be sure to tell our leader that.” The girl didn’t seem perturbed in the slightest. She made a mark on the map, rolled it up, and put it away before turning and walking away.

“Let’s go.” I was not in a good mood. I had hoped to make an ally out of the Dark Front, but it seemed that would never happen. I would need to push the other two Orgs on Rodden, if they had even formed yet, and take most of the city for myself. I have a feeling that war will break out between our two sides. A lull before the storm, I guess you could call it.

"Zoe…" Angel, who had been hugging my arm this entire time, looked up at me with a worried expression.

“We will be fine. This is just another test that we need to take head-on. But from here on out, there will be no more being nice. We will defend our territory no matter what. As soon as we return, we will hold a meeting with your father and Mati. We will explain the situation with them and begin setting down some new regulations and laws.” I had one thing I had to be sure of. We took in many people, and I have no idea how long Rodden has been in this timeline.

I hated having to monitor everyone like this, but we won't have a choice. I can't risk anyone who might harm those I care about or the people of Elysium. I will need to level up much faster than I ever have before. “Hilde, after the meeting, you, Albert, Dad, and Mati will be in charge. Angel and I will be diving back into the game. We will be able to communicate through the pods, so you can contact us if needed.”

“I will be sure nothing goes wrong while you level Master. We will ensure you can stay in the game for as long as you need.” Hilde had a strange twinkle in her eyes, but I decided to ignore it. I am sure it will be something stupid. “Also… Master, since I am your summon, I can help you level while you are in the game by clearing out the monsters around our territory as well as clearing out the dungeon.”

This I had not thought of. And it made me wonder why I didn’t think of this, even though I had been gaining levels this entire time. “Missy, I can help with that as well.”

“Then I will leave it to you.” With Angel on my team, she will also benefit from this. It was like killing two birds with one stone.

When we arrived back at the barrier, we let Mike and Jada through first before entering as well. We had only just entered when I spotted Derrick rushing over to us. "You're back. How did it go?"

“We will talk inside. Did anything happen while we were gone?” I changed the subject because I didn’t want to discuss what happened at Dark Front out in the open, just in case.

“Three people caused a scene. They started attacking people randomly. We caught them, but their bodies suddenly exploded, killing three of our own. In total, fifteen people were severely injured, but our healers managed to heal them." I could feel my eyes darken. That bastard wasted no time. I bet he thinks he can use this as a means to instill fear in me.

“Investigate everyone the three attackers came in contact with. I want to know their entire history and the people they have been in contact with. Force it out of them if necessary. Torture, mind control, I don’t care how you do it, just do it. Age should not be a concern either. Young or old, treat them the same.” I didn’t wish to harm anyone in such a way, but if they are going to cause trouble like this and pose a threat, then I will have no choice but to be more ruthless. I am sure Rodden wouldn’t care either.

“I will get some people on it now. But you need to explain what is going on. I will meet you in the meeting room once we are done.” Derrick turned and walked off. He was business as usual, but I could see that he was being more serious than normal.

About twenty minutes later, we had the heads of security and the military sitting around a long table with everyone else. I folded my hands in front of me and scratched my head as I tried to find the words to explain things. “Well… You are all about to hear something a little crazy. I have a skill called Rebirther. It allows me to respawn three years before the apocalypse. Of course, until now, I had not kept my memories at all. However, I’m not sure if I wouldn’t have had the dreams I had this time around.

“But during one of these lives, I seemed to have lived quite a long time. So long, in fact, that I created Hilde and the rest. This is why they are so powerful, while I am so weak. This might sound crazy, but, well, when you get skills and stats, I think this is not completely out of the question.

“One of my creations, named Rodden, killed me, splitting part of the soul I gave him. This man is now our enemy and is in charge of the Dark Front. I’m just learning all of this now, so I don’t know everything about him, but because of this, I need you all to let Mati delve into your minds. I had never intended to do anything like this, but since our Org has already been compromised, I cannot have my top brass associated with Rodden in any way. I hope you understand.”




Chapter 2

I leaned back into my chair and closed my eyes, letting a relieved sigh escape my lips. Angel draped her arms over my shoulders and kissed my neck lightly. “I’m glad those we put in charge are clean.”

“Mmm… Mati said that if any mental blockers were blocking them from telling us the truth, she would have been able to tell. I just hate the idea that now Mati has to go through all of our people and weed out who is part of Dark Front and who is not.” I couldn’t help but sigh again. The idea that more people could get hurt because of something I created in a past life didn’t sit right with me. Even though it was not the me of now, it was still a version of me. And now this thing I created was here in this timeline plotting something.

“I know. But it must be done. Let Mati and the others deal with that. What we need to do now is work on leveling up. We need to grow stronger. Much stronger. I don’t want to be a burden to you anymore. So let’s dive into the game. We will split up and work on leveling. I think if we work separately, we can do more.” I hated to say it, but Angel was right. I had a lot to do.

Name: Zoe
Race: Demon
Level: 53

Health: 2660/2660
Mana: 2650/2650

Stats
Strength: 265
Dexterity: 240
Intelligence: 265
Vitality: 266
Mind: 265
Charisma: 264

Skills
Sword Mastery: 76/99
Elemental Magic: 2/99
Shadow Step: 1/99
Ice Bind: 1/99
Static Blade: 9/99
Ice Block: 5/99
Water Blade: 3/99
Torrential Rain: 1/99
Water Shield: 2/99
Magma Blade: 1/99
Emergency Rejuvenation: 1/99
Lightning Burst: 1/99

Unique Skills
Shadow Mimic: 27/99
Nature’s Embrace:34/99
Chrono Step: 1/99
Chrono Domain: 1/99
Elite Golem Creation: 70/99 [Slots: 4/5]
Rebirther: 1/9999

With no time to waste, I left everything to Derrick and the rest. Hilde would stay and defend Angel and me while we were in our pods. The pods came with a suit, and let’s just say that putting them on for long-term in-game stays was a bit...sensitive. Well, for those who had to use the bathroom. I only needed the bathroom for brushing my teeth and bathing now. Certain races benefited from this. The suit was still necessary for keeping track of your body, even with the sensitivity to it all. I now understand why, when I saw the pods for sale in my dreams, they stated that the suits were not to be shared.

With everything connected to where it was supposed to be. I lay down and closed my eyes. The pods pressed an electrode against my temples. The temple was used to send the singles into the brain and to put you to sleep. I will probably never know how it fully worked. But it was the same principle that the headgear used, but the pod was much more powerful.

I logged into the game and found myself in our base, looking up at Silvie and next to her an angry-faced Angel. “Hi, Silvie…” I smiled as I sat up and stretched.

“Master, if you have time, can you please inspect the cabin? I have made many alterations since the last time you were here.” Silvie stood up and adjusted her maid uniform before bowing her head slightly.

“Zoe, Silvie wouldn’t let me place your head on my lap!” Angle complained with puffed-out cheeks.

“Leave her be. Silvie hasn’t had any company for a while. Plus, Silvie is technically part of me.” I gently poked Angel’s cheeks until they deflated.

“I know… Anyway, I already set up the teleportation point to Erune. So when you are ready, we can go there to start. All your unique quests start there, right?”

“Yeah. But first, let’s check out the base.” I could already tell the room we were in was much different from what it originally was.

Using the generators and gas, we never ended up using, Silvie had set up an entire gaming room for herself. It seemed she quite enjoyed it since she kept asking Hilde for new games. The rooms had a large bed, a dresser, and an entire pc and gaming rig setup. From the pile of snack containers in the trash next to the desk and the empty cans of soda on the desk itself, I could tell that Silvie had spent much of her time here. But I really can’t blame her because she has been alone this entire time.

“Silvie, do you want me to summon another… After I summoned Albert, my skill jumped to 75…. So I can…” I had noticed that Hilde seemed to have force-summoned Albert here and finally forced myself to update its status. I wonder if my version of the system is bugged.

“No, I am doing just fine.” I watched as Silvie slowly edged her way in front of the computer table as if she was trying to block my view. Yep… She is definitely part of me. But this also really makes me cringe inwardly, knowing that the perverted maid was actually part of me. I mean, the feet-loving maid who tried to cling to me all the time had my soul as her base. I really hope that during one of my timelines, I wasn't a creepy person. Just thinking of it made me shiver in disgust.

“Master, if you will follow me.” Silvie took my hand and pulled me along at a reasonably quick pace. I guess she was embarrassed by her little setup, even if it didn’t appear on her face.

After exiting the, what I will now call the gaming room, we entered the front living area, which now had a full living room with a big screen TV and more video game consoles and games scattered about. Luckily, the living room was much cleaner. But one thing I noticed was. The size of this place. “Silvie, wasn’t this a one-room cabin before?”

“I adjusted the space inside with space magic to expand it a little.” I looked around, and it was hard to call this a little.

After the living room, there was the kitchen area, which was kept very tidy. There was even something cooking on the stove; it smelled like some kind of stew. It was very big and had a country kitchen-style setup. I liked it a lot. Very different and gave a more relaxed feel. I think I might have our kitchen at home remodeled in the same manner. The wood countertops and paneling were visually appealing. Or I could just be a weirdo, who knows.

“Through here is our storage. Master, I am glad you are coming into your own.” Silvie’s comment irked me.

“Don’t be like Hilde!” For the first time in a long time, I watched as Silvie’s lips curled up into a smile. I guess being stuck here by herself was not easy on her, even if she says otherwise.

“Silvie, thanks for doing everything you do.” Silvie tilted her head to the side for a second in confusion before giving me a nod. Her blooming smile was now gone once more.

We went through the pantry area and the upper floor storage, where all the perishable food was stocked. It had its own space-time magic set up to keep it in a kind of stasis. Silvie was pretty much the only one who could enter it without being affected by the stasis. At least she put up a red sign saying enter at your own risk.

It was the downstairs that really sparked my interest, not that the upstairs wasn’t amazing. The basement, I guess you could call it, was just a storage area, but what lay beneath it was what made me feel like I was in some kind of secret society, even though having multiple floors underground was pretty much the norm now.

The way Silvie had set it up was what made it interesting. With layers of security, it seemed more futuristic, with magic being the thing that powered it all, from the lights to the traps that went off, blasting people with flames and lightning. It felt like that Tomb game where the MC had to solve puzzles just to enter it.

What was being protected from prying eyes? Something I didn’t even think possible. “Silvie what exactly is this?”

“It is what will give us an edge and a prototype of something you created long ago. It’s called an experience gathering machine. However, it is not complete yet. But its main purpose is to pull part of the experience of those within a certain radius around it and store it. Then, once you are ready, you flip a switch, and it will produce an XP pill.” I looked at the square, machine-like thing that appeared to have been assembled from various items I had taken from stores, such as toasters and other appliances.

“How long will it take to get working?” I asked out of curiosity. I mean, it would be very cool if we could get it to work.

“It depends. And this scale is too big to be of much use unless we are able to power it full with the mana in the air. I was only building it as a prototype; the one you built was small enough that you could place them around the gameworld to gain experience from many players at a time. Now, this same machine could be used in the real world, which is why I am incorporating elements from your world, rather than the game world, to build it. Well… as much as possible.”

“Silvie, if you can get this working you will give us a huge edge over Rodden.”

“I had not intended that at the start, but I am glad I remembered how it was built. You called it an XP Generator. Once I get it to a working state, I will be sure to let you know.” Silvie seemed proud of herself, and she had every right to be. This may have been something a past version of me designed, but Silvie was using that design and incorporating elements from Earth to make it. This was no small feat.

“I will be waiting. You are really amazing, Silvie.”




Chapter 3

When I stepped outside the cabin and looked at what was going on, I couldn’t help but be amazed at the population. “Master, many of these people are here because of you.”

“Me?” I looked at Silvie in confusion. I don’t remember telling anyone to gather here.

“They began playing the game in order to level up thanks to you. From what I have been told by many here, they have seen your broadcasts and the challenges you have faced. Many have started their own organizations in hopes of aligning with you to help bring down the people who are still trying to hold on to some semblance of power. I guess in many of the bigger cities in the country, bombs had been dropped not to kill the monsters but to take out the players who were gathering in organizations. But since they had already bombed you, these players were smart and used magic to build underground bunkers. Something they also took from you.

“Now they are thriving. They saved millions of people and followed in your footsteps. Master, this time around, you saved so many lives. From young to old, they are now living as well as they can. You did your best.” I couldn’t help but tear up. I tried to warn as many people as I could, and it seemed to have worked. In front of me was proof of that. A thriving town had been built just outside our in-game base.

“Why didn’t anyone tell me?” I asked, wiping my tears.

“We wanted you to see it for yourself, so I forbade anyone from telling you. With Hilde and the others keeping it under wraps in the real world, we were able to give you a true surprise.” Silvie reached up and patted my head while Angel hugged me from behind.

“I knew…” Angel cheekily said. She seemed quite proud of herself.

“Well… It was indeed a surprise. But to think everyone was able to keep their mouths shut and not say a word to me about it… I’m glad. We still stand a chance, it can also bring more enemies.” I sighed as I looked up at the sky. “The world is not fair. Once the main enemy, who aims to reduce the player population, is eliminated, we will find ourselves in a situation where we will be fighting each other for resources. But… At least we will stand a chance once the boss-type monsters appear. They will need every player possible to kill those boss monsters that tower high over the tallest buildings in New York. Hell, from what I can remember, I died due to a building being thrown at me.”

“I am sure we can defeat it this time around.” Angel kissed me on the cheek before pulling me by the hand. With Silvie following a few steps behind us, we made our way past the barrier that protected my Organization’s base to the barrier that kept monsters from attacking the people who were selling items. This entire area had really become a town. Even some of the forest had been cleared out for wood to build the shacks and some decent-looking buildings.

There were shops, as well as some areas where families lived in small shacks. And when I say 'families', I mean young kids and babies who were in the game, either running around and playing or being held by their parents. “Silvie, what’s with the families?”

“Escape.” Silvie didn’t need to explain any further. I suppose that when the world comes to an end, the game can be considered the one place where they can escape the real world. The real question was, how long will they be able to stay in the game? Eventually, they will need to fight in the real world. I am not sure how many of these families are using pods, but the babies and young children worried me the most. Were they eating? Were they being bathed and using the bathroom?

“Silvie, take note of the families and send some of our soldiers to talk with them to make sure they are not neglecting the kids in the real world. We can’t have parents letting their kids die just because they want to escape reality. The game world can not keep them alive.”

“I will have Hilde get some soldiers in-game now to handle it.” This was all I could do for them since Elysium was not ready to expand southward yet in the real world. I do plan to expand towards the southwest. I needed to get to D.C. at some point and deal with the bastards who dropped a bomb on me.

“I guess we should head out. Angel and I will be splitting up for the time being to work on quests and leveling up. We will be in the game for a while. Hilde will be available to communicate with us about real-world matters on a daily basis. Silvie, if anything happens here, let me know. I will rush back as fast as I can.”

“Have safe travels, Master, Madam. I will be sure to keep things under control here. No one dares to go against my word. I will let you know the soldier’s findings about the families here.” I could see a hint of sadness in Silvie’s eyes. I should probably summon another golem soon. If I am right, there should be two more I can summon. Well, I guess they are not golems but homunculi.

♦♦♦

Erune was very busy. The constant coming and going of players exceeded my expectations. It was as if it were launch day all over again, with all the new players still spawning. “I am not sure how to feel about this. In the previous timeline, there were players after the apocalypse started, but they were few. But this is just insane. There have to be tens of thousands of them running around. There are even families here, too.”

“Erune looks like it has grown in scale as well. Look, there seems to be a new development to the east.” Angel was right. There were signs of people building houses here. Did that mean that we were going to see more people living in-game until their bodies died in the real world? That does make me wonder something, though, since it was never tested before. Does your mind stay locked into the game if you die? Do you turn into an NPC?

“We will move on for now. Angel, contact me regularly and don’t let any other girls sweet-talk you.” I teased as I pulled Angel into my arms.

“Only a demon named Zoe could sweet-talk me, an angel.” Angel giggled, wrapping her arms around my neck. I leaned down and kissed her lips, which she took full advantage of.

After a few more kisses goodbye, we parted and began making our way to begin leveling up. I had already given Angel a few places to check for unique quest lines that could make her more powerful, so she was now headed in that direction. As for me… I was still stuck here in Erune.

I made my way to the town guard and passed through the newly built stone walls that now blocked the training yard. I guess, given enough time, many things can change. But then again, this game world never felt fake, except for when the NPCs stopped what they were doing and recited the same lines of dialogue.

“Can I help you, miss?” A young guard approached, sweat glistening on his tanned, muscular body.

“You’re new.” I had met many of the guards and knew most of them were older, but this guy only looked to be seventeen.

“Yeah, I just joined recently. There are many newcomers. Most are like me.”

“What do you mean like you?” I grew curious. I had listened to conversations on my way here, but I had never heard anything that stood out.

“Ah, you might not have heard, but many of us just woke up. We have no recollection of what happened to us before we woke up. However, the strange thing is that some of us already possess certain skills and are able to make use of them.”

“I see…” I couldn’t help but furrow my brow. This was strange. If my earlier thoughts are true, and someone else has found out about it somehow, then we might see a surge of people just playing the game and letting their real bodies die. I can’t say for sure if this is true or not. It could just be a coincidence. But to be safe… ‘Mati, keep an ear out for anyone talking about living the rest of their days in-game.’

‘I will, Master,’ Mati replied quickly. I know I can count on the girls to get things done.

“I hope you can remember things soon, then. It must feel awful not knowing about your past. Is Sir Cline in? Tell him his lovable pupil is here to see him.” I felt myself gag with how I said that, but I wanted to change the subject and speak with Sir Cline quickly. My sword mastery should be high enough now to officially learn Mirage Sword. The training you had to do was to help raise your sword mastery. You were supposed to train it every day, but I skipped that part of the training. At least I think so. I did read through the skill book, and it seems you only had to get your sword skill up to level 60, which I have long surpassed.

“Sir Cline? He’s not in today. He said he was headed to the mountain to relax a bit. Is it important for you to see him?”

“Yes, it is something I needed to talk to him about that is quite important.” I wouldn’t give up so easily. Even if he was up the mountain, that didn’t mean I couldn’t get someone to tell me where. I will just interrupt his little vacation.

“Head to Twin Peaks. That is where he said he was going.” The young man replied, making this much easier for me.

“Thanks, I will head out. Good luck.” I gave the guy a nod before turning around and began making my way out of town.

The town was really bustling. New shops and stalls had been set up. I couldn’t tell if these people were players, NPCs, or players who had become NPCs. This whole becoming an NPC thing scared me a little. I highly doubt that would happen to me unless I were killed in the real world, but it still freaked me out.

But for the most part, this may just be the escape people are looking for. Not one I would want, but many might prefer it this way. Especially those who have seen hell.




Chapter 4

“Demon Queen!” I heard someone yell behind me. I wasn’t sure who they were talking to, but I knew they weren’t talking to me. I may be a demon, but I was by no means a queen. However, now that I think about it. Rodden did call me the Demon Queen of Manhattan. But it’s better to be safe than sorry, and to be honest, unless they were one of the people from my Org, I really didn’t want to talk with them, that is, if they were calling out to me.

And so I kept walking, making my way toward the town gates, when I was forced to stop. I looked at the five muscular men in front of me and frowned. “Can I help you?”

“You need to come with us, Demon Queen.” The scared bald man answered bluntly. I was called ‘Demon Queen’ once more.

“And if I don’t? I mean, you are all pretty low-level. I can just wave my hand, and you will be sent to respawn.” I explained lightly as I placed my hand on the hilt of my sword at my waist.

“Unless you wish for more bombs to be dropped, you will come with us.” Now he had my attention.

“I see… So the idiots hiding in their bunkers have decided to show themselves. Fine, bring me to the idiot who dared to drop a bomb on me. I want to see what this idiot looks like. I mean, only idiots drop bombs on their citizens.” I couldn’t help but chuckle since every time I said idiot, the expressions of the men in front of me twisted in indescribable ways. “Well? You gonna lead me to the idiot or what?”

“Follow me!” The bald man snapped, turned, and began leading the way. The men with him surrounded me in an escort formation.

“So what are military dogs like you doing working for an idiot who likes to drop bombs on people? Did he pay you money? Did he get on his hands and knees and su…”

“Can you just shut up!?” The man to my right yelled. I wonder if I hit a nerve? I hope I did. I mean, right now, I was playing along, but once I arrived in front of this idiot…

We moved through a few side streets until we came upon a door down one of the back alleys of the town. With a slight smile on my face, I waited for the man to open the door and walk in, his men falling back behind me as I made my way in as well. It was interesting to see these guys being so cautious. It was as if they were preparing for a raid boss fight.

The room we entered was a small den, like an old storage room. There was a couch and a table with refreshments on it, and sitting in front of the table was an older man, likely in his late sixties to seventies. “Oh! If it isn’t Mr. President. How are you doing? Did your men hold down some monsters for you so you could get a few levels? Cute.”

“You really have no respect, but I wouldn’t expect anything less from a woman who looked down on the government from the beginning. Because of you, a lot of our plans have been altered.”

“You praise me too much. I was only doing my best for those who wished to live.” I looked at the man and narrowed my eyes. “It was you who decided genocide was the only way to control the masses. So afraid of falling out of power. So afraid your little throne will be taken from you. You do realize that you picked a fight with the wrong person, right? Dropping nukes on my territory!”

“That is land that belongs to the United States!” The old man yelled as he smashed his fists on the table.

“What country are we talking about? The United States, I know, would never drop bombs on its fucking citizens, you jackass! You wanted to cull the things you couldn’t control. You knew the bombs wouldn’t work, but still dropped them anyway. And from the sounds of it, you knew this entire thing was going to happen. From what I know, your plans will never come to fruition, as this is no longer a world of governments but a world of who is strongest. So get off your high horse, old man. Stay deep in your bunker. Stay down there and hope I never reach you, because if I do, I will cut off your head like I am right now.”

I didn’t hesitate to draw my sword and swing it horizontally, letting it easily pass through the old man’s neck and turning him into balls of light. I then turned and dashed at the rest of the guards as well. He said some interesting things. But none of that mattered since his plans were doomed from the beginning.

Things may have changed from my dreams, but I know no government was able to take form after the world collapsed. This much I know. Organizations were the new government, and they took care of their own. It was and still is far better than any world government.

I looked at the small orbs floating in the air and grabbed them. “Nothing good. I suppose they knew I would do this, unless that idiot of a president still doesn’t understand how things work.” I stretched my arms and let out a sigh. “I should leave. I wasted enough time here.”

I was disappointed that I couldn’t see them in real life, right this instant. A strong urge to watch their blood slowly flowing from their body welled up inside me. I gripped my sword and took a deep breath. The demonic side of my race was really bloodthirsty at times. I think anger triggers it the most. I will need to be careful not to let my anger overwhelm me.

I left the room and made my way out of town. The new player area was still as busy as ever. Players were running back and forth, killing monsters and training as hard as they could. We are lucky. We have a game we can jump into to train and get used to our new powers. Being able to have such a luxury is what is allowing us to keep going. I suppose I should be happy that my warnings did reach so many people.

As I left the training area and reached the road that would lead me to the Twin Peaks, I pulled out a scooter, a blindingly pink scooter, started it up, and took off towards my destination. Walking would take too long. Originally, it would have taken around a week in-game travel to reach the next destination, but with this scooter, it would only take two days.

That is, as long as I don’t run into anyone. I am currently level 53, so I am not sure if there is anyone of a higher level than me in-game yet. There might be by now, but that just means I need to grow stronger. I had to, no matter what. Rodden was already a major reason for me to grow as strong as possible. I needed to be stronger than everyone, including Hilde and the rest of them.

Officially, the world was still in the early stages of the apocalypse, with more than four hundred days to go until the end of the first trial. What the second trial will be, I am not sure. Everything is so messed up compared to how things were before.

Things will need to stabilize before we can truly begin to rebuild and reclaim what has been overrun. Only then can the apocalypse be considered over. But before any of that, I will need to get into that tomb or whatever it was that we had found before. I will have to wait until after the trials are over.

The road was long and basically a straight shot to the mountains. The peaks were actually set off the beaten path, but the road I was on would take me close enough before I would need to push through a dense forest and climb up a narrow path to the summit.

If Sir Cline had gone to the place I think he went, then he would be at the Martial Temple, a temple run by monks. But these monks were some of the most powerful beings in this area, and not a place you really wanted to mess with. It was a great place to learn some extra skills, and if I remember correctly, there is another unique quest there. This quest was easy in that you didn’t need to travel all over the place, but you had to survive their training, and I do believe it scales with level.

What I needed now was to learn Mirage Sword. I have the concepts down, but I still don’t have the skill. With it, I could do much more damage. It copied what I did, so it was pretty much useless in defense, but in actual combat, when attacking, it could triple my damage output.

The skill you got from the monks was very interesting. It was a high defensive skill called Iron Body. It didn’t make you immortal or anything, but sword attacks around or even above my level will do much less damage. It was a skill worth getting, no matter how harsh the training was. The good thing is I don’t need to log out anytime soon, so I can learn both Iron Body and Mirage Sword before I log out.

The further I got down the road, the fewer people I would see walking. Some looked at me in surprise when I drove by them, while others ignored my existence. I was surprised to see as many people as I did, considering this area was for level thirty. I guess people who had concentrated on leveling would quickly level up.

When night finally began to fall, I pulled off to the side of the road, put away the scooter, and continued on foot. I didn’t want to waste the battery by turning the headlamps on since recharging them would be a pain. Plus, it would be dangerous to drive at night around here, given how unhealthy the roads were to begin with.

The last thing I would want is to hit a large rock and damage the scooter beyond repair. It wasn’t an off-road vehicle after all. I needed it to last since no more would be made anytime soon.

I wonder if I will ever be able to get it to work with only mana one day. That would require some kind of mana engine, which I don’t think such a thing was ever made in my past life. Maybe I can make it possible this time around.




Chapter 5

During my second day of travel, I stopped seeing any players. The monsters were now around my level, mainly level 49 to level 50. They were easily dispatched, but it was hard jumping off the scooter and trying to store it away in my inventory while trying to face a monster at the same time. The Razor Winged Birds were the hardest to fight because they swooped down and tried to slice your head right off your body with their razor-sharp wings. Sadly, there were not enough attacks to reach level 54 yet, but I was getting close.

It was the morning of the next day that I finally reached the outskirts of the forest. I could see the forest-covered mountain caps, which stood out amongst the other snow-covered mountain peaks. The monks had created some kind of barrier over the two mountains that kept them covered in green year-round.

As I stood at the forest’s edge and looked into the darkness brought on by the thick canopies, I knew that as soon as I entered, I would be watched by the monks who called the mountains home. This could also be considered my first test. To see if I could even reach the mountain peak.

This forest had five layers, ranging from level fifty monsters to level seventy monsters. I was not too worried about fighting level seventy regular monsters. They were nothing compared to a level fifty dragon.

Once you reached the base of the mountain, you had to climb up the narrow paths. Like the trails of Mount Hua in China, you had to walk across narrow ledges and vertical steps that went up the cliff-side. Unlike Mount Hua, though, there were no chains embedded in the cliff face for you to latch on to. There were no wooden planks to walk across. If you had to jump a gap, you had to jump a gap.

For those with a fear of heights, it might be a good place to either try to get rid of that fear, or for those without, a place that will instill such a fear into them. It was not for the faint of heart.

I took a step into the forest and began making my way towards the mountain base. I had been here a few times before, so the first step was to reach the base of the mountain before looking for the trail to ascend it. Hopefully, my memory will be sufficient for me to locate the trail.

It didn’t take long to get attacked. A group of level fifty gorilla-looking monsters, called Spiketails, with spiked tails and long fingers that had razor-sharp claws attached to them, jumped down from the tree tops to attack me.

There were six of them in total, so I had no choice but to tuck and roll as they jumped at me. I had to get out of their reach before they stabbed their long claws into me. Once I rolled past them, I jumped to my feet and drew my sword.

They all attacked at once from all sides. One struck my front, which I blocked with my sword while at the same time kicking out behind me to knock back the Spiketail that charged me from behind. I then spun my body around, swinging my sword in an arc to slice two of them that charged my side, only to have to jump to the side to dodge the two that had jumped over their comrades to attack.

It was not easy keeping up with the six of them. I found it strange, though, since Spiketails from my memories only roamed in packs of three. It was a hassle to deal with, but not something I was overly concerned about. What made them challenging to fight was their ability to fight effectively in a group. They had their own tactics, which they changed with a hoot or a howl. Such intelligent monsters weren't normal this early in the game. Besides the Spiketails, there was only one other group of monsters that fought this well in a group, and those were the creepy crawly White Spotted Spiders, which could only be found in dungeons.

It took a few minutes, but I finally killed all six monsters and got a level up in the process.

[Level up!]

Now, level 54, I continued deeper into the forest. The forest was dark, dingy, and very swampy. You had to watch your step or you might lose a shoe. Your feet could sink into the terrain at any time, or you could find yourself in a patch of quicksand.

I have read stories, in my dreams, on the forums about people dying due to getting stuck in quicksand. They said it was an experience they would never want to live through again. I never died to it myself, but I, for one, will never wish to experience such a situation, which is why I always poke the ground in front of me with a stick.

From what I know, these quicksand spots didn’t show up until the inner rings, but since the monsters have been strange, fighting in larger groups than from what I remember, I figured I should make sure I do not fall prey to the forest floor.

I continued moving deeper and deeper into the forest. It wasn’t as easy as it was in my dreams, with monsters attacking me in large groups and the forest floor trying to swallow me. It was much different and not very easy. You can say it was keeping me on my toes. Unless the monks had some kind of skill to control the monsters, things were changing not just in reality but also in the game.

I landed on a solid piece of ground and looked up toward the canopies, checking for monsters before sending Angel a message. ‘Are you doing okay?’

‘Yeah. Sorry, I have been stuck in a dungeon. You caught me at a good time. I just finished clearing this room. Zoe, are dungeon rooms supposed to have hordes of monsters?’

‘No. Not unless it’s a raid dungeon. Are you on a quest?’

‘Yeah, when I was heading to the city of Longrad, I met a traveling priest. He gave me a special quest to clear a level 40 dungeon. He told me that there was a special item at the end of the dungeon that would give me the skill to create a holy totem that would cast healing on anyone within range. I figured it would come in handy. Ever hear of it?’

‘No. Is it a unique quest?’

‘Yeah. It’s a hidden mythic quest. What’s strange is that when I accepted the quest, the priest didn’t say anything more and just walked off. But even freakier is when I turned to say thank you to him, he disappeared.’

‘That is strange but not unheard of. You probably were in the right place at the right time. If you get stuck in the quest, let me know. We can meet up and I can help you.’

‘Zoe, that’s sweet, and I would love to spend time with you, but that would hinder your progress. I need to do this on my own. Consider this a form of training. I can’t always have you protecting me. I want to be able to walk beside you, not a step behind.’

I couldn’t help but smile. Angel really knew how to make me feel warm inside, keeping that last fragment of humanity I still have in me safe. If my demon side ever took complete control, I think it would be Angel who kept me from doing anything that I would regret.

‘Someone just earned a bunch of bonus points. Are you trying to raise my love meter?’

‘Hehe. As long as it’s one of those love meters that gets you in bed.’

I couldn’t help but chuckle. This angel was more of a succubus than an angel. ‘Then I guess when we are done with our session, I will have to fulfill your wish.’

‘That’s a promise! I will now conquer this dungeon and get the holy dil…’

I shut the message window. She was just as perverted as the damn maid. But before I go, I’d better send her a message. I can’t have my Angel mad at me.

By the time I reached the base of the mountain, I had gained five more levels. I just hoped there were no monsters on the path up the mountain. The last thing I want is to be slapped in the face by some monkey poop suddenly and sent careening down the cliff-side.

I mean, I don’t think the monkey monsters in this game do such things, but you never know. It was something I really didn't want to experience, ever. Just climbing up the trail was already hard enough. Having to dodge poop bullets would make it impossible.

I spent half a mile staring at rocks as I searched for the vertical steps that marked the start of the trail. I have found that if you stare at rocks long enough, your eyes will merge the rock texture together, making it hard to spot anything.

It was almost nightfall before I finally found what I was looking for, and only because I was smart enough to backtrack when I felt like I knew the area and the sun had shifted enough to cast shadows in the right spot.

But now I was basically climbing a vertical face, straight up the mountainside. It was not going to be fun, but I had to do it. My goal was to reach the first ledge, which was only about three inches of space. You had to shuffle along it to reach the next section, which was slightly wider but only after you jumped over a small gap.

The trick was not to look down. You can look out and over, but never look directly down. You had to trick your mind into thinking you were on a sturdy structure. That is, if you were scared of heights. I wasn’t, so I could look down all day without an issue.

One hand over the other, one foot at a time. That was how you had to climb these vertical steps. It was more like a ladder than steps. They were not deep. Just enough to get a grip on. If the rocks were wet, you would probably slip and fall easily. The monks who live at the top of the mountain could easily just walk up these steps. They pretty much walked vertical as if it was just another day. It was an amazing feat, not something I could ever do. At least not yet. Maybe after the training, they will put me through. But I saw this as the true first trial.

It wasn’t only mind-numbing, but it took a lot of strength and determination to climb all the way to the mountain peak from the base. One wrong step would mean falling to your death.




Chapter 6

“This is higher than I remember…” I looked down at the forest canopies below and let out a sigh. I was currently edging across a three-inch ledge. The wind had picked up, and I was basically pressed up against the cliff side, holding on as best I could. “I wish I could fly…”

“Omgo!” A strange sound came from above me. I looked up to see a large bird resting on an outcropping on the cliff about twenty feet up. Looking up at it, I couldn’t help but gulp. The thing above me was something I had only read about on the forums. It was said to be a legend. There was only a single screenshot of it flying across the sky, and it was said to be one of the hidden bosses of the game.

I have a feeling that even if Angel were here to identify this thing, we wouldn’t be able to see its level. I didn’t need to. The pressure it gave off as it gazed down at me curiously was enough to make a cold sweat form on my back. “Ummm… Hello…”

“Oommgooo!” The bird cawed. Its black feathers were as dark as night with a shimmer of purple to them. Everything about it gave it an ominous appearance. Black feathers, black eyes, and even a black beak and feet. The thing that stood out was its blood-red, razor-sharp teeth in its mouth.

“I know you probably don’t understand me, but if you don’t eat me, I will feed you something nice.” I opened my inventory, pulled out a pastry, and looked up at it. The forums called it the Dark Reaper. No one actually knows the real name of this monster.

I took a small bite of the pastry in my hand to show that it was safe to eat and held it up to the Dark Reaper. “It’s yummy.” With a small toss, I sent the pastry up to the bird and watched as its eyes followed it. With a quick snap, it caught the pastry in its mouth and swallowed it.

“OOmmgoo! Ommgooo!” It cried out as if begging for more.

Now, normally, this would be the part where you empty your inventory and give everything you have to the monster above you, but this was no normal situation. It was not like I could run away. A few pastries won’t make it full. The thing that took up a huge section of the cliff face, somehow balancing on one small protrusion, was by no means going to be filled up so easily. That was just an appetizer for it. Even if it ate me, I would probably only take up one percent of its stomach. The thought of being slowly digested made me shiver in fear.

I took out another pastry and held it up in the air. “If you want this, I can give it to you, but you have to help me to the top of the mountain. What do you think?”

“OOmmgoo! Ommgooo!” it cried out once again, seemingly disgruntled. I guess it can understand me. But as I waved the pastry back and forth, it stopped freaking out and followed it.

“If you want it. Just a single ride to the top of the mountain. I will even give you two.” I took out a second pastry, waving it around. This time, the Death Reaper licked its beak, launched off the side of the cliff, and came to a flapping stop right in front of me. Its eyes looking into mine.

“Ommhoo…” Its cry was different this time, as if it had come to a decision. It flew up slightly before reaching out to me with its claws. I could only helplessly let it catch me and start flying up the mountain.

“I guess this works too…” Not that I didn’t want to ride on your back or anything! I could only watch as the rock face changed many times. The air began to grow colder and colder until finally, a purple barrier appeared that covered the mountain peak. The Dark Reaper didn’t seem to care as it flew right through it, shattering a massive hole in it like throwing a rock through glass.

‘The monks won’t be happy about this.’ And as if on cue, a group of old monks wearing white robes floated over, and I really meant they floated over to us.

“Great One, why have you shattered our barrier?” one of the old men asked. He was being very polite for having his barrier shattered.

“Ommgoo!” The Dark Reaper replied. At least, I think it replied.

“I don’t understand…” The old man replied as if he understood, which I highly doubted.

“Ummm… You can blame me for this.” I waved to the monk from my perch on the Dark Reaper’s claws. “I asked it for a ride and it obliged as long as I gave it some treats.”

“The Great One Spoke!” I stared at the old man in the back who yelled out. Was he stupid? Were the mountain monks not all that? Well, they were standing in the air, so maybe?

“No, I did. Look down. It’s claws.” I decided not to make a comment on the dumb monk.

“Oh? And what is a demon doing hanging on to the Great One’s claws?”

“Hitching a ride. You do realize your staircase is a pain in the ass to climb up, right?” I figured now was as good a time as any to make a complaint.

“We have not used them in years. Most fly up, or those who have the skills, can easily scale the cliffside. And Miss, if I may ask your name and how you were able to get the Great One to help you?” The old man asked, and he seemed kind enough. I am guessing these are the leaders of the monks who dwell here. Being able to stand in the air like this is something I have never seen before.

“I’m Zoe, and the Great One, as you called it, likes my snacks. Not something you can get your hands on since I can’t get any more once the ones I have run out. But more importantly, old man, do you mind if the Great One drops me off somewhere? This is not the most comfortable position to be in.” I really just wanted to stand on the ground.

“Of course. Great One, this way, please.” The old man gestured to the giant bird before floating toward the mountain peak. The Great One, as they called him, followed along, and I was soon placed rather gently on the ground.

I looked into the massive bird's expectant beady eyes and chuckled softly as I took out two more pastries and tossed them over to it. With a speed too fast for me to see, it snatched them out of the air and gulped them down without even tasting them first.

“Ommgoo!” It cried out before nodding its head at me and then flapping its massive wings. I shielded my eyes from the dust that was being kicked up to watch it rise into the sky, then fly back the way it came.

“There it goes…” I had a feeling I might see that bird again. But now was not the time to worry about that. I turned to the old men who had looks of disappointment in their eyes. “So…”

“Ahem… You have a lot of promise.” One of the old men cleared their throat and looked at me with a firm nod. “I should take you as my Disciple. Come, greet your new Maste…”

“Hold on, you old goat! I believe I should be her Master!”

“Hah! You two old things that know nothing! I should be her Master!”

“No, me!”

“Me!”

“Oh yeah! Let me tear that beard off your face and see if you are worthy of it!”

And then a brawl broke out while I found a rock to sit on and watched the show. They were only punching and kicking. But the thing that was taking the most damage was the old guys’ beards. It seemed to be a cheap tactic to yank on the other person’s beard. Not that I can talk since I would probably do the same. They kicked and scratched, but no one went for the family jewels. I guess it was a kind of unspoken rule. Never hit below the belt and above the knees.

After about an hour, they finally stopped. All three were lying on the ground, huffing and puffing. “You old fools!”

“You’re the fool!”

“Yeah, you old windbag!”

“Humph! So… We all agree?”

Hmmm..? They actually agreed on something? I don’t remember them even talking properly!

“Yeah.”

“I guess it’s the only way.”

“Good… Little Girl, you will become our personal disciple.”

“Err…” Why are these old men deciding things on their own? I don’t remember agreeing to any of this. “Do I get a say?”

“No!” All three were perfectly in sync. I am starting to think I made a mistake in coming here, but Sir Cliene was here, or at least I think he is here. I just don’t want to waste all my time here besides completing my quest.

“But I…” I went to try to decline when a new window popped up.

[God Rank Hidden Quest: ‘Mortal Bonds’ Started]

[Conditions Updated…]

[Become a disciple of some of the strongest beings in this world. Follow their teachings to break your mortal bonds before you evolve. Becoming an Ascended will grant better evolution choices.]

This was the first time between my two lives that I had ever seen a God Rank quest. I hadn’t even seen anything about such a thing on the forums for the game. I am not sure what to make of this, but breaking the mortal bonds… I guess evolution is what allows you to become an ascended, but to do so before your first evolution… If this made me stronger, then it was worth it.

“But I, what, Lass? Are you going to reject us?” One of the old men looked at me with big, round, watery eyes. Normally, this wouldn’t work when other people did it, but these guys were old, so it made them look very pitiful.

If you combine this with the quest I just got, then there is no reason for me not to become their disciple. “I accept…”

The old men clapped happily and started to dance. It was kind of cute seeing how excited they were. I still needed to talk with Sir Cliene, though. “Umm… Old guys.”

“Master! I am Master R. He is Master H, and over there is Master Y. Don’t ask us our real names, we have long forgotten. Half the time, we just refer to each other as hey you, and old man. Do that for a few thousand years and you forget your own name.”

“Then, Master R, why the letters?” I couldn’t help but be curious as to why they were using letters.

“I like the Letter R.” Straight and to the point. I guess that is one way to decide things.

“Then, Master R, do you know of a man named Cliene?”




Chapter 7

“Cliene?” Master R pulled on his beard before shaking his head. “He may be in the lower monastery. The young ones are the ones who run it. I will send someone down later to find this Cliene. For now, you should follow us. Show us this thing you used to get the Great One to help you.”

I could only sigh. I sent Angel a message telling her I had gotten a god rank quest. She sent back a bunch of emojis before wishing me good luck. She also mentioned that she was still pushing her way through the dungeon she was in. She thought she had reached the end, only to find out that there was a secret passage, and now she was diving even deeper into the darkness.

I don’t know what she will end up finding, but I hope whatever it is is good. She has been working hard. I need to work just as hard to keep up, or she might just leave me behind one day.

I followed my three new Masters into what I can only consider a Chinese-style courtyard with a moon gate. Small trees were sitting on top of shelves with tools that looked to be used for trimming them. A rock path led to a small building, but what caught my eye the most was the man-made rock pond. A large ape was sitting in it with a towel on its head.

I guess it sensed me staring at it because it turned and looked at me. But after a small nod, it turned back around and continued to soak in the pond. “That is…”

“That is our freeloader. He comes and steals apples from our orchard out back. He then comes here to soak in our pond. After a soak, he will go and lie down under the tree over there. These two old foggies won’t even get rid of him, so he’s been here for almost five hundred years.” I am starting to think these three old men were as lazy as can be.

“Ouch!” I cried out and rubbed my head. I turned back to see Master H holding a stick.

“Don’t be thinking silly things. Come, we need to test your aptitude with mana. If it’s too low, you won’t be able to learn our techniques. After that, you will share your secret. How you controlled one of the Great Ones.”

I was led right into the main building, through a carved-out passage into the cave, and into a room with an obelisk. I didn’t even get a chance to take a good look around at the main house before all I saw were rocky floors, ceiling, and walls.

“This is?” I looked at the black, ominous obelisk standing before me with a wary look. Wasn’t this how many scary movies started? Touch the obelisk and get sucked into a different world with crazy monsters that attack you from every direction. Kinda like how Earth is now…

“This, my dear disciple, is how you test your mana to see if we can open your mana channels.” Now I was very confused. Was he talking like Chinese cultivation stuff?

“Explain, please, since I never knew there was this thing called mana channels.” I was not against cultivating mana if that is what it is. The added power and the ability to ascend were something I couldn’t pass up. And once I learned how to do it, I could even teach Angel.

“Hmm… I guess you wouldn’t know what mana channels are. Not many do. They are what allow your mana to flow through your body more freely. Normally, when using skills of any kind, you would brute force the mana. It’s like trying to shove a rock through a hole you carved through another rock. It’s possible with enough force, but it wastes a lot of mana. Once you open your mana channels, the mana you are able to take in around you is much greater. Think of it like a creek turning into a raging river. This river will pool inside you, creating the basis for fortifying your body and slowly making you stronger.”

I am not sure what the whole rock thing was supposed to be about, but from what I am hearing, this buildup of mana is supposed to enable you to grow stronger over time. Quite similar to what I know about Chinese cultivation stories.

“And how does this rock help with all of this?

“It detects your ability to take in mana. The more mana you can take in, the better your chances of ascending.”

“Master H is not explaining it well. Before you can ascend, your body will slowly begin to change. Your strength will grow to new heights, and you will be able to learn skills you would never be able to learn without going through this process. But all good things do not come without their own trials. Just to open your mana channels well…” Master Y looked up at the ceiling in a daze. “It’s not a memory you will want to keep.”

“So it’s painful.”

“Little Girl, the pain is like having magma ants enter your body and melt your bones. It’s like nothing you’ve ever felt before.” I couldn’t help but shiver. Whatever they were going to have me do didn’t sound like a walk in the park. But I will endure. If it can make me stronger, then it would be worth it.

“That being said, come, place your hand onto the obelisk and inject mana into it.” Master Y showed me where to place my hand.

I looked once more at the strange carvings in the smooth black stone before doing as I was told. The stone began to light up, first with yellow, then orange, red, blue, purple, until it lit up all the way at the top with a strange blackish light. I didn’t even know light could be black.

“Ooooh! We chose right. I knew the Great One wouldn’t follow anyone normal. We should triple the solution for her to soak in.” Master R said something kind of scary just now. If this was the same solution they wanted me to bathe in that was mentioned before, they were basically asking for me to die a thousand times over.

“No, five times the amount!” Master Y yelled, not even a second after.

“You fools!” Master H cut in. I let out a sigh of relief. I am glad one of them was still sane. “It should be ten times! Ten times!” Never mind, these three old men are batshit crazy.

“Girl, come, we will have the maids prepare a bath for you. But whatever you do, don’t pass out or else you will need to do it all over again.” Master R grabbed me by the wrist firmly. It was as if he thought I was about to run away.

With how strong these old guys were, I highly doubt I could get away even if I tried to resist with all my might. Master R pulled me into a room that had polished wooden floors and carvings of different monsters. Vases with strange flowers I have never seen before, and paintings of places that were by no means from Earth.

We arrived in front of a sliding wooden and paper door. Something I have seen on TV, Asian dramas on the net. They were made with wood frames but had painted paper covering the small wooden squares that lined the entire door. The image on the front was that of a large tiger-looking monster.

When we walked in, two young women stood there with their heads bowed. “Old Masters…”

“Good, you are right here, grab ten of the X solution and prepare a bath for our little disciple here.” Master Y ordered with a proud smile on his face.

“Te-Ten Old Si-Sir? Isn’t that…”

“Ahh! Always bickering! If I say ten, it’s ten! Just do it already!” Master Y threw up his hands dramatically as he yelled.

“Yes, Old Master!” The two girls replied in unison. They both looked up at me with pity in their eyes. I hope they don’t listen to these crazy old men! I would love to curse them, but I can’t! I needed this power! I was willing to endure anything as long as it meant I could protect what I had. Right now, Angel and I, and the others, have worked hard to make a home. I don’t want to lose it. Not for any reason.

“Go follow them. They will take care of you while you are here. Remember, you are our disciple, if anyone tries to cause you trouble just smack them. We will look into this Cliene fellow for you while you open up your channels.”

“Thanks. I will be sure to survive…” I licked my lips and headed into the room and through the doors, where the two girls had entered, and made my way down the hall, where I could hear one of the girls talking. It was strange that there were so many doors in this house, each separating another room.

“Are the Old Masters trying to kill her?”

“We just have to do as we were told. We don’t have the right to complain. They did save us from those guys from the lower monastery.”

“I know… But if they are doing this because they have gone senile, the girl…”

“Pann, just do as you are told.”

“I will…”

I didn’t bother them and just waited in the hall. I didn’t want them to know I was eavesdropping, but it seems they were at least worried about my safety. I was also worried about my safety. These old bastards were using something called X to kill me!

A few minutes went by that seemed like ages, mainly me wallowing in my own sorrow. “Miss???” One of the girls called out to me.

“Zoe is fine. Are you all set?” I was not looking forward to this, but with great power came great pain!

“Mis..Zoe, we should warn you… The solution the Masters asked us to give you is…”

“Painful, I know. Just do as they said. I mean, what’s the worst that can happen? I die? It would just mean making my way back here all over again.”

“Ri-Right…” The two girls gave me a strange look and led me through five more doors, each with a different depiction of another monster. When we finally reached a room with a large wooden tub, the girls began to fill it with hot, steaming water from a nearby flowing pool. They scooped up buckets of water and slowly filled the tub until it was only a few inches from the top. Then they began opening black bottles with large Xs on them and pouring them into the water. The water changed from being clear to a deep orange-red, resembling magma.

“I’m so going to die and it will be those old fools’ fault!”




Chapter 8

“Miss… Zoe, the bath is now ready. If you will remove your clothes and slowly submerge yourself.” I looked at the girl who had a pity written all over her face and sighed. I slowly unequipped my gear until I was actually in the nude and walked over to the tub. With a deep breath, I held it in as I climbed up the small step and dipped my foot into the magma-like water before quickly slipping into the water…

“AHHH! FUCK!” I yelled at the top of my lungs. I had to clench my jaw after, or else I would end up biting my tongue off. The pain was almost instant and attacked every part of my submerged body. Only my head was above the water, so everything from the neck down was now being attacked.

“That’s why I said slowly…” I heard the girl beside me whisper. Okay! I should have listened! Sue me!

I don’t think it would have mattered either way. The blinding pain would have kept me from getting in if I hadn’t done it all at once. All I could do was focus on not passing out and getting through it. The only thought in my mind was punching those damn old men in the face! Revenge! It was the perfect thing to keep me going!

Time ticked by, and I finally started to feel a warm sensation flowing into my body. Unlike before, where it was just pain, I now had a soothing sensation mixed with agonizing pain. My entire body felt as if someone was crushing it over and over.

[Mythic Skill Obtained: Mana Absorption]

[Passively takes in the mana around the user using mana channels opened in the body.]

[Some of this mana will be used to strengthen the user’s body.]

[Each level will cause the body to grow stronger.]

[Once you have reached level 10, the user’s body will break its mortal bonds and become a mana body.]

I closed the skill notification before bringing up my stats, to see that the skill had opened up a new section of skills that I didn’t even know existed.

Name: Zoe

Race: Demon

Level: 59

Health: 2960/2960

Mana: 2950/2950

Stats

Strength: 295

Dexterity: 270

Intelligence: 295

Vitality: 296

Mind: 295

Charisma: 294

Skills

Sword Mastery: 80/99

Elemental Magic: 4/99

Shadow Step: 1/99

Ice Bind: 1/99

Static Blade: 9/99

Ice Block: 5/99

Water Blade: 3/99

Torrential Rain: 1/99

Water Shield: 2/99

Magma Blade: 1/99

Emergency Rejuvenation: 1/99

Lightning Burst: 1/99

Mythic Skills

Mana Absorption: Level 0

Unique Skills

Shadow Mimic: 27/99

Nature’s Embrace:34/99

Chrono Step: 1/99

Chrono Domain: 1/99

Elite Golem Creation: 70/99 [Slots: 4/5]

Rebirther: 1/9999

The strange thing about this skill was that it didn’t have a maximum like the other skills. It was as if it was an infinite type skill, meaning as long as I was alive, it would continue to go up. I will have to wait and see how long it takes to reach a single level. From the sounds of it, it will not be an easy task. That is, unless those crazy old men have some way of doing just that. I believe this may be the case. Otherwise, why would they put me through such torture? Unless they just liked knowing they tortured someone with this special concoction.

“Zoe… You can get out now. We have another clean bath ready for you.” A soft voice entered my ears, causing me to open my eyes.

I blinked my eyes a few times to make sure I was not seeing things, but it seemed that I was now sitting in what looked like black sludge… “It stinks!”

“It’s the impurities in your body that are forced out during the process. Come wash up quickly so we can incinerate this tub.” I know she wasn’t trying to sound mean, but it really made me feel as if she was saying I was dirty.

I did as I was asked and was soon doused in water over and over before being led to another tub to finish cleaning off. Only when I was sure I was squeaky clean did I get out and dry off.

“Here are your disciple robes. They will magically fit. I will help you put them on.” I looked at the clothes in front of me and picked them up. I couldn’t say I was not hoping for something epic for armor, but they were just that, robes. No stats to them whatsoever.

Now wearing a set of light blue robes with white trim. I stored away my armor, and followed the maid to a new room where the three old men sat. When I entered, they all looked up at me with surprised expressions. “She really lived!”

“She is!”

“You expected me to die, you old bastards!?” I yelled out, to which they all looked away sheepishly.

“My dear disciple, it is not that we didn’t believe in you, but after you left, we felt that maybe we went overboard with the number of solutions… Since you survived and have come out unscathed, with all your mana channels open, we can say for sure that you are really amazing. Now come. Have some mana tea. It will help infuse some extra mana into your system.”

I gave the old guys a look before sitting down and taking the cup of tea that was handed to me. I wonder how long it has been since I’ve had tea. I brought the cup to my lips and was greeted with a pleasant smell. And after taking a sip…

“Lass, slow down! There is more where that came from!” Master R let out a jolly chuckle as he filled my cup once more.

I can’t describe it. There is no taste yet for some reason it filled my body with Mana allowing it to suck up every bit of it. My muscles, my innards, my bones, all of it is being bathed in an explosive amount of mana.

[Mana Absorption: Level 0 → 1]

I quickly opened my stats to see what they were at now.

Health: 3460/3460

Mana: 3450/3450

Stats

Strength: 345

Dexterity: 320

Intelligence: 345

Vitality: 346

Mind: 345

Charisma: 344

A single level in Mana Absorption gave me fifty points in all my stats. That's…. A little broken. Okay, very broken! I am not going to complain, though. I am more than happy to gain a bunch of stats for free. There is nothing wrong with that.

I finished the last drop of my tea and looked at Master R, who shook his head. “It’s not good to drink more than two cups a month. It should have at least gotten you a level in Mana Absorption, right?”

“Yeah… that stuff is amazing. Is it really just mana?” I was very curious as to what it was made of. If I can get the recipe, then I can make my own.

“I can read your thoughts, Little Girl. Not that it matters. Mana tea is pure mana, liquified using a technique that you’ll learn soon enough.” Master Y let out a sigh and placed his cup down. “Everything you have gone through, you’ll learn to create on your own over time. It’ll allow you to help others break the bonds of mortality. To speed that up, there is a method of doing so, but it takes patience. You will need to deal with long bouts of practice in order to reach level ten Mana Absorption.”

“We’ll start tomorrow. For today, you should rest. The person you are trying to find is indeed in the lower monastery. He is waiting for you there. But Little Girl isn’t he a bit too old for you?” Master H was giving me a judging look, to which I rolled my eyes. I mean, what was going through this old man’s mind to think I would even think of Sir Cliene in such a way?

“I will go see my FIRST MASTER. The man who taught me the sword now.” Seeing the old guys’ reactions made me smile brightly as I walked out of the room. Their eyes were wide, and their mouths were open wide enough to fit an egg in.

As I exited the room, one of the two maids from earlier was standing there and gave me a thumbs up. I couldn’t help but laugh out loud. “Do you mind showing me how to get to the lower monastery?”

“Of course. Follow me.” The maid bowed her head and began leading the way. I wanted to ask her name and maybe get to know her, since it seemed I would be here for a while. She gave off a ‘don’t talk to me’ vibe, so I kept quiet and followed behind her.

The place these old men lived in was like a maze. Door after door, turn after turn, until you finally reach the exit. The path from there was pretty straight forward at least until we arrived at the location where I had landed earlier. I watched as the maid walked over to the side of the cliff and stepped off it.

At first, I thought she had fallen, but when I looked over the edge, she was standing on the air, and I could see the flickering of something solid under her feet. “Miss, please follow closely. A single misstep will send you down the mountain slope. Making it a quick but deadly trip.”

“I… I can see that…” I took a deep breath and stepped off the cliff, and landed on the invisible pathway. From there, it was to watch and step carefully. The maid was nice enough to wait and direct me to the next step.

“This might seem random, but I don’t know your name.” I finally sensed the maid easing up as we walked down the invisible path.

“We… We have no name. But if you wish to call me anything, it would be Pann.” Pann replied, which made me tilt my head. A strange name indeed. “And my sister would be Lann.”

“Well, Pann, I hope we can get along from here on out. You and your sister have helped me greatly thus far. Thank you.” I watched a tinge of pink spread across Pann’s cheeks. I wonder just how much those old fogies actually praise these girls for what they do.

“We are just doing what is expected of us.”

“Either way, I should still give thanks where thanks are due. Those old bastards back there probably have no idea what thanking someone even is.”

“They are kind… They saved me and my sister. We owe them our lives.” I guess that explains it. They probably did it on a whim, or maybe they saw something in the girls, who knows? But I know what it’s like to be grateful to someone. Angel and her father are two people I could never repay for everything they have done for me.

Well, Angel, I can pay back. Her father not so much. He always goes above and beyond, and we wouldn’t even be able to do what we are doing now without him.

“I guess they are not so bad if they were willing to save you.” I smiled, which got a firm nod from the girl. Never badmouth a person’s savior. Well, I can because they are crazy, but others shouldn’t.




Chapter 9

The lower monastery was not how I remembered it from my dreams. In fact, it was completely different, and I really have no idea why. It was not like I could ask why it was this way, either, since it would be impossible to get an answer. I did, however, find Sir Cliene, even if everything is different, at least Sir Cliene didn’t change.

“Lass, you surprised me. To think you would chase me all the way here and even become a disciple of the ancestors.” Sir Cliene smiled before looking at Pann and bowing deeply. “Miss Pann.”

“Sir, you don’t need to bow to a mere maid.” Pann seemed used to this sort of treatment. It seemed she held quite a high position here in the lower monastery.

“Anyone who serves the Ancestors deserves respect, Miss Pann.” Sir Cliene was a stubborn man, but I suppose all knights were. “Now then, Lass, I’m guessing you’re here for the Mirage Sword.”

“Yes… My swordsmanship is almos…” Sir Cliene raised his hand to stop me.

“There is no need. I can feel the aura coming off you already. Your swordsmanship has already surpassed my own. I will teach you the skill now. Whether you can master it completely is up to you.”

Sir Cliene stretched out his finger and poked my head. A strange sensation of information being passed into my mind was felt for a brief moment, and a notification suddenly appeared.

[Quest Updated]

[Hidden Quest: ‘Artifacts of the Mirage’ Started]

[Conditions Updated…]

[Because your skill in the sword far surpassed the Sword master’s own skill, you have far surpassed the requirements to learn the skill. What you do with it now is up to you. ]

[Learned Unique Skill Mirage Sword]


[Hidden Quest: ‘Artifacts of the Mirage’ Completed] 

And just like that, I thought I was going to have to finish the quest chain completely, but now it was complete, all because I took so long to get here, and my sword mastery was almost maxed. But now that makes me wonder, how many levels did it take to become a named sword master in the kingdom?

“Lass, I wish you luck. I was actually about to descend the mountain and head back to Erune. I can’t leave my post for too long. Those young ones will start to lose discipline.” Sir Cliene seemed to be in a hurry. I didn’t blame him; the trip was long after all.

“Be careful, the forest is a little strange at the base of the mountain. And thank you for everything, Master Cliene.” I bowed my head to show my respect, causing the man to blush slightly and rub the back of his neck.

“Thanks, Lass.”

I watched as Sir Cleine walked away before turning to Pann. “Pann, why is the monastery like this? I thought it was more of a place for monks to worship?”

“Hmmm?” Pann gave me a confused look. “Miss, the monastery has always been like this. If you are talking about the very front where most visitors see, then yes, it is a place of worship and where the young ones train.”

Now I get it… I am still in the back of the monastery. I politely asked Pann to lead me to the front, and as soon as I saw the yard where the younger generation were running about doing their training, I knew I had been duped in my past life.

This place had so many secrets that you would never get to see if you didn’t know what you were looking for. That meant that this game, its cities, and everything had so much more to see.

Unfortunately, I’m not sure how long I will be stuck here with these old men. I know they have something they want me to start doing, which will accelerate the process of breaking the mortal bounds, but I am unsure what it entails. I just hope it won’t be painful.

I finished up in the lower monastery, and with Pann’s help, I used the invisible path once more to climb back up to what I guess is called the upper monastery. Most people in the lower monastery simply referred to it as the place where the ancestors lived.

I had to admit one thing, though, the people of the monastery, each one of them, were kind. Whether this was genuine kindness or not, I’m unsure. I did notice one thing, and that was the fearful glances some of the monks gave Pann.

I think it might have to do with the fact that the crazy old goats had saved Pann. She didn’t go into detail about what they saved her from, nor will I push to find out, but for the most part, it was good that such a kind girl was able to live a peaceful life now. Her and her sister found a home.

As for me… My home was too busy for them to even send me a message. I wonder if she even remembers me or if she is having too much fun in her dungeon. I know she is probably not even close to being in a safe position to send me messages, which is why I haven’t sent her any, just in case I distract her and get her killed. If she failed her quest, I don’t think I could live with myself. For now, it’s time for me to deal with the old guys again.

“You’re back, good, come here.” Master R called out to me and waved me over once I walked through the door. In his hand, he had what looked like a scroll or something similar to one.

He led me to a room where the strong scent of incense filled my nose, and shelves of candles were lit, illuminating the room. The room itself was on the smaller side, and in the middle was a large cushion that looked quite comfortable.

“Go sit on the cushion and read this. Try to understand it. I will sit here until you are finished. This scroll is a method of speeding up how much mana you take in. The more mana you take in, the sooner you will ascend.” Master R handed me the scroll.

I took it and walked into the room before sitting down on the cushion, which was indeed comfortable. Master R sat down just outside the door and closed his eyes as if he was meditating.

I only glanced at him once before turning my attention to the scroll. It looked ancient, but also felt as if it had something on it protecting it. A barrier of some kind. It was hard to tell since I don’t know barriers all that much or how to infuse things other than weapons with magic, at least not yet anyway, but from what I can tell, there is definitely something on it protecting it.

After rolling it out all the way in front of me, I felt a headache coming on. While I could read what was on it, I was having a hard time understanding it. It really didn’t make much sense. There was a diagram of the human body, with small wavy lines emanating from it. I guess that was supposed to be mana. There was also some information about how the flow of mana should be inside your body. I think this is why Master R is sitting in front of me, in case I needed his help.

He did tell me to try to understand it first. So I guess I should at least try. It’s just that most of this scroll is all cryptic words, the waves of an ocean do not just go one way, and all this mumbo jumbo that really makes no sense whatsoever. It’s something I could see people on psychedelics saying, and if it was one of these old guys who actually wrote it, then I can see them doing such a thing.

If it wasn’t for the diagrams, I probably wouldn’t be able to make heads or tails of this scroll. Basically, if what I know about these cultivation-type things is right, I need to feel the presence of mana in the air. I’m not sure how that would be possible in-game.

‘Let’s try to sense mana in the air first.’ I really have no idea what I am doing. I closed my eyes and tried to ignore my surroundings. I don’t know if it is this cushion or not, but tuning out the world around me was much simpler than I had thought it to be.

‘Hmmm?’ After what I believe to be twenty minutes or so, I began feeling a strange sensation around my body. It was different from the flow of mana I felt coming into me. That I could only feel on the inside of me, kind of like getting a shot and the sensation of whatever they were injecting you with flowing into you. It gave that same feeling but was what was in the air around me. It felt thick, thicker than water. It even had a little weight to it. It wrapped my body like a warm blanket.

‘Is this the mana in the air?’ I didn’t know what it was or what to do from here. I slowly opened my eyes and looked over at Master R. “Master R, the warm sensation that feels thick and has weight to it. Is that mana?”

“What did you just say?” Master R suddenly stood up and stared at me with wide eyes.

“I asked if the warm sensation against my skin that is thick and has weight to it is mana or not.” I repeated myself, looking at the startled expression on his old face in confusion. ‘Did I say something strange?’

“That… You are not wrong, that is mana. Little Girl, I had not expected you to be able to feel the mana in the air like this so soon. I had expected you to ask me for some hints by now, but to think… You really are a genius.” Master R stroked his beard.

“Well, I don’t know who wrote this, but its direction sucks. I had to figure it out from the diagrams that are in it. I mean, who talks about waves and all this other weird crap that is written in her… Oh…” I paused when I saw the old man’s face turning red. Not from anger but from embarrassment. “Master R… Did you write this?”

“Ahem… I may have overdone it with the idioms a little.” The old man coughed and tried to make up an excuse. I would too if I was just told my directions were crap. I should probably apologize, but I just can’t bring myself to. This scroll was just horrid for directions.

“Anyway…” The old man was quick to change the subject. “Now that you can sense mana, I will begin explaining how to take it into your body. Once you do, you should get a sister skill to the Mana Absorption called Mana Manipulation. It is needed in order to pull the mana into your body by your will and not a skill.”




Chapter 10

Master R was a man of fancy words. This was my thought as I listened to him go on and on about waves and flowers that made no sense to me whatsoever. I have no idea what this even had to do with manipulating the mana around me. “Umm… Master R…”

“Yes, my dear disciple?” Master R looked at me as if he was expecting me to say some kind of praise, but I really had no idea what he was talking about.

“Can you explain it in terms that a baby can understand? Without the fluff?” I didn’t want to rain on his parade since he was trying to teach me something, but I just couldn’t take it anymore.

“Ahem… It seems I went a little off-topic. What I was trying to explain is that you need to reach out to the mana around you. Make a connection with it with your own mana and pull it in. By doing this, you can manipulate the mana to do your bidding. This will allow you to create your own spells outside the system. It’s something you can’t do unless you have the Mana Absorption skill. These two skills are interwoven, and you must acquire Mana Absorption to gain Mana Manipulation. If you can’t draw in outside mana at will, you can’t use it to manipulate it.” This time, I finally understood. And it took him only two minutes to explain.

“Thank you, I think I understand now. If I have any questions, I will ask.” My answer brought a smile to the old man’s face. He did look worried there for a second.

“Good! I will let you go back to your practice. I hope you can gain the skill soon.” Master R sat back down at the entrance of the room and closed his eyes.

I decided to do the same. The sooner I could learn this, the quicker I could finish this quest. But I do wonder how Angel is doing…

♦♦♦

“What the hell is this!?” Angel was not having a good time. She was currently covered in green goo after three Devouring Slimes exploded after she blasted them with a fireball. “Clean…”

A wave of mana swirled around her, making all the slime disappear. Only when she was completely clean did she feel herself again. “How many more floors do I need to go?”

Angel sighed as she picked up her loot and put it into her inventory. “At least the slimes are good for making high-quality potions. This will come in handy for us. Now I need to keep diving. I wonder who will finish first, me or Zoe.”

Angel checked her mana real quick before continuing on.

♦♦♦

In a bunker deep underground at the Raven Rock Mountain Complex, President Hill climbed out of his pod with anger in his eyes. “That bitch! Who does she think she is!? Just wait until I send more nukes your way!”

“Sir, I don’t suggest we do that.” A woman wearing a dress suit and holding a binder stepped forward and handed it over to the President. “If we target The Fallen of Elysium any more than we have so far, it could turn out very bad for us. We may have technology, but from our observations and satellite imagery, we have found some of the people working under her, especially the young woman who is always with the Demon Queen, the one wearing the maid uniform, staring up at us as if she knows we are spying on them. If such a person is powerful enough to sense us, we will not be able to hide from them. She is also a higher level than everyone here. And you seem to forget we already dropped multiple nukes on her, and it did nothing to the barrier they had created.”

“I know! I know if I were to retaliate now, it would only make those running the military think twice about siding with us. Things were going great until all this shit happened!” The president looked at the binder and frowned slightly.

“Sir, you are also swearing much more these days. You should refrain from doing so. Especially in front of the other world leaders.”

“Taylor, you have become more naggy as of late.” President Hill replied with a snort. He continued reading the binder in front of him, his brow furrowing by the second. “Is this data correct?”

“Yes. As far as we can tell, the mana around the bunker is starting to rise. Our scientists are working on ways to reduce it, but if this keeps up, we will end up with more powerful monsters spawning outside and inside the facility.”

“In other words, our men will be overwhelmed and under-leveled. Try to find a way to rotate shifts better so everyone has more time in-game to level up. We should have taken the bitch’s words more seriously. But I still hate her for her stance on breaking this country up.” President Hill’s worst fear at this time was losing his position.

♦♦♦

“Why is it not letting me grab it!?” No matter how hard I try to reach out to the mana outside my body, I couldn’t latch on to it. It was really starting to become frustrating. Even with directions on how to do it, I still couldn’t manage to do it.

“It takes time. Don’t get discouraged just yet. You have already done more than most people in just a few days.” Master R was right. I was in a bit of a rush, but I know rushing things will not make things magically work. I need to take my time and keep at it.

I adjusted my position and closed my eyes once more. I could easily feel and see the mana floating around me and bring it towards me, but not actually take it into my body. I took a deep breath to calm my nerves. If not, I would start to get aggravated again, which would make the mana slip further away.

Slowly but surely, the mana I was trying to grab on to was starting to listen to my commands. I have no idea how long I have been in a state of meditation, but I know it has been at least a day or more. Surprisingly, the more I concentrate, the deeper my meditative state becomes, and the more I can feel my grasp on absorbing mana grow.

Inch by inch. The mana moved towards my body. Until finally, after who knows how long, the mana seeped into my skin. The strange feeling of mana entering was warm yet foreign. It was like being injected with a warm substance that permeated throughout the body.

[Mythic Skill Obtained: Mana Manipulation (Max)]

[The act of manipulating mana. Allows the user to manipulate mana at will.]

[Each level will cause the body to grow stronger.]

[Mana Absorption: Level 1 → 2]

Name: Zoe

Race: Demon

Level: 59

Health: 3960/3960

Mana: 3950/3950

Stats

Strength: 395

Dexterity: 370

Intelligence: 395

Vitality: 396

Mind: 395

Charisma: 394

Skills

Sword Mastery: 80/99

Elemental Magic: 4/99

Shadow Step: 1/99

Ice Bind: 1/99

Static Blade: 9/99

Ice Block: 5/99

Water Blade: 3/99

Torrential Rain: 1/99

Water Shield: 2/99

Magma Blade: 1/99

Emergency Rejuvenation: 1/99

Lightning Burst: 1/99

Mythic Skills

Mana Absorption: Level 2

Mana Manipulation: (Max)

Unique Skills

Shadow Mimic: 27/99

Nature’s Embrace:34/99

Chrono Step: 1/99

Chrono Domain: 1/99

Elite Golem Creation: 70/99 [Slots: 4/5]

Mirage Sword: 1/999

Rebirther: 1/9999

Hearing the familiar ding in my mind made me slowly open my eyes to see the message. Not only did I gain another level in Mana Absorption, but I also gained Mana Manipulation. While I was excited and happy now, since I could actually try to create my own spells. The stench that entered my nose was an instant eye-opener. “Again!?”

“Hoho! It seems you were successful.” Master R was standing there waiting for me, Pann and Lann standing behind him. “A bath is ready. You can go get cleaned up. From this moment on, you will be practicing in a herbal bath. It will help strengthen you even more.”

“How long was I meditating for?”

“Six months.” Master R had a big smile on his face. “It took you six months to learn how to absorb mana and gain the Mana Manipulation skill. Once you reach level 5 mana absorption I will teach you how to create your own spells.”

“Six months!?” My eyes widened. I had thought maybe a few days at most, but six months!? I quickly opened up my menu to see if I received any messages from Angel, to see a single message.

“Zoe, I am not sure if you will get this or not. But my system seems to be messing up. The deeper I get into this dungeon the more corrupted my system windows get. Some parts are glitching out and unreadable. But I don’t plan to stop. Whatever this quest is, I think it will eventually help me grow stronger. I know you are probably busy with your own quest, so try to reply when you can. I love you. Be safe.”

I bit my lip and quickly sent Angel a message explaining that I had just come out of six months of meditation and that I loved her too. It didn’t take long to receive a reply; it was just…

“Co… … I.. … … ..ive… … .ove… …”

The message I got back was glitchy, and only part of the words were showing. Whether Angel’s situation was a good thing or not, I don’t know. There was so much about this game that I don’t even understand. Things that should not be possible, becoming possible. I can only hope that if something happens to her, it will not affect her real-world body in a negative sense. But I swear, if anything harms her at all… I don’t know what I would do… I would somehow figure out how to get revenge no matter what.

I don’t know the quest she is on, but I do know the area she is in. It’s a level forty area called the Desolate Swamp. Even if I have to upturn the entire area, I will do it just to find the entrance to this dungeon she is talking about. ‘Hilde, keep an eye on Angel. Tell me if you see any signs of something happening to her in the real world.’

‘I am watching you both closely, Master.’




Chapter 11

“This place is shit… I can’t even send out any more messages.” Angel looked at her HUD, which had completely glitched out now. It was hard to even make out what was what. “Hopefully, Zoe got my last message I was able to send. Knowing her, she is probably worried but doesn’t want to cause me to die by sending too many messages.”

Angel checked what she had taken out of her inventory just in case she couldn’t get back into it, before shouldering her makeshift bag made of hides. She was covered in sludge and dirt. Her pink hair was matted, making her look like a beggar who hadn’t showered for months.

“This place has changed since I reached this floor.” Angel looked at the large stone blocks interwoven together, making up the floor, walls, and ceilings of the room she was in. The large circular pillars spaced out here and there kept the ceiling from caving in.

Angel had long lost count of how many floors she had descended. Her quest only told her to reach the bottom floor, so she continued her descent in hopes that the next floor would be the last.

Hoping for something and actually having it come true was another story. She had to admit that, because she always had to stay alert and scan the area, she had become very good at both close combat with her staff and quick casting her spells.

She hoped this would bring her one more step closer to being useful to Zoe. So she could fight by her side without Zoe worrying about her every step of the way. “I’ve rested long enough, I should keep going.”

♦♦♦

All I can say is that I am starting to hate bathing. It seems every time I get into a bath lately, the herbs inside them cause me nothing but agonizing pain. “Pann… Is it supposed to hurt?”

“It is flushing out the rest of your system. Until all your bodily impurities are gone, the pain will still be there.”

I gritted my teeth. I didn’t understand why I had impurities in-game! ‘Hilde, check my body and tell me if you see any filth coming out of it.’

‘Master, I have already cleaned your body many times now.’ Hilde’s reply irked me, but I also knew it was probably for a good reason. She may be a pervert, but she wouldn’t go that far without me knowing.

‘Was I covered in black sludge?’

‘Yes, quite thick in fact. It was not pleasant. It got to the point that I had to take off your body suit and throw it away. After bypassing some systems you are still hooked up but at this rate we will need to throw the pod away. It's so bad I couldn’t even enjoy the bathing process!’

‘You shouldn’t be enjoying it anyway!’ I snorted but let out a sigh. ‘Just to let you know it will keep happening from now on until I no longer have impurities in my body.’

‘Master, may I ask what you are doing?’

‘Let’s just say I am working on making myself stronger than ever. It will take time. Let me know if anything happens.’

‘Understood.’

Now that I know my body is actually being affected in real life, I guess I should work even harder. The more I can squeeze out of my time here, the better.

I sat in the bath with my eyes closed, pulling in mana using Mana absorption, hoping it would quickly level up. Sadly, there was no way of knowing how quickly something is leveling. I could only keep my eyes closed and keep at it until Pann or Lann told me it’s time to switch out the water.

Time ticked by, and ten baths later, I was finally greeted with another level up.

[Mana Absorption: Level 2 → 3]

With each new level came an additional fifty stat points. Raising my stats to another level. I had to admit that it was very nice knowing that just leveling up a single skill was giving me so many bonus status points.

That was equivalent to ten levels' worth of stat points. And so far, I have gotten this three times now. So in a sense, I was thirty levels above my current level. Not that I am complaining. In fact, I couldn’t wait to see what happens when I complete this quest and break my mortal bonds. “Seven more levels to go…”

“You will get there. You are doing this faster than the Masters.” Pann patted my shoulder. “It’s time to change the water. This time, it was only slightly dirty, so only one more bath before your body is completely purified. After that, we can just keep adding herbs and allow you to continue absorbing mana. We can also give you a tonic that will help boost this process as well.”

“Thank you.” I slowly lifted myself out of the bath. It was true this time, the bath was only grey, and you could start to see through it. The pain I felt before had also become nothing but a numbing sensation. I need two more levels before my Master’s will teach me how to create my own spells. I have a few ideas in mind that I would like to utilize, and I hope they will be feasible.

After the water was switched out, I climbed back into the bath and began absorbing mana once again, spreading it throughout my body. I was trying to strengthen every cell. The tougher my body was, the longer I could last. Between Rodden and an uncertain future ahead, I needed to make sure every atom of my being was strengthened to the max.

As time passed, I immersed myself in absorbing mana. Mana Absorption’s level began to rise, and after what seemed like a short time to me, I finally saw the notification I had been waiting for.

[Mana Absorption: Level 3 → 5]

With an extra one hundred stats added, I could now learn how to use mana manipulation to create my own spells. I slowly opened my eyes to see Pann and Lann staring at me with smiles on their faces.

“Congraultaions. We can both feel the power welling up inside you.”

“I would like to see how big of a boost in strength I will get once I reach level ten and shed my mortal bonds.” I stood up from my bath and let the water drip off me. Pann wrapped a towel around me and helped me out. “How long was I under this time?”

“Two years.” Her words made me bite my lip. I quickly checked my messages, only to see that there was nothing. ‘Hilde, how is everything? How is Angel?’

‘Master, nothing has changed. Our people are leveling up quickly, and resources are flowing in. Our city has also been fortified ten times over. Rodden will have to think twice before trying to attack us.’

‘Thanks. You and the others are doing amazing.’

‘Master, you are getting stronger as well. Each one of us can feel more and more power growing inside us. The stronger you grow, the stronger we become as well.’

‘That’s good to hear. How much time has passed outside?’

‘Six months.’

‘That means I have around six to seven months left…’

[Hidden Mythic Quest: ‘Worldly Connections’ Started]

[Conditions Updated…]

[You have defeated the Core Guardian and the Core. Your trial will end once the timer is up.]

[Trial Now Started! 218:15:34:23]

[First Trial: Survival (Earth)]

[The trial will end in 218 days.]

‘Hilde, I might still be in-game when the trial timer is up. Keep an eye on the surroundings. Watch for any world boss spawning.’

‘I will make sure to spread the word. Master, we will do everything in our power to make sure you and Madam grow to be the most powerful beings.’

‘I know. I can always count on you all. Hilde, thanks.’

‘Hehe… I should be thanking you… Bathing Master is just… Heh heh… Ouch! Mati, why did you hit me!?’

‘Master’s will consumed me and my hand moved on its own. Your face was creepy.’

‘It was not!’

I held my head. I knew leaving my body to Hilde was a risk. I will need to review the footage from the camera I set up later. ‘I got things to do. Please notify me if anything happens to Angel. Since her glitched message, I have not received anything from her.’

‘Understood, Master.’ Mati was the one to reply. I could hear muffled noises in the background. May Hilde rest in peace.

‘I’m not dead yet!’

At any rate, I’m starting to worry about Angel. Her not contacting me is really troubling. But knowing that only a few months have passed on the outside means my training area is somehow experiencing time dilation? Not that I’m complaining. As long as I can get extra time to grow stronger, that is all that matters.

After getting dressed, I found myself standing in front of my three masters. “Hmm… Girl, you are really something else.” Master Y pulled on his beard; he seemed a little jealous for some reason.

“Yes, your ability to level up your Mana Absorption so quickly is far beyond our expectations.” Master H looked really proud, as if he were the reason for my progress.

“As promised, we will begin teaching you how to cast spells using Mana Manipulation.” Master R added. “I will let Master H take this one since he is better at teaching these kinds of things.”

“Yes, your ability to explain things is not something to be desired. But Master Y, I hope you can give your input as well.”

“I will be at the side and point out anything I see.”

“Master H is better at teaching how to manipulate mana and weave it into a spell, while Master Y has the ability to read the mana inscription that forms when casting spells. He can give you advice, telling you what might need to be changed to make the spell stronger.”

“I will be in your care.” Since I had no way of knowing what was going on with Angel, this would help me keep my mind off things. Hopefully, I can learn how to create spells on the fly, which will allow me to change my tactics mid-fight. I wasn’t expecting it to happen right away, but the quicker the better.

“We will be entering another room where the time dilation is much stronger. A minute out here is a few years in there. Make the most of your time while you’re there. You will only get this one chance. Between creating your own spells, we also want you to take this time to reach level 10 in mana absorption.”




Chapter 12

“Mental image is key to creating the spell you wish to create. Without a strong mental image, it will be almost impossible to cast anything outside the system.” Master H began. We were currently in a space that had a lush grass field and a clear blue sky above. It’s all fake, but it is calming, especially when the warm breeze gently brushes across my skin.

“Let’s start with the classic mage spell, fireball. Something simple that I am sure you have seen cast before. Close your eyes and hold out your hand. Move your mana through your body and down your arm while picturing the formation of a fireball. Once you have a solid form, then let it fire off.”

Under Master H’s instructions, I did as he asked and closed my eyes while holding my hand out. I could feel the mana inside me and pulled more from the outside around me, and directed it down my outstretched arm. At the same time, I formed a strong image of a fireball forming in front of my open palm.

“Good! Good! Now release it. Picture it shooting forward.” Master H seemed quite happy, so I guess I was able to create the fireball. I slowly opened my eyes to see the flaming ball spinning in front of me. With a strong image still in my mind, and pictured it flying off at a high speed.

With a slight smile on my lips, I watched as the fireball took off like a rocket, firing off at a speed I had never seen in-game before. The fireball shot out and traveled off into the distance. There was no sound of it impacting anything. But just knowing I could easily cast something like that and use little to no mana since I was mainly using the mana around me was a lovely feeling. So nice, in fact, that I went and cast another one and even cast a few flame arrows while I was at it.

A few minutes later…

“Ahem…” Master H has a strange look on his face. “Dear Disciple, can you please at least leave some room for us to teach you. You pick things up so quickly it’s starting to make us think we are not needed.”

“Hmm?” I turned my head while holding my hand to the sky. A flaming molten rock was barreling towards us. “Okay?”

“Nevermind…” Master H and Master Y both let out a sigh at the same time.

“If you are casting that kind of spell, then there is no need for more training. It appears that you understand how to utilize your mental image to create a spell. The magic circles that are forming are very intricate and waste little mana.” Master Y had a smile on his lips, but seemed slightly down. I guess they were looking forward to teaching me.

“Hmm… Well, how about teaching me spells that I would normally not think of? Or have a hard time imagining?” I am sure there was something that might be worth teaching.

“I guess the only thing we can teach you is how to reflect spells at twice the power.” Master H’s words were a surprise. I had no idea that was even possible. To reflect a spell was really overpowered. That meant any spell they cast at you could easily be fired back. And double the power was even more overpowered.

♦♦♦

“Hilde, what is going on?” Mati was staring daggers at her companion.

“I’m not sure! And don’t look at me like that Mati! I didn’t do anything! Madam’s capsule began shaking and when I came to check on her she was hyperventilating!”

“How is she now?” Mati's expression eased. She walked over to the capsule to look at the young woman inside. Her pink hair was slowly starting to turn white, and her halo had many black spots in it.

“I am not sure. Her breathing has eased up, but the changes in her appearance worry me.” Hilde took a wet towel and gently wiped Angel’s forehead. “She looks like she is in pain; it’s as if she is holding it back.”

“We will both stay and keep an eye on things. I will have Albert handle things in our stead. We need to ensure that we only bother Master if something major occurs. With both of us here, she will not die.” Mati made a firm decision. She knew she should report this right away, but she didn’t wish to interrupt Zoe’s training. She was not worried about Angel dying. She could easily keep the girl alive. “I will set up some mental defenses and put some barriers around her organs. Keep an eye on her breathing.”

“Mmm… Mati, if Master finds out that we didn’t tell her she will get mad at us.”

“I know. We must allow Master time to grow stronger. We have already grown much stronger than before. If Rodden were to show up now, we could easily deal with him if we worked together. So it’s best to allow Master to continue her training unless something major happens and the Madam’s life is in danger.” Mati explained softly.

“I am trusting you then.” Hilde still felt that they should report it, but she would follow Mati on this. Mati would never do something unless she was sure about it.

♦♦♦

“What the hell is this…” Angel’s eyes were filled with anguish. Her entire body felt as if it were about to be pulled apart at the cellular level. It was hard for her to breathe. She lay there on the cold cement floor, curled up into a ball, feeling as if she was about to die. Not in the sense of respawning, but actually dying.

A few minutes earlier…

“This seems to be the boss room finally…” Angel looked at the massive stone door with strange symbols carved into it. She had no idea what they were for, but she knew if she wanted to complete her quest, this was her final destination. “I hope this is the end… I need to send Zoe a message. I am sure she is worried…”

Her in-game menus had long stopped working. It was nothing but a glitchy mess when she opened it. “I want a shower…”

With a long, drawn-out sigh, Angel began checking what she had left on her. “I have a few healing potions and two mana potions. My mana is currently full, so is my health. If I play it smart, I should be able to get through this and complete the quest.”

Angel’s mind was wholly focused on the quest. She knew her current situation was not good. She knew that she probably should have turned back long ago when her system began to glitch out. But she couldn’t. She felt that whatever this quest gave her as a reward would help Zoe. It would help their org in some shape or form.

Taking a deep breath, Angel let it out slowly before stuffing her potions in the hem of her pants for quick access. Only when she was sure they were secure did she push open the stone door and enter the room.

The room on the other side was like a void. A dark void. Angel couldn’t even see past the threshold. Her entire being was telling her to retreat and return to the surface. But Angel’s determination overrode her survival instincts. She took a step forward and stepped past the threshold and into the darkness.

“Hahaha! Fool!” The door behind Angel slammed shut, and a single light appeared in the middle of the void of darkness. On an upside-down cross, a man with black wings and a thick black halo hung there as if crucified upside down. He had not a stitch of clothing on except for the wings that folded over his body to cover him.

But even in his current state, his golden eyes were filled with excitement and mockery as they stared at Angel. The creepy smile on his lips sent shivers down Angel’s spine. “You actually came… Hahaha! Perfect… Now… Come here.”

Angel wanted to take a step back, but found her body suddenly lurching forward, her feet leaving the ground as she flew straight until stopping a foot away from the man on the cross. “You!? What are you!?”

Angel was panicking. There was no information. The system was glitching out like crazy, even more than before. Red windows began to pop up, but she couldn’t make out anything except what looked like an exclamation mark.

“Me? Something those bastards locked away because they couldn’t control me. Because I became too powerful and threatened their existence. But now… I can get my revenge. As soon as I take over your body, I can free myself from this place. Now be a good little girl and let me in!”

Angel couldn’t say or do anything more. She felt a power surge out of the man and slammed into her, trying to pry its way into her mind. Her entire being felt as if it were being torn apart. The pain was so great that she collapsed to the ground. She didn’t even see when the man on the cross had disappeared.

Her world was spinning more and more as the pain began to consume her. Her only thought that stuck out in her mind besides the pain that seemed to circulate through her body at the speed of light was that of returning home… She wanted to make her way back to the girl she loved so much. “Zoe…”

She wasn’t even able to hear the voice that seemed to be crying out in pain as the black wisp that had entered her mind was slowly being eaten away.

♦♦♦

“Ocuh! Master H! Do you have to throw so many at once!?” I wanted to cry. My entire body had been burnt to a crisp by now. Master H and Master Y were constantly throwing fireballs at me. While weak in their own right, after being hit over and over, my skin was now charred. I feel that if this continues, I might not even have any more hair left.

“Dear Disciple, you must learn to reflect them. Just keeping up a mana barrier will not help; you need to think about it being flexible and able to catch any element within it to return to the caster. Think of it in three stages: barrier, amplify, reflect.”

I face-palmed as I stood up and dusted my clothes before glaring at the two old men. “If you had just explained it that way to begin with, maybe I wouldn't have been standing here letting you old fools hit me! You are worse than Master R with all his flowery words.”




Chapter 13

It took quite some time, I don’t know exactly how much, since this place didn’t have a night or day. It was always daytime, and with no clock to tell me, it was pretty much impossible to figure out unless you were marking each day that went by. Sadly, I was unable to do that since these old bastards had been taking turns shooting high-level magic at me, forcing me to learn not only these spells but also how to amplify them and reflect them. I had lost all of my limbs during this time, only for them to be restored seconds later by Master Y. For some reason, the pain threshold setting was not working because when they hit you, it hurt. There was no ands, ifs, or buts about it.

“It seems you can now do this instinctively. From this moment on, you will be locked in this space until you break your mortal bonds.” Master H gave me a wide smile before turning and disappearing before I could say a word against his decision.

“My dear disciple, I wish you luck. There is plenty of mana in this place so make good use of it.”

Master Y disappeared on me, leaving me all alone inside this space that they had created. “I guess I should get this over with.”

I really didn’t want to be sitting here sucking up the mana around me, but I do need to finish this quest as quickly as possible and get out of here. I yawned and stretched my limbs before closing my eyes and getting myself ready for a long, long session.

♦♦♦

“Give me your report.” Rodden didn’t even look up from the papers in front of him as he spoke. He had stacks of papers on all sides of him.

“Our people have taken note of the surroundings that we currently control. Within the neutral zone between us and The Fallen of Elysium, the monster population has been on the rise, and radioactive monsters are mutating and growing hundreds of times stronger than they once were.”

Rodden finally lifted his gaze to look at the young man. “And? How are we dealing with it?”

“We have people on the border taking out anything that tries to cross over into our territory, but it’s impossible to cover all areas.”

“So we have a lack of manpower…” Rodden frowned. He was not at his full power and didn’t dare to start a war with The Fallen of Elysium. It would turn out very bad if they went to war right now. Even Rodden couldn’t say for sure that he could win against those three who were still on his mother’s side. “Send some people upstate. Find any survivors and bring them back. Send three people towards D.C. as well. We can’t have any more bombs dropping on us. I want a report back every day. Just team up with whomever you are sending so you can get the reports as they come.”

“I will do it right away.” The young man paused and turned to leave, but hesitated.

Rodden looked at the young man, slightly amused. “Anything else?”

“The leader of The Fallen of Elysium… May I ask who she is to you?”

“The one who gave life to me. But that doesn’t matter now. What matters is what we do from here on out. If we want the Dark Front to rise and rule over every living thing in this world, we need first to build up our numbers. The person who dropped a bomb on our heads killed off our chances of gathering more members.” Rodden disliked having to act amiable at this time. He needed the force he was building up if he wished to reach his goals. The power he had right now was far from enough.

His goal at this time was to play the fair yet feared leader of Dark Front. While giving leeway to a few members to act as the young man in front of him was acting. He hated to admit it, but he needed them.

“Understood. I will do my best to bring in more people to bolster our numbers.”

“I will be counting on you. When you go out, send Lydia in. Tell her it’s for the usual.” Rodden licked his lips. One thing he liked about being free was that he could release his carnal desires.

The young man blushed and nodded his head before quickly leaving. Everyone knew that Lydia was the leader’s woman. They were all counting the days to when she gave birth to their first child.

♦♦♦

On the outskirts of the area controlled by The Fallen of Elysium, Albert stood over a pile of monsters. “Something is strange.”

“Sir?” The young man at Alber’s side had a look of concern in his eyes. “Are monsters supposed to look like this?”

Albert shook his head. “No… At least not at this time.” Albert’s expression was grim. The monsters he had killed had begun taking on human traits. Traits that would not show up for hundreds of years. “Is it because of the radiation…”

Limbs of a human. One with a deformed human head. They were mutating into their final evolution. Albert had studied monsters extensively in his time to make sure he could be of use to his Master, but he had never seen anything like this.

Most monsters would never get a chance to reach this stage before dying off. It was not easy for monsters to level up. Seeing so many mutations like this was unheard of. “We need to find out where these monsters are coming from. If we can find the source of the reason for this change, we can stop any monsters from fully evolving.”

“Sir if we do that we risk running into Dark Front people in the neutral zone.”

“It’s a risk we need to take. You can even try to explain what’s happening here. It’s a danger that both sides cannot afford to have. You have never met an evolved monster. You don’t know just how frightening they are.” Albert’s tone was grave. He, for one, knew that those of Elysium were not ready to fight such a being.

“Understood sir.” The young man saluted and turned on his heel to go tell those under his command, leaving Albert to stare at the pile of corpses.

“I will need to inform my sisters. I will leave it to them on whether or not to inform the Little Lass now or later..”

♦♦♦

“Boss, we can’t keep going on like this.” An older man with a deep wound across his face rushed into the monster-skinned tent that sat in the middle of a large battlefield.

“We have no choice. Those bastards from the Kings pushed their way into our territory. We may be a small organization, but that does not mean we can just give up our place. We are fighting for our freedom. We are fighting to keep our place in this world. Just like she is, Elysium’s Soldiers will not give up this fight.” A young woman in black armor, crafted from the hide of a black tortoise monster, stood up and grabbed her massive hammer. “I will join you on the front lines. I am already level 40. If anything, my appearance should make them back down for a while and give us time to mourn those we have lost.”

The organization, Elysium’s Soldiers, was created to follow in the footsteps of the Fallen of Elysium. A group of like-minded people who banded together to protect the people. People who came to idolize a certain demon girl who had done everything in her power to warn and protect as many lives as possible.

With blazing red hair and green eyes that seemed to glow in the dim light of the morning hours, the young woman who went by the name Serenity walked out of her tent with the older man following behind her.

Her people were at war. A group calling themselves the Kings had appeared out of nowhere and began attacking them, killing off their people. Serenity couldn’t let her people’s death go unavenged. So instead of giving in and becoming underlings of the Kings, she declared war instead.

The battlefield before her was different from those of the old world. Colorful lights filled the sky as spells of all kinds were being cast back and forth from both sides. People wielding swords rushed forward at speeds faster than a jet, slashing down, trying to take out their enemy.

This was no place for guns. Guns had no meaning here. This was a real-world battlefield, a scene Zoe would recognize if she were here since she had seen it many, many times before. Serenity watched as her people fought. The tanks protecting the rear guard. The healers healing the wounded. The mages and ranged attackers fought with everything they had. “It’s time to end this war.”

“I will follow behind you.” The older man replied.

“Father…” Serenity turned and smiled at the older man. “Go get healed then join me.”

“It’s been a while since you called me that.” The older man smiled. “Go get them. I will join you soon.”

“Mmm…” Serenity smiled. Her eyes glowed with excitement as she turned and swung her hammer around in the air. She looked across the battlefield and spotted her first target, her eyes narrowing, “Heroic Charge!”




Chapter 14

[Mana Absorption: Level 5 → 9]

Race: Demon

Level: 59

Health: 7460/7460

Mana: 7450/7450

Stats

Strength: 745

Dexterity: 720

Intelligence:745

Vitality: 746

Mind: 745

Charisma: 744

Skills

Sword Mastery: 80/99

Elemental Magic: 4/99

Shadow Step: 1/99

Ice Bind: 1/99

Static Blade: 9/99

Ice Block: 5/99

Water Blade: 3/99

Torrential Rain: 1/99

Water Shield: 2/99

Magma Blade: 1/99

Emergency Rejuvenation: 1/99

Lightning Burst: 1/99

Mythic Skills

Mana Absorption: Level 9

Mana Manipulation: (Max)

Unique Skills

Shadow Mimic: 27/99

Nature’s Embrace:34/99

Chrono Step: 1/99

Chrono Domain: 1/99

Elite Golem Creation: 70/99 [Slots: 4/5]

Mirage Sword: 1/999

Rebirther: 1/9999

I sat looking at my stats. I have yet to gain a level, but I already have stats way beyond anything I could ever imagine. “I feel I am close to level 10.” It had been a while. But I knew I was closing in on my goal. My body felt much different than before.

But one thing was bothering me. ‘Hilde how is Angel?’

‘Master, Madam is… She has changed… She appears to be undergoing some kind of evolution. I am not sure what is happening. But there is no risk to her life. Mati is watching over her.’

I narrowed my eyes. I had a feeling this was not new. ‘Why was I not informed?’

‘Master, I will take any punishment. We didn’t want to cause you any worries while you were training. Madam’s life is not in danger, so Mati and I deemed it within reason to be withheld during reports during this time.’ I could hear the guilt in Hilde’s voice. This was the first time I had heard Hilde speak this way.

‘Alright… I will be done soon, then I will head in Angel’s direction. If, for any reason, her life seems to be in danger, I want it reported to me right away. That means double for you, Mati. I know you are listening.’

‘Understood Master…’ Mati’s meek voice entered my head. It seemed she was a little frightened.

‘Master, can you not send your aura over the link!?’ Silvie sounded like she had tears in her eyes. But her question confused me.

‘Aura?’ I looked down at myself, but my eyes were drawn to the ground. Where once lush grass was now a circle of barren earth and cracked ground. It seemed the anger I was trying to keep hidden was seeping out through an aura.

‘Master congratulations. It seems you are about to break your mortal bonds…’ Albert broke the silence.

‘Does having an aura mean such a thing?’ I was confused since this was all new to me.

‘Any being who breaks their mortal bonds will have such an aura. We also have it, but it is currently being suppressed. But because we are also part of you, your aura will always carry more weight when used against us. Earlier, we could feel your anger, which weighed heavily down on us. It will take time, you will eventually be able to control it.’ Albert explained.

‘Sorry. That was not my intention…’

‘It’s fine. Little Lass, you are growing much stronger than ever before. We await your rise.’

I took a deep breath before letting it out slowly. I needed to calm myself and try to restrain this new aura. ‘I will reach level ten and shed my mortal bonds before heading to where Angel is. But if there is any change in her condition between then and now, I want you to let me know, and I will set off early.’

‘We will be sure to let you know. Lass, don’t hold it against the girls. They are doing everything they can to make sure nothing happens to the young lady.’

I couldn’t help but find it funny how easy-going Albert is. He tends to lean more towards informality when speaking, which is nice. The girls are just too rigid when it comes to that. ‘Hilde, Mati… Thanks.’

‘We will do everything we can for Madam. If she shows signs of being in danger, we have already safeguarded her most vital organs and mind. Mati is staying at her side, keeping an eye on things.’

‘Alright.’ I let out a sigh of relief. I now felt much more comfortable trying to break my mortal bonds and reach the last level. I have a feeling I will need the extra strength to even get to where Angel is.

I settled back down and closed my eyes. It was finally time for the last push. As time passed, I could sense something within me shifting. My body felt hot and cold simultaneously. My organs began to burn. It felt as if my body was about to shatter.

As the pain grew, mana began to pour into my body, forcing its way in. I had no way to control it. It was spreading out and infusing every cell down to the very atoms that made up my body. The pain crept from my toes up to my head until I felt a strange feeling. It felt as if I had suddenly burst, but I was conscious. I could feel my body slowly being remade. Slowly being put back together.

The pain began to subside. A warmth filled me, and my body felt like it was floating.

[Mana Absorption: Level 9 → 10]

[God Rank Hidden Quest: ‘Mortal Bonds’ Completed!]

[Reward: Extreme Experience Gain]

[Level up! Level 59 → 150]

[System Message: Evolution requirements met. Please choose an Evolution Path.]

[Please select an Evolution Path]

[Demon Witch of the Crypts]

[Demon Mother of Plagues]

[Demon Siren of Blood and Bone ]

[Demon Shade of the Endless Night]

[Demon Queen of the Abyss]

[Demon Empress, Devourer of Ashes]

Before me, multiple evolutionary paths appeared. Each one had its own bit of info. Not much information, but enough to understand what they would lean towards as I continue leveling up.

Starting with Demon Witch of the Crypts. This is a kind of necromancer evolution path. It allowed me to create a domain of graves around me and raise the dead. I have never been one to really want to play with the dead.

Next was the Demon Mother of Plagues. A disease and decay evolution path that allowed me to spawn decaying grounds around me to spread plagues of all kinds. It’s interesting but then Angel couldn’t get near me.

Third was the Demon Siren of Blood and Bone, a seductress-type evolution path, a mix of bone manipulation and vampirism. It allowed me to spread out a bloody mist that seduces those around me. Not exactly what I am looking for. I don’t want to have to seduce my enemies.

Fourth was the Demon Shade of the Endless Night. A kind of shadow overlord that casts a domain of darkness. It can basically permanently blind your enemies. Seems a bit weak compared to the others, so it’s out as well.

There were only two left… First of these was the Demon Queen of the Abyss. The information stated that it was an apex ruler and sovereign of chaos. It would enable me to create a domain of authority to control those weaker than me, making them submit and follow my commands. While this is very good it is worthless against enemies more powerful than me.

And lastly was the Demon Empress, Devourer of Ashes. This one has three red skulls next to its name. Its information was a little more extensive as well. It’s a path of cataclysm incarnate and all-consuming sovereign. Not bound to a throne, an unstoppable force of ending. It will burn all to cinder and then consume the ashes of the fallen to gain strength and new power. In small text under the simple description was a small quote or cryptic riddle of sorts. “Ash is not just the aftermath… It is her domain… What once was destroyed can also rise from the ashes…”

“This is the one…” An evolutionary path of destruction is basically what it is. I felt that it would fit me well. Destroy thy enemies and create a new world once the ashes have settled. This is the take I get from this evolution path.

I reached up and hit the button for Demon Empress, Devourer of Ashes.

♦♦♦

“Push forward!” Serenity yelled out as she pushed forward, her massive hammer slamming into her foe, separating the upper part of the man’s body from its lower half, sending it flying. The gruesome scene didn’t even cause Serenity to flinch. Her eyes scanned the battlefield and found her next target. She was aiming for all the higher levels. She felt that as long as she was able to take out all the higher-level players, she would be able to end this war quickly once the enemy found themselves unable to fight. She felt no pain. She didn’t care for these people’s lives. They had attacked and killed her people first. Since they didn’t care about the lives of others, she had no reason to care about theirs either.

Covered in blood, dirt, and remnants of her enemies, Serenity remained steadfast as she continued her rampage. Her people followed behind her and cleaned up those she had ignored. Her people didn’t stop. They did not cheer her on. They worked just as hard as she did. Her will was their will. This was why they were so willing to follow Serenity in battle. Because she stood on their side from the start and did what she could to protect those around her. Serenity had gained the trust and loyalty of her people, while those in front of her, those she crushed under the weight of her hammer, showed fear, some even retreating. It showed that their loyalty and ability to follow commands was something they did not wish to lose their life over.

Serenity didn’t see this as cowardly. She saw it as self-preservation. She told her own people to run if their own lives were in danger. To not fight a battle they couldn’t win. She could hear the commands on the other side yelling at those who ran that they would be killed for deserting.

“Boss, You’re pushing too far ahead. Wait for the rest of us!” A man yelled out from behind the young woman.

“Then hurry up!” Instead of getting angry, Serenity let out a laugh while at the same time smashing a woman’s head right off their body. It made her look like a psycho or battle maniac with how she was laughing while killing someone.

“We’re trying! Most of us are ten levels lower!” Another laugh rang out through the battlefield. Serenity and her people were in high spirits, whilst their enemy felt they were fighting a bunch of crazy people. Morale was up for Serenity and down for the Kings.




Chapter 15

“Mati! Master is!” Hilde cried out as mana began to swarm toward Zoe’s pod.

“Master has already broken her bonds; it seems her level has spiked to at least level 150. She is undergoing her first evolution. Quickly take her suit off. I can’t leave Madam, so you need to do it.” Once Zoe had finished getting rid of the impurities in her body. Mati had put a new pod suit on her.

“On it!” Hilde went to work with hands that seemed suspiciously practiced. In less than a minute, she had Zoe’s pod suit off.

As soon as she got the suit off, Zoe’s body began to change. Her horns began to move and contort, curling up along the side of her head instead of pointing straight up. They also went from red to black. Her body gradually grew a few inches, making her taller than she had been before. Hilde had to move the seat back so that Zoe could lie more comfortably. The most significant change from what Hilde could see was the demonic wings that were now sprouting from her back.

Hilde wiped the sweat from her brow. If she had not noticed Zoe’s body arching up, she was afraid that the new wings would have come out deformed. She held Zoe up until the process was done. She scanned Zoe up and down and found that besides the few things she had seen, there was not much change. But she felt that there was an invisible pressure now coming off her Master. “Mati, do you feel it?”

“Mmm… If I’m not wrong…”

“Master, choose that path.” Both girls smiled at each other. The excitement in their eyes could not be hidden.

“The future will be interesting. Her urge for conquest will slowly take shape. We will need to make sure everyone is ready.” Mati licked her lips. “With the way this world is now, Master’s strength will rise far beyond anything she has reached before. Rodden will wish he had stayed in the future.”

“She can regain part of her soul… We should get Master to summon Liz.” Hilde gently lowered Zoe back into her seat and stood up. “With Liz, Master can go wild.”

The person they were talking about was a member they had not told Zoe about because the woman was dangerous. Lizandrea. A maid who had taken on Zoe’s crazy, demonic side. One who lived for destruction. Would listen to no one but Zoe herself. Liz was an entity that could both protect and destroy, which was why Hilde was suggesting this.

“It’s still too soon. We will not suggest it until after Master’s evolution starts to take effect on her mental state. Only when she starts her conquest will we mention her. Unless something comes up before then.” Mati understood why Hilde wanted to summon Liz but it was still too early for her to appear.

♦♦♦

I slowly blinked my eyes. Staring down at me were three old men, each with a varying expression. One of concern. One of amusement, and another of excitement. “Masters?”

“Dear disciple, it seems you have chosen an interesting path. To think breaking your mortal bonds would push you into evolution.” Master R clapped his hands. He seemed to be very excited.

“Master R is right. Your path is very interesting. It seems you now have all you need to move forward.” Master H gave a nod towards Master Y, who walked over and placed his finger on my forehead.

“This is everything you need to know to allow those you trust and care for to grow stronger. What you do with it is your choice. Your path is yours. We will sit here and watch how this world changes as you progress along your path.” Master Y smiled and stood back. “Your time here is done. We, your masters, hope you can entertain us.”

Before I could even get a word in edgewise, my vision blurred, and I found myself sitting at the bottom of the mountain. I couldn’t help but grit my teeth and shout back up towards the mountain top. “At least let me say goodbye to the girls!”

“Pushy old bastards.” I stood up and brushed the dust and dirt off me before looking around. “I guess I will head towards the area Angel was in and try to find this dungeon. But before that, I should check my stats.”

Race: Demon

Evolution Path: Demon Empress, Devourer of Ashes

Level: 150

Health: 13010/13010

Mana: 13000/13000

Stats

Strength:1300

Dexterity: 1275

Intelligence:1300

Vitality: 1301

Mind: 1300

Charisma: 1299

Skills

Sword Mastery: 99/99

Elemental Magic: 70/99

Shadow Step: 70/99

Ice Bind: 70/99

Static Blade: 70/99

Ice Block: 70/99

Water Blade: 70/99

Torrential Rain: 70/99

Water Shield: 70/99

Magma Blade: 70/99

Emergency Rejuvenation: 70/99

Lightning Burst: 70/99

Mythic Skills

Mana Absorption: Level 10

Mana Manipulation: (Max)

Unique Skills

Shadow Mimic: 70/99

Nature’s Embrace: 70/99

Chrono Step: 1/99

Chrono Domain: 1/99

Elite Golem Creation: 70/99 [Slots: 4/5]

Mirage Sword: 70/999

Rebirther: 70/9999

Path Skills

Burning Domain: 1/99

Consume Ash: 1/99

Burning Cinders: 1/99

Seeing the numbers, I felt as if my eyes were about to pop out of my head. Not only were all my stats over one thousand, but my mana and health were now over ten thousand. All my skills that were under seventy before my evolution jumped to seventy without me needing to do anything. That was for all, except for chrono skills and my new path skills. This was a huge jump in strength, more than I could ever ask for.

“I guess I should also check my new skills before I head out. Hmm? My back feels weird...”

When I turned my head to look behind me, I found a set of demonic wings that looked as if they had gone through a war. They were ripped here and there and even had small holes in them. They were such a foreign sight that it took me a few minutes even to believe they were there.

“These will take some getting used to.” The new weight on my back threw me off, but I knew I would get used to it over time. Angel got to grow hers over time, giving her a chance to get used to the extra weight slowly. I have to admit that it felt strange to be able to feel these new wings now that I realized they were there. I could move them slightly, and I think with time, I might even be able to fly with them.

I found a nice rock to sit on and propped my knee up to rest my head on it. Looking at the information in front of me, it seemed I had really made the right choice. “Burning Domain… Creates a domain of fire around me that burns all within it to ashes. This flame can not be put out unless I retract the spell.

“Consume Ash, consumes the ashes of my foes and turns ten percent of their power into my own permanently. This is just as overpowered as mana absorption, but this is on an enemy-to-enemy basis, not bound to level.” Ten percent might not seem like much, but if you did this to thousands of low-level monsters, it would make my power spike by ten, maybe even a hundredfold.

“Lastly on the list is Burning Cinders… A skill that can not be cast without saying the trigger word. Forms a divine cinder that floats through the air. Whomever it touches will instantly burst into flames, turning to ash. Enemies killed with this skill will give me fifty percent of their power.”

My head was spinning. What kind of overpowered nonsense is this!? Are such evolution paths even legal? It felt a tad unfair to others. I wonder if this is why my Masters kicked me out. Because they knew I could now grow stronger without issue.

I hopped off the rock, stumbling a bit due to the added weight on my back. After a quick stretch, I began walking through the forest once more. My goal was to find Angel no matter what. ‘Mati, how’s Angel’s condition?’

‘She’s stable. I am not sure what is going on but she seems to be in a dream-like state. I don’t think she is conscious at this time but I also don’t think she is in danger.’

‘I’m heading towards the area where she told me her quest dungeon was located. The Desolate Swamp.’

‘Master, be careful. If you need help, call Silvi.’ Hilde’s concern was warranted, but that area was supposed to be a low-level area.

‘Yes, Master, I’m always ready to assist.’ Silvi was key to keeping our base in-game protected. I really didn’t want to pull her away from that task, but if it really came down to it. I would have no choice but to call them.

‘I’ll call if I need help.’

The journey was relatively easy. The monsters, now much lower level than me, didn’t even glance in my direction. Many ran away as soon as I came near. It seemed my new aura was chasing monsters who would normally attack anyone away.

By the time I reached the swamps, I hadn’t needed to fight even once. It was kind of nice, but also boring at the same time. But then again, I was in a hurry, so I guess it was for the best. But something I have had time to think about since my evolution path was this lingering thought in my mind. A thought that keeps overpowering me at times. “I really should just destroy it all…”

I can say the world around me was beautiful, but sometimes this beauty was an eyesore. A burning desire within me to conquer and destroy in order to grow stronger was slowly rising. A feeling I haven’t felt since I began to turn into a demon in the real world. The thirst for blood expanded beyond my demon instincts to wanting to control everything last being on this planet, and consume them slowly.

I took a deep breath and shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts. “Now is not the time… I need to find the entrance to this dungeon.”

I closed my eyes and began picturing a radar. A beacon that would show me what I wanted. “Search… Dungeon Entrance…”

I could feel my mana spread out in all directions. It was strange, as information was pouring into my mind, and also surprising how quickly I was processing everything. I guess after leveling up to level 150, all my status boosts were showing their worth. My mana spread out far and wide, allowing me to find what I was looking for.

“This way…” I began walking, changing the flow of mana within me to walk on water.




Chapter 16

“This is it.” I stood in front of a door that was basically shouting, ‘Do not enter.’ The stone skull-covered door, with bone wings unfurled on both sides, was not a welcoming sight.

“To think my cute Angel went into this place…” I pursed my lips and walked forward only to be stopped by a glowing barrier.

[Level Restricted: Level 30-40 dungeon]

“Hmm? You want to stop me?” I snorted and formed a pair of claws with my mana. In my mind, I pictured something that could tear the barrier apart. It was not hard to imagine. Claws made of mana formed around my hands as I pierced into the barrier with them, pulling it open, making a large hole appear. I quickly slipped inside of it and turned to see the barrier snap shut behind me.

“To think it worked… But I think it only worked because I was using a skill that was outside the system.” Now that I think about it… How is it even possible to use skills outside the system unless you bridge it? This actually made me wonder where my Masters came from. “I will need to visit them after I get Angel back.”

I turned my attention back to the task at hand and began moving down through the dungeon. There were many monsters in this place. But none of them dared to get close to me. I was able to swiftly move floor to floor until I reached the sixtieth floor. Only then did I start to notice changes in my HUD as it began to glitch. ‘Hilde, can you hear me?’

‘Loud and clear Master, is there something wrong?’

‘My system is starting to glitch out. Has this ever happened in the past?’

‘Mm… Yes, but only when a being more powerful than the current system area takes control of it. We had encountered a few beings, many of whom were either demons or angels. Any race can have a being more powerful than an area’s system. But they would need to be at a much higher level.’

‘Hmm… So that means they would be able to create a quest or system skills?’

‘Yes, but not exactly. Just being over a certain level does not give you access to the system. You need to know how to tap into it.’

‘Like how I just forced my way into this dungeon by prying open the barrier?’

‘Yes, that is one application.’

‘I see. Then that means if I were to apply my skills differently, like making an access point using mana, could I override the system in the area?’

‘This, I’m not sure of. I just know it is possible. I’m unsure how to put it into words. But the barriers I have witnessed you break through myself. Because of that, I was able to adjust your summoning skill to be used for summoning myself and the others. These small changes only require minor adjustments, but to truly dominate and take over an area, you need to infiltrate the system completely and maintain control over it. The system will fight back.’

‘I see. Then we will need to check on these things when I get back. Hilde, I want you to send me a message every hour if you haven’t heard from me. I want to see if they are able to disrupt my communications with you.’

‘I’ll make sure to do just that. Master… be careful. A being that is able to disrupt the system is not weak by no means.’

‘I know and I will.’ I continued forward. I had my worries, but I still had to save Angel.

Floor after floor, and the glitching in my HUD continued to get worse. The monsters still avoided me as if I were some kind of plague. But this only made my dive easier. The muddy, swampy terrain I had been dealing with slowly changed to that of a stone fortress-type dungeon. The sleek stone brick walls were almost too perfectly put together.

I dived deep into the dungeon until I finally hit a door that screamed boss room stood before me. I could feel a faint trace of mana coming from inside. I walked forward and pushed the door open. My eyes instantly locked on the girl pinned to the upside-down cross and the glitchy figure standing next to her with its back towards me.

“You little bitch! Why!? Why can’t I take you over!?” The figure cursed. It had yet to even realize someone had walked into the room.

“Who are you calling a bitch?” I asked through gritted teeth. Angel’s appearance had changed. Her halo was now pitch black. She had a second pair of wings, if you could even call them wings, made of bone. Blood dripped from her ankles and wrists. She had been crucified upside down. And the pink hair that I had come to love had turned completely white.

“Who!?” The figure turned to look at me, its eyes widening. “How did you get here!? I locked this dungeon!”

“The same way you took it over. I only needed to break the barrier locking me out. Did you think you could get away with touching my wife?” I asked, my head tilted to the side as I raised my hand. “Did you think you could do what you wanted just because there was no one around!? Do you think you can get away with harming my Angel!?”

“Heh… Hahaha! A mere bug thinks it’s above me!?” The figure turned, and I finally got a good look at this thing. And I can only say that it was the definition of a fallen angel. But it also seemed to be broken. Semi-transparent and glitching out.

“Says the being who can’t even take over a lower level’s body. You’re not very smart, that’s for sure. But sadly for you… You picked the wrong person to abduct.” I flicked my finger out toward the figure. “By the flame, thou shall burn to cinder… Burning Cinders…”

An ember no bigger than the size of a candle’s flame floated out into the air towards the figure. It floated slowly through the air as if it had not a care in the world. The figure stared at it with its confusion written all over its face. But as it got closer and closer, its expression slowly began to change. “What… What is this!? Do you really think you can defeat me with such a weak-looking spell?”

“Hmm? Who said it was weak?” I asked as I walked behind the flame. My lips curled up into a small smile. “You know… on my way here, my urges to destroy were slowly creeping into my mind. Telling me that I needed to destroy the world and conquer it for myself. Since you have presented yourself to me on a silver platter, I suppose it would be fine if I started with you, right? Let’s see how much power you can give me.”

“Huh!? You really think…” The figure closed its mouth and looked as if it wished to run away. I found it amusing since entering this room that this figure hadn’t moved from its original spot. It used threatening language instead of attacking, probably in hopes of scaring me off.

“Why do I see fear? Why do I sense you wish to run? Are you scared of my little ember?”

“You!” The figure gritted its teeth and pointed at me. “You will pay for this!”

I only smiled as I watched the figures’ eyes fill with horror. The ember slowly arrived and landed on its nose. “Ah-AHHHHHH!!!!!!” A cry of pain as the figure's entire body lit up, lighting the dark room, completely revealing the piles of bones that had been piling up over the years. I wonder. Just how many people had been lured here?

It might seem strange for me to say this, but I am starting to have a hard time thinking of this world as a game world as of late. Between the things happening in the starting area and the way stronger beings can hack into the system, it is making me wonder just what is going on.

What exactly is this world? Why is this world a game world? What actually is the system, and why does it affect reality? What was left behind in that temple I found?

There were so many, many questions and no answers. Answers I hope to gain soon. I ignored the screams of pain from the figure that had now fallen over and walked over to Angel. I felt my eyes watering up when I saw the pegs in her wrists and ankles holding her to the cross. “Crucifed for being too damn cute…”

I reached out and pulled out the pegs that were binding her and slowly scooped her up into my arms. I breathed a sigh of relief when I felt her chest rise and fall steadily against mine. “Let’s go home…”

I began to walk away before stopping and turning towards the pile of ashes next to the cross. “Consume Ash…”

[Consume Ash used. All stats + 100]

“That really is a cheat ability…” I couldn’t hide my smile as I continued forward. The glitching of my head had disappeared. I decided to take this chance while leaving the dungeon to take a look at my mythic question.

[Hidden Mythic Quest: ‘Worldly Connections’ Started]

[Conditions Updated…]

[You have defeated the Core Guardian and the Core. Your trial will end once the timer is up.]

[Trial Now Started! 10:04:56:12]

[First Trial: Survival (Earth)]

[The trial will end in 10 days.]

“Ten days left… I wonder what will happen…” I felt a rustling in my arms, breaking my thoughts. Angel had shifted slightly and was now cuddling into my chest. This was a good sign that she was at least conscious.

‘Mati, how is Angel’s condition now?’

‘Things seem to have returned to normal. She is just in a deep sleep now.’

‘Good. I have her and am leaving the dungeon. An entity that looked like a fallen angel had her pinned to an upside down cross. I have no idea who or what it was but it died easy enough. When Angel wakes up, we will log out.’

‘Understood. And Master, I am glad you are both safe.’

‘Get some rest. Hilde you as well. You both have worked very hard.’

‘We’ll rest when you exit the game Master.’ Hilde’s voice was unusually firm. I guess she was going to keep worrying until I logged out.

‘Alright. Just keep an eye on things. Ten days until the first trial is over.’




Chapter 17

“Mhm…” The girl in my arms began to stir. She nuzzled into my chest a bit before slowly opening her eyes. “Hmm? Zoe? Your eyes are pretty.. A ruby red with a deep black gem in the middle.”

“And yours, my white-haired thing, have one pure golden and one pure black eye.”

“Hehe… It seems you got me out of there.”

“I would force my way into the eighteen levels of hell to bring you back.” I smiled and leaned down, kissing her lips. “We need to log out. We have been in-game for almost a year now.”

“Mmm… My level jumped to one hundred. I think I finally accomplished something.”

“I got mine to one hundred and fifty. It seems we both gained a lot this time around. Although your stats are still low. But once I get the herbs needed for your bath, you will be able to learn mana absorption and mana manipulation. These two skills alone will help you grow much stronger than those around your level.”

“You had to go and get so many damn levels!” Angel began to pout as she lightly pinched me. “But it’s fine… I will keep growing stronger so that I can always stay by your side.”

“You could be level 1 for all I care and you would still be by my side.”

“Well… At least we don’t need to worry about me taking a path that will cause me to kill you. Right now, I am a Fallen Angel of Death. I don’t think any god will like me now. Hehe. The only issue is I really have this urge to run around and kill people.”

“I guess we match since my path makes me want to destroy and conquer.” We both grinned at each other and fell into a passionate kiss. I was kind of worried about the future. A future where our minds slowly began to become so twisted that our humanity was no more, our instincts controlling our every move. Hilde and the others seemed excited about my evolution path. It worried me, but at the same time, it also excited me. The strength I gained from this path was beyond my imagination. When combined with my ability to absorb mana and level the skill up, it basically made me immortal at the same level or even fifty to a hundred levels over that.

Angel and I both logged out and exited our pods. Our new appearances stunned everyone who saw us for the first time. The only issue was me. “Master, you need to think that Madam is around you at all times to help restrain your aura.”

“Is it leaking out again?” I frowned. This was the sixth time since logging out that Hilde had warned me about it.

“Yes, much stronger than the first time as well. It seems when you have madam on your mind or when she is around, you are able to restrain it.”

“I will try to keep that in mind. But it’s hard since I don’t know what I am restraining.”

“After the meeting Master, I can help you with this.” Silvie’s voice entered my mind.

“Then I will be relying on you Silvie.”

We all gathered for a meeting. Albert, Silvie in her projection form, Hilde, Mati, Angel, and her father sat around the long circular table. “So we have ten days until the first trial is over. From there, it’s a matter of what the second trial will be. Sadly, everything is much different from my dreams, so I am at a loss as to what to expect next. We can only rely on ourselves and hope that what is to come is not out of our reach.”

“Master, with your current level, you have allowed us to become stronger as well. Madam has also gained many levels. Even if Rodden were to show up, he would not be able to take us on since he is still restricted.”

“Hilde is right. We now have leeway to grow stronger. However, there is another issue that needs to be addressed as well. Angel and I both have paths that will turn this world to cinder. My path, Demon Empress, Devourer of Ashes, is a path of a conqueror and one of destruction. Angel’s is that of cleansing, in other words, murdering anything and anyone.

“As you all know, our races define what we are. The same goes for paths. My urge to destroy and burn everything around me grows stronger every day. The same will happen to Angel. It will be hard for us to fight against this feeling inside us.”

“Master, if I may.” Silvie stood up and bowed her head to me. “The path you have chosen has been chosen before, and it is the path that has always made you the strongest. During that time, it was when you were at a much higher level. Now that you can also grow your stats by absorbing mana, if combined with this path, you will grow stronger than you have ever grown before. You are on a path that will allow you to take control of this world and forge it anyway you deem fit.”

“I know how strong this combination can be. But I still worry about how we will act later on.”

“Master, do you feel any urge to destroy us? Madam, do you feel an urge to kill any of us?” Hilde spoke up. We both shook our heads. I had no urge to destroy anyone around me. I have only felt such an urge towards those I deemed as enemies. “Your urges only apply to what you wish them to apply to. You had the same issue before, and this was the case. You only destroyed what you felt you needed to. It’s the same with your aura.”

“I see… if that is the case, then I guess we have nothing to fear. I am still worried, but since we have everyone here to keep us from doing something that you know will come to haunt us, then it’s fine. But I want to make a firm rule. Children can not die.”

“Hehe…” Mati suddenly let out a giggle. “You said that before as well and that promise held firm until your death.”

“You are all being very open about my past lives now.”

“There is no reason to hide it after our last talk, Master. And this information is important for you to know.” I guess it was important information since it did help me relieve some of my worries.

“You’re right. Thank you all. Now we should decide how we should move forward from this moment on. The first trial is coming to an end. What the second trial will be, we don’t know. Hell, I don’t even know how many trials we will need to undertake. As of now, we have less than ten days left. This means from this moment on, we should fortify all of our defenses. I’ll also need to go in-game and hope to enter the temple.” I’ll probably not get to enter it before I have completed all the trials, but it was still worth a shot to check and see if it is possible.

“Master, what do you see our goals being after the trials?”

“I think we should take over the world.” Angel answered in my stead. “I think if we wish to have a world where we do not have to worry about anything, taking it over is the best course of action. Plus, Zoe’s on the Demon Empress path. It’s only right that the world becomes hers.”

Angel was smiling, but I could sense a strange excitement coming from her. It was as if she were really looking forward to it. Or more like she was looking forward to killing? I can only hope she is able to contain her urges.

“If I may, I would like to make my report.” Albert stood up, getting everyone’s attention. “The monsters in the neutral zone have started to show signs of hyper evolution.”

“You don’t mean…” Hilde’s voice rose a volume as she pushed her chair back. “That can’t be right! It’s way too soon for them.”

“That is my thought too, which is why I believe the radiation is the reason, or there is something else that is causing them to evolve so quickly.”

“Albert, care to explain what you mean?” I was very confused.

“Yes, of course. You see monsters evolve as their level rises. This might not happen in-game, but here in the real world, it does. These monsters evolve to a point that they, too, break their mortal bonds and gain true sentience. Eventually, they will begin to take on humanoid forms. These humanoid forms are what you can consider bosses. But much more powerful.”

“What do these humanoid forms look like? Like you or me or different?”

“It varies. Some remain monstrous-looking, growing to be hundreds of times larger than their original selves, while powerful in this form they possess less intelligence. Then there are times when they take on true human forms and are as smart or even smarter than you or me, and very powerful. For rapid evolution, even at a lower level, is enough to cause us to be locked into this area, and could even give rise to a powerful being that causes all of us trouble. Rodden wouldn’t want to deal with such a being either. They are not beings that take orders and hate our kind.”

“So they are basically mutual enemies to all, is what you are saying?” I really didn’t want to work with someone who was after my life. But if the situation calls for it. A temporary alliance might be needed.

“Yes, but Rodden is not someone we can trust. Even if we formed a pact with him, we don’t know what tricks he has learned over the years. But he might come to seek us out if things are not kept under control or if we can not figure out why this is happening.”

“Have our people look for the source, if found we will destroy it if we can. If not… We may be in for a hard time.”




Chapter 18

“Boss, if this goes on, we won’t last much longer!” A young man held his injured arm that had a deep wound running down it. Blood dripped on the ground trailing behind him, but he ignored it to make his plea.

“We need to hold out. There are too many counting on us.” Serenity was covered in the blood of her enemies. She had no idea what was going on. The Kings were on the run, but suddenly turned and now had monsters assisting them. “I think someone has a unique skill to control monsters. But even a unique skill has its limits; we just need to hold out!”

Serenity continued to swing her hammer. Wanting to destroy those who tried to pass. Her people, those who could still fight, were slowly being pushed back. She couldn’t hold the line herself.

“Leader of the Elysium Soldiers, Serenity, just give up! You can not win!” A man in his forties wearing a black suit began walking through the battlefield.

“Jamal! Do you think you can rule the world!?”

“Rule the world? Heh, that is my goal. My power is not something anyone can stop. Even if you are a higher level, I only need to send wave after wave of monsters after you. They will also slowly grow stronger. Monsters can grow stronger by killing each other and us. They are weak now and can only hold your people back. Think about it, how long can you last as the monsters steadily get stronger?”

“You’re a fool. Do you think you can stop her? Do you think you have the means to deal with the Demon Queen!? No matter how strong you are now you can never match her.”

“That is for me to decide. I’ll admit that the Demon Queen is stronger for now, but think about it. I just won’t go near her until I’m sure I can deal with her.”

“Heh… Do you really think she won’t have the same idea as you?” Serenity snorted. And raised her hand. She hated to do this, but now she had no choice. “Jamal. We will retreat. And move off these lands but know… That one day you will lose everything.”

“Smart move, and I’ll await the day you come begging on your hands and knees to work under me.” Jamal smiled. He had no need for senseless fighting as long as he got what he wanted. He welcomed those who would challenge him, or else it wouldn’t be fun. This was why he was willing to let Serenity go and why he looked forward to the future.

“Hear me! All soldiers retreat. We will be moving out.” Serenity wanted to wait. She wanted to hold off the army in hopes they would see a chance to push through, but now she understood after seeing Jamal. He was by no means afraid and probably had other means to win this war. So instead of losing more lives, it was best to pack up and move north. Only there could she join her idol.

“Boss, are we really giving up?” An older man appeared at her side.

“Dad, we can’t win this fight. You saw Jamal. He is using his mana, but there are only small traces of it. He can keep going for as long as he wants. And he is right. His monsters will just keep getting stronger as they level up. It won’t take long before we are overpowered, and we all die. But one thing we are lucky about is the man’s arrogance. He won’t kill us while we retreat. He doesn’t care for the deaths of his people. He sees them as nothing but tools as he works toward his goal of world domination. We will move north. Get everything ready as planned.”

“Understood. Serenity, no Ali…”

“That name is no more.” Serenity cut her father off. “I know what you want to say, and thank you. You have stuck with me this entire time. You helped me when mom was ripped to pieces, and I felt I was going to lose my mind. You and my idol are the reason I am still moving forward, why I can keep my head up and my sanity in check.”

“The Demon Queen also helped me… Or else I wouldn’t have been able to help you at all.”

“She has saved many of us and now we will go and join her. I’m sure she won’t say no to a group of seasoned soldiers.”

“We can only try. But make sure you suit up. The area is not safe for us.”

“I know. This is why I am sure Jamal can never beat her. You have to be very strong to be able to control a nuclear wasteland.”

Serenity’s father reached up and ruffled his daughter’s hair. They had gone through a lot since the apocalypse happened. His wife, his daughter’s mother, died right in front of them when the first wave came, torn limb from limb and eaten alive. The scene still haunted his dreams. But the young woman, who called out to the world and warned them of what was to come, saved them from going crazy. Gave them motivation. Motivation to keep moving forward, to build up the group that they had and try to stake out a place of their own. But now… the man hated to admit it, but he felt weak. He couldn’t even help protect what his daughter worked so hard to build up.

♦♦♦

“This is the last one.” I severed the head of another mutated monster. We were currently in the neutral zone between Dark Front and my territory, searching for the reason for the mutated monsters.

“Leader, the area is clear. But are you sure you shouldn’t wear a suit?” One of the soldiers asked, his voice filled with concern.

“Yeah. Radiation does not affect me or Angel now. Mati is making sure of this.” Angel underwent a forced evolution path even though she hadn’t reached level 150. But once you undergo evolution, such things as radiation no longer affect you unless it is part of the system. But to be safe, I still have Mati watching over Angel and me.

“You’re lucky. These things are hot.” The suits everyone else was wearing were not meant to be very weather-friendly. If it was hot, so was the suit. It did help with keeping some cold out, but if it got too cold, you would still end up feeling it. But right now, we were in a nuclear winter.

“It’s because you were moving around so much. You will cool off soon. Scan the area for anything that seems out of place. And I mean anything. Look for things that have higher radiation than the surrounding area. And I mean like one hundred times more.”

“Understood.” The young man saluted me before running off.

“Zoe, do you think we will find the source?” Angel hooked arms with me and asked.

“Maybe. We can only hope. I would rather have one less thing to worry about, but if we can’t find it, we will need to make more preparations.”

The reason for being out here was to prevent future problems. While I know we can never stop monsters from evolving, we could at least prevent this forced mutation that was occurring. I’m still unsure what we are looking for. We were basically searching for a needle in a haystack.

Scanning the area came up with nothing, which I had figured would be the case since this area consisted only of building rubble. Angel had her hands cupped over her eyes as she asked, “Are those Dark Front people?”

“Yeah. They are sticking to their area. They know we are here and probably don’t want to start anything. With so many of us here at this time, they wouldn’t want to risk starting a war. I hate to say it, but we might need their help to search the area.”

“Master, should I send someone to ask?”

“It’s fine, Hilde, I will be the one to go. Right now, Rodden will need to think twice about everything he has planned. I want them to know that we are now more powerful than ever. While it would be easy to conquer them right now, I don’t want any dissonance. Having to deal with people trying to get revenge is never a good idea.”

“That does make sense.” Hilde nodded. “But we will need to deal with him sooner or later.”

“I know. But for now, until we are ready to make our move to begin our conquest, it’s better to keep the status quo.”

“Zoe’s right. While I really want to burn him alive, it’s best not to make the situation worse for us. If fully evolved monsters begin to appear and not just these mutations, we will have a hell of a time dealing with them and that bastard at the same time.” Angel added.

Hilde nodded her head. “Yeah, I can see how dealing with Rodden now would cause more issues in the long run, especially since we don’t know what will happen if you retrieve part of your soul. If that part causes any strange side effects at a time when we need Master the most, then it will cause a big issue.”

“Anyway, it’s still good to get them involved. I will make contact. Have everyone continue what they are doing.” I didn’t let them reply before disappearing and reappearing in front of a group of ten Dark Front players. “Yo!”

“You!? How!?” One of them fell over and began backing away with a strange backwards crab walk.

“I’m not here to harm you,” I said, blocking the area with earth magic. “I need to deliver a message to your leader. Tell Rodden that we should form a temporary alliance to fight the mutated monsters. If he agrees, send a trusted delegate to my territory. I guarantee safe passage.”

“I’ll do it!” A young woman who looked four or five years younger than myself stood up and raised her hand. “I’ll tell our leader for you.”

“Good. I also suggest for now until the alliance is formed that when you see a group of my people, not get too close. I will head back now. I hope to hear back soon.”




Chapter 19

Deep in a newly constructed bunker, Rodden sat at this desk looking at the young woman. “Have you confirmed what she said?”

Rodden was not happy about forming an alliance, but he also knew the dangers of evolved monsters. He knew his current force wouldn’t be able to hold them off for very long. As they grew stronger and stronger, it would go from a standstill to his complete loss.

“Yes, the monsters they were killing did indeed have humanoid features. We have been staying out of the neutral territory as you ordered when The Fallen are there.”

“Then we will send a delegation. I want you and a few of our strongest to escort you to their base. Do not, and I repeat, do not try anything while there. I will repeat this once more when you go to leave, but know that if you do not wish to live a life of hell, do not get on that woman’s bad side.” Rodden had to admit he still feared Zoe. She was his mother, the person who created him and brought him into this world. But she had one tick that made her lose her sanity, and that was her people.

If you touched her people, she would not usually kill you right away, but torture you until you died. It was what made her send shivers down his spine to this day, but he still betrayed her. He wanted to be free and not be tied to the woman who had created him. His hatred stemmed from her rejecting the idea, all because he was made with her soul.

“Leader, may I ask, if we were to go to war with The Fallen, would we be able to win?” The girl’s voice got weaker as she asked her question, but she really wished to know.

“The truth…” Rodden sat back and thought for a moment. “Right now, we would lose unconditionally even if I could hold off the others. We are lucky because right now, they are still wary of me. We will maintain the status quo. When the time comes, if we see a means to wipe them out, we will take it.”

“I see… So that is why when I tried to check her level, I only got skulls…” The girl’s words made Rodden’s eyes widen.

“What did you just say?” Rodden stood up and appeared before the girl, holding her shoulders. “Repeat that.”

“I said her level was so high that I could only see skulls. In fact, not just her, but another girl who had been hugging Zoe’s arm. We couldn’t see their levels. She also looked different from before. Blood red eyes with black pupils. Curled black horns and a pair of wings on her back.”

“She…” Rodden stumbled back a few steps, his face growing pale. “Be polite. Be very polite and diplomatic when forming the alliance. By no means should you give them a reason to attack us. If what you just said is true, then they have already somehow jumped past level one hundred. Only when you reach level 150 can you gain your path, an evolutionary state that will decide your future path. And the appearance you just described to me can wipe us all out and only make her stronger.”

“Path? This is the first I have heard of a path.” The young woman was confused.

“No one would know until they hit level 150 this is why. The highest level we have is fifty. This means she is over a hundred levels higher than all of you. She could easily wipe out this entire base on her own, leaving only me to fend off my brother and sisters, who will have also grown a hundred times stronger.” Rodden walked back around his desk and sat down, his eyes growing blank. “To think she was able to level up so quickly. She must have encountered something within the game.”

“Then maybe the other one evolved, too. While the face and hair were the same, she had a black halo and an extra set of wings made of bone.”

“It’s a possibility. When you have gathered everyone, let me know. We will have a meeting.” Right now, Rodden wished he had taken the risk to kill Zoe before she had a chance to grow stronger. He had been too arrogant then. Unlike his siblings, he could not gain power as Zoe grew stronger. He had to wait until the restrictions were lifted on this world before he could use his true power.

♦♦♦

“Ahhchooo!” I hadn’t sneezed in such a long time.

“Bless you.” Angel reached up and wiped my nose with her sleeve.

“Thanks. Must be the dust in the air. Anyway, still no luck?”

“Reports are still coming up negative at each site. We have no signs of what is causing the mutation except for radiation. Zoe, do you think it has something to do with the countdown to the end of the first trial? Like, is it setting things up for a hardcore second trial of mutated monsters with human forms?”

“If that is the case, then we may be in trouble. We will break here today and head back. We need to make a few plans just in case.”

We left the neutral zone and headed back to our base. It annoyed me that there were no strong reactions from anything in the area. We only searched a quarter of the neutral zone, but you would think there would be something there. The strangest part was that ground zero showed no signs of any mutated monsters. Even the outer areas that we don’t normally cleanse all the time, monsters were just radioactive in nature, nothing more.

When we arrived back at the base, I summoned a meeting of all top and local leaders. “I thank you all for coming on short notice.” I started by writing on the whiteboard. “We need to come up with a few plans to deal with a situation that might or might not happen. As some of you might have heard already, mutated monsters with humanoid features have appeared. These mutations could lead to the development of a fully formed humanoid monster. If such a thing were to happen, it could be perilous.

“We are more than likely safe for the time being, but our current barrier does not encompass the entire area we are currently taking up. Whether it be above ground or below, it doesn’t matter. We will be at risk. We have barriers protecting our heads. It is hard to know if what comes will be able to break them or simply ignore them. We need to begin practicing escape drills for those who are not combat worthy.”

“Should we run north or south?” An older woman named Karen, who asked such a question, didn’t look too bright.

“South. If we went north, we would be running into the zone that is the current hotbed of the mutated monsters.” I replied while glaring at the woman. “Were you not listening to anything I have said? Our northern tunnels are for transport only, not escape. They will also be collapsed now to protect our people. Karen, you are responsible for teaching our kids. I am wondering if you should keep such a position.”

“Leader, you can’t fault me for asking that. There is no telling if either side will be safe.”

“If the neutral zone that we have been investigating, which is where the mutated monsters are currently located, is a place of danger, why would you want to run into the mouth of the enemy?” I looked over at Derrick, who gave me a nod. Seconds later, two soldiers walked into the room and stood behind Karen.

“What? Get your hands off me! Leader, you can’t do this to me! I have worked hard as well!” Karen cried out as she was dragged out of the room.

I snorted and looked at everyone. “Incompetence will not be tolerated. Each of you were selected for your position because we believed you were well-suited for the job. The first signs of inability to follow directions will lead to termination. Just like Karen, you will be escorted out of this room. We are not some company where you have rights. When in a leadership role, your job is to do your job, stay alert, and listen to what is being said. Bad decisions can not only get you killed, but also harm others. Karen was a teacher. If she had decided to go north without thinking about the consequences, then she would have delivered our young, the next generation, into the mouths of monsters. You can not expect me to be civil. My job is to keep everyone alive and keep The Fallen of Elysium going.”

“I see no problem in your actions.” Herbert, a man who works under Derrick, stood up. “She was only relieved of her duty. It’s not like she has died. I will suggest making sure she has no opportunity for revenge.”

“They will be taking her to confinement,” Derrick explained. “You all may not know this, but there are regulations put into place in case situations like this arise, based on severity. In Karen’s case, she proved that she was unfit for her position by even asking if we should head north. While some may think this is a fair question, that thought alone reveals your incompetence, and I would suggest you refrain from saying anything if you did feel this way. The south is our only escape. Not just because the mutated monsters are north of us, but because the Dark Front is also north. Even if we were accepted in the north, there is no telling how we would be treated. They may even ask for Zoe’s head, and I will be damned if one of my daughters has to give up their life. Especially Zoe, who has worked so hard for all of us.

“Let me warn you now. Betrayal of any kind will result in death. No judge. No jury. You will be killed on the spot. Our goals will be much grander than just sitting in one spot soon. Always keep this in mind.” Derrick turned and bowed to me. “I am sorry for the interruption.”

“It’s fine. Let’s continue.”




Chapter 20

Ultimately, we developed three distinct plans. First was the escape route for non-combatants. Children and those of a lower level would not be thrown out to die against a powerful enemy. Basically, only twenty percent of our fighting force is level 30 and above. Only those around that level will be asked to go out and fight. Of course, Angel and I will be doing most of the fighting since we are the highest level, and I really want to gain some extra stats from killing things.

The second plan was to work more on tactics when dealing with monsters of all kinds. Hilde volunteered along with Albert to act as humanoid monsters. This way, they could get real-world battle experience. This didn’t mean they wouldn’t get hurt. Those going through training needed to know that they could die at any time, so bringing them to the brink of death would make them more cautious.

The third plan, if all else fails, would be to have everyone fall back, and we would abandon the area. The barriers would be brought down after all resources were secured and stored away. Silvie will be working with us on that.

Lastly, there was one more option that was not really a plan, but rather a just-in-case choice. And that was to summon my last maid. But from what I am told, Lizandrea has the part of my soul that is completely insane. I would love to have her, but for now, I want to see how far we can go as is. I will only summon her as a last resort or something else changes.

Two days passed when a guest arrived outside the barrier. While we were enemies, we were also trying to form a temporary alliance. This meant we had to be cordial in how we handled the delegation from Dark Front. I stood just outside the entrance of the barrier to welcome them. Angel stood next to me, acting as my guard. “Welcome, people of Dark Front.”

“We are happy to be here. Thank you for allowing us to enter your territory. The people who led us here were very kind.” This was the girl whom I had spoken to before. She wore a bright smile on her lips as she bowed her head slightly. The other two, who I can only guess were supposed to be her guards, did the same.

“I will first show you to your rooms. You can leave your belongings there while I give you a brief tour, and we wait for dinner. I can only promise your safety in the areas I show you, as the rest are restricted areas for only those who are part of my org.”

“That is understandable. We will be sure to follow your rules.”

With the formalities out of the way, I began showing them around. There wasn’t much above ground that they couldn’t see, except the training grounds and a few buildings. I led them to their rooms so they could drop off their belongings before exploring the upper area. By the time we were done looking around, it was already time to eat.

What I wasn’t expecting was the reaction I got when they began eating. “This might seem rude to ask, but why are you crying?”

“Because we haven’t eaten this kind of food for a while. We have been trying to grow as much as we can, but this kind of food… I haven’t had a hamburger in so long. Real hamburger…” I decided to leave it at that.

After everyone ate, I finally spoke up once again. “We will be holding our meeting around ten tomorrow morning. Please use this time to do as you wish. But remember, there are many locations where you may lose your life.”

“We thank you for your hospitality.”

After they left to do their own thing, I was in my office with Hilde, Mati, and Angel. “What do you think?”

“They were very respectful, almost a little too respectful.” Angel answered first.

“Madam is right. The delegation seems to want to stay on your good side.”

“I think Rodden might have realized your level, Master.” Mati came to the same conclusion as I. I would have expected the delegation to be a little more haughty, but from what I can see, they seemed afraid to do anything that might anger me.

“We will wait to see how things go tomorrow. If they don’t make any demands, then we can think of it as Rodden knowing my current level and he is taking a step back out of fear of retaliation.”

The next morning came quickly, and along with Angel, I sat at a coffee table surrounded by two couches. Across from us was the girl from Rodden’s delegation and her two guards who stood behind her. “The temporary alliance will be a ceasefire between our two orgs until we understand and stamp out the cause of the mutated monsters. We would also like to work together and share any information regarding the mutated monsters between the two sides. We will meet in the neutral zone once a week until the source is found. We will also cooperate if these mutated monsters are overrunning one side. If Rodden can accept these terms, he can send a messenger to the neutral zone. But let me be clear. Any sign of betrayal or act of insubordination against me or violence against my people will be an act of war.”

“That’s too much!” One of the young men behind the girl cried out. “You are basically saying that during this alliance, we are to submit to you.”

“And?” I asked softly, my aura rising, which caused the pressure in the room to intensify and the air to thin, making it hard to breathe. “Rodden should know better than anyone that he is not to be trusted. And I have the power to back up everything. You should be lucky that we haven’t stormed your base. I am still trying to be civil during this time since those monsters are not something you can just leave alone. By offering aid if you are under attack has already stretched my kindness thin.”

“But…”

“Richie! Stand down.”

“Jess, are you going to accept this!?” Richie cried out. “According to these terms, we will basically be her slaves.”

“Our leader has already thought of this and has already agreed to such terms. Are you going to go against our leader? Plus, these terms are nowhere near being a slave of any kind.” Jess snapped back, narrowing her eyes, showing unwavering authority.

“Richie, you are to listen to Jess, no questions asked. Isn’t that what the leader said?”

“Chris, you too!?” Richie still looked reluctant, but bit his lip and stopped talking.

“So are we in agreement or not?” I asked with a hint of annoyance. I didn’t really wish to listen to their spat.

“Yes, my apologies.” Jess bowed her head before extending her hand. I took it, and we shook hands, confirming that the alliance was now in effect.

“I will have someone lead you to the neutral zone. Preparations for what is to come are already underway, and my territory outside the barrier may already be littered with traps. Although…” My eyes fell on Richie, who lurched back and lowered his head. “You may want to shove someone into one to give it a test to see if they are lethal or not.”

“One last thing. And this is a message for Rodden.” I stood up and gazed down at Jess. “There will come a time when I move. When I do, everything will fall under my crimson fury.”

♦♦♦

Stepping past the neutral zone into their own territory allowed Jess and the others to let out a sigh of relief. “Hey Jess, what did The Fallen of Elysium’s leader mean by her words? What does: There will come a time when I move. When I do, everything will fall under my crimson fury, even mean?”

“I am not sure… let’s just head home.” Jess felt uneasy. Those last words sent shivers down her spine.

Inside Rodden’s office, Rodden’s expression was grim when he heard Zoe’s message from Jess. “Leader, what does she mean by that? I have been thinking about it but I still do not understand.”

“Her path is that of destruction and conquest. She will burn the world and consume its ashes under her crimson fury. Is basically what she meant. With each enemy’s death, she will grow stronger. She wants to become the ruler of this world, and those who stand in her way will die. She is basically giving me a warning. She probably understands that we are too weak to oppose her. If a day comes and she attacks us, I want you and everyone else to surrender. I will be her only target at that time.” Rodden wished he could become stronger, but coming to this time, not only was he weakened by the enormous amount of power he had to consume to create a path to the past, but he was also completely restricted by the system. “I brought this upon myself. I got too greedy. She used to tell me all the time I should think more before I acted, but I didn’t listen. I thought of her teachings as nothing but an annoyance. A restriction to keep me in line. Jess, gather all the leaders of the Dark Front. We are having a meeting.”




Chapter 21

Within the snowy peaks in Hokkaido. A group of people slowly trudged through the knee-deep snow. “Ai, is this really the right way?”

“That is what it reads here. The device indicates that there is a strong mana signature nearby. Just keep looking. Clear all the snow if you have to.” Ai ordered as her thin feline tail swished behind her. Her cat ears that were perched on top of her head twitched ever so slightly.

“It’s strange, once we got in range of this signal, there have been no monsters. Why would they stay away from this area?” One of AI’s crew asked. His question was not unfounded in the slightest.

“Who cares. It’s making our job easier. If you talked less, your hands would move faster.” Ai didn’t care about the monsters. What she cared about was the source of this magic. If they could get it, they may be able to create new technology that would allow them to rebuild society. This was her main goal. She wished to show the Demon Queen of America that she heard the call and listened well.

“Hey, I think I found something! But it’s strange… What the hell is this?” A young woman shouted. She looked down at the ancient-looking metal doors with writing she had never seen before with curiosity but also fear.

“Let me see!” Ai pushed through the snow as quickly as she could, arriving at the girl’s side. When she saw the door, her eyes began shining with excitement. “This…is ancient Sumerian?”

“Sumerian? Are you talking about the people who built the ziggurats?”

“Yes, they created it, and it brought about their demise, but they were said to have had rulers who had lived for thousands of years. Cuneiform is still the first written language. To see such a thing here, and embedded into a metal door. This mountain peak also looks untouched. There are no signs of erosion either.”

“If there is some powerful mana source under this, then doesn’t that mean that mana was once here on Terra?”

“Maybe… Maybe not. Given everything that has been happening, it is hard to tell. The truth is here. We had to dig through the crust of the peak to even find it. The magic limiter can now be removed. Start using earth magic to clear the area around the door slowly.”

A few hours later, Ai and her group were standing on top of a metal surface that surrounded the door. “Magic doesn’t penetrate the metal. I think this is as good as it gets.”

“That’s fine. Good job, everyone. I have almost finished transcribing what is written. I am a little confused as to what some of this even means, even though it’s legible.” Ai scratched her head as she looked at her tablet.

“What do you mean?”

“The cuneiform here keeps changing. It’s a set of numbers. Some kind of countdown. If I am correct in my assumption, this here is days, then hours, minutes, and finally seconds.”

“How much time do we have left?”

“Twenty two hours, ten minutes and counting.”

♦♦♦

[Hidden Mythic Quest: ‘Worldly Connections’ Started]

[Conditions Updated…]

[You have defeated the Core Guardian and the Core. Your Trial will end once the timer is up.]

[Trial Now Started! 00:22:10:03]

[First Trial: Survival (Earth)]

[The trial will end in 0 days.]

“Less than a day left…” I was getting antsy. I kept staring at the quest countdown down hoping it would speed up, but it hasn’t. Every day, the mutated monsters appear, showing signs of further evolution. Just yesterday, I had to kill a monster that had the upper body of a human and the lower body of some kind of monster. But its intelligence was nowhere to be seen yet.

To top it off, the number of monsters has significantly risen. We are constantly under siege, and it’s not just here, but our contacts with Dark Front are reporting the same thing. Monsters are growing stronger and more aggressive. It has already become overwhelming for our forces. People are working day and night in shifts trying to lower their population. And it’s not just from the north anymore that these monsters are attacking from, but the south as well.

“If this keeps up, we will be trapped in. How are the lower levels?” I was once more in a meeting with all the leaders, trying to come up with plans to ward off the monsters. Because they were no longer spawning outside the barrier, but also within it and underground.

“We have everyone reporting the first signs of a monster spawn. Our current setup is multiple two-person groups rotating shifts while patrolling the lower city. When a monster appears, it is instantly taken out.”

“Good, keep this up. Our plans for retreat will still be the same. But only if needed. Everyone should keep their eyes peeled and stay safe.”

After the meeting, I headed to the surface to take a look. The sounds of fighting could be heard, and the lights of magic flying through the air made the night sky light up as if it were daytime. The monsters had been so persistent lately that it was starting to cause me concern. People were getting injured on a regular basis. While this is good since real combat is needed to understand how to be self-preserving, it could backfire if things continue as they are.

“I guess I should go check that place out.” I took a step into the air, forming mana footholds, and began making my way north. It didn’t take long to reach my destination. I still haven’t gotten used to my wings. They will take some time to get used to, and hopefully, they will allow me to fly with them. But for now, these footholds work just fine and will come in handy later on.

Fortifications surrounded the entrance to the subway. Monsters were attacking it nonstop. I slowly began my descent and waved my hand, creating over a hundred flame arrows and raining them down onto the monsters below, wiping them all out as I landed.

“Demon Queen!” A name I hear a lot of lately. The people of Dark Front always go on guard when they see me.

“Tell Rodden I am here. I need to talk to him.” As I spoke, a figure appeared at my side. I looked over to see a certain Maid standing there as if it were the most natural thing in the world. “Hilde, you followed me?”

“I am your loyal maid.” Hilde stood there like a prim and proper lady. She even folded her hands in front of her as if showing some kind of noble etiquette.

“Alright. I already knew you were following me as soon as I left the barrier.”

“Master, you should know it’s not good for you to come here alone.”

“Like I need to be afraid.” I snorted. Only for Hilde to snort back. She was very overprotective of me.

“Ahem… You didn’t call me out to watch your spat, did you?” Rodden cut in, making both of us look at him.

“I called you out to extend the alliance. I think we should maintain our alliance for at least one year for the time being. With the uptick in monsters, there is no telling what is going to happen.” I explained.

“I agree with this.” Rodden nodded. He was much more docile as of late.

“Depending on the situation, we can extend the alliance. If things change for any reason, and the alliance needs to be broken, you must give a heads-up. I will do the same. Think of it as a kind of chivalry. Declare war on your opponent, don’t go sneaking around.” I released a bit of my aura, making the people around me kneel.

“Are you trying to force things by submission!?” Rodden asked through gritted teeth.

“Rodden, I would watch how you speak.” Hilde stepped forward. “You are lucky Master has yet to give the order, or we would have already wiped you out. Soon. Liz will be called…”

“Liz…” Rodden’s expression paled. It seemed Rodden and Liz must have a history. “I already accepted your terms. We will follow what you said.”

Rodden didn’t stay any longer and turned to leave. I released the pressure and smiled. “When we first met he was acting like he owned the world, but he is smart.”

“He has your soul after all, Master.”

“Then how is that you who has my soul as well is obsessed with taking pictures of my feet?”

“Master, I have no idea what you are talking about.” Hilde acted as if she had done nothing wrong, but the damn maid would sneak into my room in the morning and snap photos of my feet.

“As long as they are not being spread it’s fine. But Hilde know that if they are…”

“I would never share my collection! Ah!” Hilde covered her mouth. And blinked innocently.

I shook my head and stepped into the air. Hilde quickly followed behind me. It made me wonder why she hadn’t done this before. Just another question to add to my long list of questions.

The hours ticked by, and the timer ticked down. I was no longer in the real world but stood in front of the temple that now had an entire encampment of people researching it. Not a single one of them dared to stop me from getting too close to it, but instead watched from afar with curious eyes. Next to me, Angel stood at my side. “How much longer?”

“Ten seconds. In ten seconds, I can hopefully finally see what is on the other side of these doors and what awaits us in the second trial.”

“Whatever there is, I will be there with you. We will get through it together.”

“Let’s hope for both our sakes that it’s not a trap.”




Chapter 22

[Hidden Mythic Quest: ‘Worldly Connections’ Updated]

[Conditions Updat&@…]

[You have _”:* *%$ first trial]

[Second Trial: *&%#@ (Earth)]

[Forced teleportation will now begin…]

As soon as the timer hit zero, I was welcomed by a glitched-out quest update and a forced teleportation. “This…is really strange.”

I was originally standing outside the temple with Angel before my forced teleportation. I was now standing inside a dark yet well-lit room. There was total darkness in every direction, except in the center, where a set of comfy-looking chairs sat on either side of a coffee table that held pastries and, what I assumed to be tea.

“You arrived.” A figure appeared. One I know very well. One that, if there were a mirror in front of me, would make sense, but there was no mirror here. And it was talking. “You are me?”

“That is correct, although not completely true. You are you, and I am you, but also not you, since I am from another time. You see, the trials were created in hopes of altering the path that Earth, or Terra if you were to call it by its official name, from the course that may lead to it being used as a new game world.”

“Game world!?” My eyes widened at the me who was not me. She slowly sat down and motioned for me to do the same. I did as she requested and sat down, but didn’t take my eyes off her for even a second.

“Yes, the game… the merging of realities. It is all part of a greater system created by beings far above this plane of existence. They use the system and the game as a kind of trial. They will determine if the beings there are deemed fit to proceed to the next stage. But moving on to that next stage also comes with risks.” The other me picked up a pastry and took a bite out of it. A small smile formed on her lips. “You should try this. It’s quite good. And don’t worry; it’s all real. Including me, even though I am just a persona created to give you information that even your maids are not aware of.”


“What do you mean they don’t know?” 

“Your maids are our creation and are beings from the future, but that was one future we were able to escape the fate that Terra will face if we do not come out in the top ten. You see, the trials you were given were intended to make you stronger. And it seemed to have worked from what I can tell. Being at your current level this early is actually very good for what is to come. Soon, a system-wide message will be sent. The timer of the first trial I gave you was the timer for the countdown of the true test you are about to face.”

“Can you stop talking in circles and just tell me what kind of headache I will end up getting myself into? Also, why would my maids not tell me any of this if they already know?”

“Because they don’t know. You went through the induction before creating them. The trials of induction have restrictions associated with them. You’re not allowed to speak about them. It is physically impossible to speak about them. But passing a trial allows you to gain some control over the system in the surrounding area. Whether it is to give out a quest or create a realm of your own, it is all possible as long as you come out on top.”

“My maids said it was because of your level.”

“That is true in certain cases, only for those who use skills outside the system. But this leaves it glitchy. Sort of like my second quest to you. You should have noticed the glitching going on.”

“Yes, I did. It’s also not the first time I’ve encountered it. Tell me, what do you mean by induction? I know what it means, but I want to hear it from you.”

“Induction means making Terra open to the universe. Aliens, as we call them, will come to our world and try to stake their claim to our lands and resources. If we are not strong enough to push them back, we will be forced to submit and become slaves. You should know that becoming a slave for another species is as bad as becoming an NPC in the game. The world you visit to farm resources and level up is just another world like Earth. However, the system now controls them; parts of the world have been changed to adapt. The people have no will of their own. Mindless slaves of the system. Other races even move there just to stake claim to certain areas to live like kings.”

My head was spinning. Everything I have been told is completely different! “Why is what Hilde, and the rest told me different from what you are telling me?”

“Do you think the system would allow them to tell you the truth? They had their memories altered. They wouldn’t be able to tell you how things are perfectly in the future, only what they are allowed to speak about, while other things are fabricated. There are truths and lies in everything they have told you so far. Not because they wanted to lie to you but because they believed these things to be fact.”

“But you just said they wouldn’t know anything about the induction since they were not created yet.”

“That's the induction, not what came after you successfully protected Terra.”

“So then how do I protect the planet?” All this was an overload of information and contradictions. Most of what was said was in line with what I already knew, but now there were layers upon layers of additional information.

“Win… in the trials to come. You will be forced to face other worlds. If you don’t want Terra to become a world where you end up as an NPC, as a game world in another world, then I suggest you destroy everything to come out on top. Make Terra part of the wider universe.” The other me’s eyes flashed with a murderous light. I couldn’t help but feel that we had ‌more in common than I had thought.

“I will win.” I wouldn’t allow myself, or those I love and care about, to suffer such a fate. “What’s the first step?”

“The first step is the start of the induction. Beings at twenty levels higher than the average level of the planet will arrive. They will stake claims to certain areas under the pretense of teaching you about the induction and helping you get through it, but in fact, they are staking claims to their own territories. These places will become their domains to rule over as kings and enslave the people living within them. I don’t have much time left, but with your current level, I suggest you stake your claim over the planet and take out the invaders. Only when you have full control should you feel safe moving to the next trial.”

“I had planned to do just that. It seems my showdown with Rodden will come sooner than I had thought.”

“Rodden is a tricky man. A man who is very cautious in what he does. If he doesn’t think he can win, he will run. Be careful.”

“I will be calling Liz.”

The other me’s eyes lit up as she clapped her hands together. “Lizandrea! She will be very helpful. You are lucky. I never had the maids when I made it through the trials. They will become the very thing that will help you destroy the invaders. Now…” The other me cleared her throat before pointing at me. “I will fix the quest you were supposed to get. If you complete it, you will be able to come back here and get to speak to me again, and I will go over the second trial.”

[Hidden Mythic Quest: ‘Worldly Connections’ Updated]

[Conditions Updating]

[You have completed the first trial]

[Second Trial: Conquer (Terra)]

[The trial will end in, 3:00:00:00:00]

“You will have three years. Your timer will start when the trigger is activated… For now… I wish you good luck.”

Before I could give the other me my thanks, the world distorted once more, and I found myself outside the temple again. “Zoe!”

“Angel… We have much to do. Our conquest will start soon. I will explain everything once we log out. There is a lot to talk about.”

“Okay?” Angel looked confused and began checking me for any wounds, only letting me go when she saw I was fine.

“Let’s go. We have a lot to go over.” I leaned down and kissed the death angel before logging out.

As soon as I logged out, I jumped out of my pod and called for Hilde. “Hilde, get everyone together for an emergency meeting. I have learned a lot.”

“Understood!” Hilde ran off while I went to get changed. Angel was staring at me the entire time.

“Angel, just ask if you have questions.”

“Oh, I have many questions. But I know you will answer many of them during the meeting. I am just curious, is all, and it's hard to hold back this excitement I feel welling up inside me.”

“Let that excitement boil. Let it fill you because I will not disappoint.”

“Hehe… I hope we can also have some excitement in bed tonight as well.” The cheeky grin on the pink-haired girl's face made me want to kiss her.

“I will be sure to honor that.” After I got dressed, I pulled Angel into my arms and gave her a deep kiss before giving her a light spanking and heading out of the room, pulling her along.




Chapter 23

“That is what I have learned.” I had just gone over everything I had learned from the other me. “The timer has yet to start, but we can’t give Rodden a chance to align himself with an invader. So… We will officially declare war on Dark Front starting now. Send a message out and move our forces. Anyone who is able to fight will fight. But make sure we still have the defense to ward off any surprise attacks.”

“Lass, leave defense to me and summon Liz. If you do that, our victory is guaranteed.” Albert made a good point. I did plan to summon her anyway, and having Albert here for defense was a good idea. Things changed and I needed more strength. There was no longer a reason to hold back from summoning her.

“We will do it like this. Albert, I leave our defense to you. Everyone else, you know what your jobs are. Protect our people. Keep monster spawns within the city in check, and everyone else should begin moving out.” With our meeting over, I stood up and walked out of the room, followed by Mati, Hilde, Angel, and Derrick.


“Dad, I need you to make sure the noncombatants are not disturbed in any way. They should still be able to live out their daily lives.” 

“I will get on it now.” Derrick turned and headed towards the underground area while the rest of us continued forward. I was heading to a clear area just in case Liz decided to make a scene upon being summoned.

“Master, about the trials…” Hilde suddenly spoke up.

“What about them?”

“If we don’t end up winning, will we really be turned into NPCs?”

“From what the other me said, yes, we will be turned into NPCs. Our only chance is to win and bring Terra out into the universe, but if we don’t want to be enslaved after doing so, we need to make sure we are strong. It is possible. We have done it before, or else you wouldn’t have been born. I wouldn’t have been able to hack the system and leave such a strong imprint. The life we were living before from the time you were created was during a time when we had won. It’s just that your memories were altered, and I could not speak about anything to do with the trials at that time, but it is different if that version of me was dead and of another timeline. I have to admit I was pretty damn powerful.”

“Hehe, you were very powerful.” Hilde nodded her head as did Mati.

“What about me?” Angel looked like she was pouting for being left out.

“I’m not sure…” Hilde scratched her head. “I’m sure that master had the same path as she has now, so it’s strange now that I am thinking of it. You should have been there, since in every other timeline she was a demon, you killed her because of your evolution, all except the timeline she created us in.”

“Let’s not think about it. Timelines don’t always need to be the same. It sounds like I was a loner anyway during that time line. Anyway, we are here.”

♦♦♦

Inside Dark Front’s base, Rodden’s entire body was visibly shaking. “We had only just set the alliance, and she is already declaring war!? What is going on!?”

Rodden couldn’t understand it. They had formed an alliance just days ago, and now, suddenly, she was throwing it out the window and declaring war against him. “I knew she would grow crazy with such a path, but this is too fast!”

“Leader, is something wrong?”

“Where is the person who sent this message from The Fallen? Who sent this message!? No, forget it; get the same delegation as before to head towards The Fallen of Elysium.”

“Understood, I will go do it now.”

“No, wait…” Rodden held his head. If war had already been declared, he would just be sending them to their deaths. “Gather up our leaders. We… are at war.”

Rodden knew things were not going to go his way. He had not survived this long to be defeated before he could accomplish anything. That is what he had thought, but if that woman’s level was already at such a high level and her path was set to Demon Empress, every battle was just a means for her to grow stronger. “We will have no choice but to stand our ground. I can’t give up yet. I’ve already wasted too many resources…”

♦♦♦

A dark swirl of mana formed over the summoning circle. A slim figure with two massive battleaxes on her shoulder slowly appeared within. “Hahaha! Finally! Finally! You have summoned me, Master! Give Liz a kiss!”

Liz suddenly threw her battleaxes to the side and jumped forward, wrapping her arms around my neck, pushing her lips against mine. “WHAT ARE YOU DOING!? GET OFF MY ZOE!”

She was quickly pulled back and thrown to the ground not just by Angel, who was now furiously wiping my lips, but also Mati and Hilde. “Ang-ob, Stwap…”

“Liz, it’s best if you don’t do that ever again unless you wish to be sent back.” Hilde sternly said.

“Huh? Alright… So who am I here to kill?” Liz sat on the ground with the soles of her feet touching, rocking back and forth. She was dressed more like someone who grew up in the wilds. Bare feet with a rawhide tunic and a rawhide rope tied around the waist. She had long purple hair and bright orange eyes. Her tanned skin stood out, but it was not what caught your attention; it was the murderous, playful smile and look she had that drew your attention.

“Master, please forgive her. Liz is unique.”

“Hilde, you are the last person in the world to be calling anyone unique. And you keep forgetting that all of you are a part of me.” I scratched my head as this realization crept in. It seems I’m a murderous pervert.

“It’s okay, Zoe, I will still love you.” I think the pink-haired thing next to me was trying to cheer me up.

“Ahem… Liz, we need to get you some proper armor.”

“Hehe… Master, you don’t need to worry about that.” Liz’s lips were curled up into a smile as her skin suddenly transformed. Purplish-black scales formed over her body and shimmered in the light. “You created me so that I could be both defensive and offensive.”

“Master, Liz is very versatile, which is why Rodden dislikes her so much.”

I nodded my head as I walked over and lifted the tunic. “Good, you’re wearing underwear.”

“Master, if you wanted to look, you only needed to ask.”

“Don’t start undressing!” Angel quickly held the tunic down and glared at Liz while mumbling, “First it's the perverted maid and now a lustful demon.”

“Angel, I’m not sure if I should take offense to that or not.”

“Zoe, I’ll always love you.”

“Why does that hurt even more!?”

Even with war looming, we could still joke, which was good. “Alright, war doesn’t wait for the enemy to come to you. Everyone, get yourselves together. We need to gather our troops now and make our way to Dark Front.”

An hour later, over a thousand armored players gathered, ready for battle. I told those level 30 and above in-game to log out, with Mati there to guard them. Hilde asked me to say a few words, so I soared into the air, surveying the troops before me. “Many of you are probably wondering why we are suddenly going to war; I can’t say right now, but you will learn soon enough. Trust me! Lift your weapons and fight. I guarantee none of you will die!”

I can make this promise this time, but I'm not sure I can make it in the future. This was more like an initiation. “While I know taking the lives of others is not something you wish to do, at this time, we have no choice. If they surrender, fine. Secure them and send them to the back line as prisoners until the war is over. I won’t say anymore. I don’t wish to become a tyrant, but those who run during battle will be seen as leaving their post and will be dealt with under our military law. Remember this.”

“Master, you were supposed to give a motivational speech, not threaten them into submission.”

“Hilde, since when have I ever been good at speaking? You asked me to say a few words, so I did.”

“But did you need to use your aura as well? Their faces are all pale?”

“Hmm?” I looked out over the troops to find that their faces were indeed pale. Well, at least they were still standing. That already makes them better than Dark Front. I shrugged and turned and passed through the opening in the barrier, sending a bolt of lightning out in front of me that arched between the monsters that were charging towards me, turning them into charred corpses.

“Let’s go!” I didn’t want to take the tunnels near the neutral zone; it wouldn’t be a very good idea.

♦♦♦

“Damnit!” Serenity bit her lip as she slammed her hammer down on another monster. “Why did monsters start spawning like crazy?”

“I don’t know, but we are barely keeping up. At least no lives have been lost yet.”

“Dad, I hate doing this, but take up the rear. Besides me, you are the second strongest. We will need to do a diamond formation. With you and me as the points.”

“Alright, but be careful. I can’t lose you.”

“We just need to reach The Fallen of Elysium’s base. Once we do, we can finally settle down for the time being.” Serenity took a deep breath and looked into the distance. Monsters could be seen roaming around, which made her let out a long, drawn-out sigh. “We need to clear a spot for a camp and set up a barrier. Let’s move.”

“Roger.”

Although Serenity wished to keep moving, she had to think of those she was protecting as well. She was putting all her faith in Zoe allowing them to join her org or at least letting her people take refuge there. She could only pray that her borderline worship of the girl was not in vain.




Chapter 24

On top of a frigid mountaintop, Ai looked at the massive doors that had swung open on their own with shining eyes. “It’s open! I don’t know what happened, but it's open! Let’s go inside!”

“I don’t really think we shoul… and she is gone…” Ai’s assistant let out a long sigh. One so long that it could be heard echoing in the distance. With no other choice, he waved his hand at the others to get them moving inside.

“Hehe… Ghehee… Fugaha…”

“Ai, you're letting out your weird laugh again.”

“Who cares? Look at this place!” Ai’s eyes were glued to her surroundings. The cuneiform writing ‌told stories no one had ever heard of before. The ancient technology that she had dreamed of seeing was right in front of her eyes.

“What does it say?” Ai’s assistant asked. He looked at his boss, whose expression was slowly becoming less excited and more concerned.

“It says here that in the times of old, the people of the past were given a chance to join the upper ranks of the heavens. The gods descended and bestowed upon them technology and longevity beyond anything they could have ever imagined. However, because the people were greedy and began to build the ziggurats to harness mana in great quantities for more power, the gods became angry and rained destruction down upon the land. Only when the King of Uruk, Gilgamesh, begged for mercy, giving up his own life in exchange, did the gods quell their anger. They even gave one of the few remaining Sumerians the ability to test if Terra was worthy of joining heaven again. Only when the beacon is activated with magic will Terra have a chance to once more rise into the heavens.”

“Hmm? I have heard of Uruk and Gilgamesh, but I have never heard of this story before. He was a man seeking immortality.”

“Yes, that we were told. But think about it. If they had been given a system back then, living a long life wouldn’t have been unusual. Wanting to grow stronger by leveling up would also not be strange. What if the mana in the ziggurats were a means of immortality? He would have become a god in his own right. The gods who gave them the means to grow powerful wouldn’t like this and would have tried to stop him. They wouldn’t want someone who was supposed to be under them to become one of them.”

“That does make sense. But I still feel it’s strange. Why would they give someone the power to grow stronger? Why would they give people in ancient times such technology and teach them so much?”

“I can’t answer that.” Ai also wanted to know these answers. If there were an answer, it might be found somewhere in this strange place. A place sealed off from time for so long that it should be covered in dust, but everything here looked pristine. Even the doors that were subjected to weather over the years. “Let’s go deeper; we can look at the other things later.”

♦♦♦

“President! Run!” The man, still trying to hold on to power, finally realized there was no hiding. Monsters were not things that appeared in the wilds but everywhere. They appeared out of thin air. They appeared and began killing the last of his staff, including the soldiers.

Even with all that was going on, he still could not accept the fact that he was wrong. That his choices were the reason this was happening. He still blamed one person, the only person he wished to see burn in hell. “It’s all that demon bitch’s fault!”

“Sir…” A marine stopped dead in his tracks, causing the president to crash into him.

“What are you doing!? Lead me out of here!”

“Sir… I am sorry, but I will no longer follow your orders.” The marine glared, causing the president to stumble back.

“What!? You dare disobey me!? I am your commander-in-chief!”

“Sir, none of us will obey your orders anymore. You have caused the death of millions. So, sir… for once in your life… Go protect your country.”

The President felt his chest being pushed hard. The soldiers behind him moved aside, not a single one of them willing to save him as his fat body was pushed into the incoming maw of the monster that had been chasing them. A sickening crunching sound was heard as the top half of his body was bitten right off the lower half.

♦♦♦

“Zoe, this area is clear!” I have the honor of watching the new version of Angel fighting. She still wields magic, but is now using a massive scythe. It was made of dark magic, making it fully mana-based, it can slice through a monster as if it were made of butter. No matter how much armor the thing has, it cut through it with ease. “Umm… Zoe… if you smile like that, I might have to drag you back to the base.”

“Hmm? I’m smiling?” I touched my face to find that I was indeed smiling. “So I am… But can you blame me? Look how pretty you are!”

“Your flames are beautiful. You wiped out half the monsters in the area by yourself.”

“And the monster’s ashes even raise my stats, which makes it even better.”

“Just don’t get fat from eating too many ashes.”

“I don’t think I have to worry about that.” I bumped into the giggling, pink-haired thing before turning my attention eastward. “We have visitors. Angel, get the soldiers into position. We don’t know if they are enemy or foe. We are already very close to the subway.”

“On it!” As Angel ran off, I began walking towards the people who had suddenly appeared. I was slowly beginning to pick up their conversation.

♦♦♦

“Boss, we took much longer than we should have. Almost three weeks, all because we had to take a detour.”

“What else did you want me to do? There was an entire ocean of monsters to the south, all grouped up. It was too dangerous even for me, so we had no choice but to go around!”

“Even for you it was too dangerous?” The young man, who had been complaining, dropped his head.

“I am only level 60 now! Did you think facing hundreds of level thirties plus would be a good idea?”

“Boss, hold up. We have someone walking our way.”

Seeing them turn their attention to me, I gave them a slight nod before walking into range. I could tell from their conversation that they weren’t Dark Front, but what they said about the monsters to the south bothered me. “You are not Dark Front’s people. Who are you?”

I watched as the girl leading the group and everyone behind her suddenly bowed their heads in my direction. Such an action made me take a step back. “My name is Serenity, and the people behind me are part of my org, named Elysium’s Soldiers. I named it after your org, The Fallen of Elysium. We come from the south, where the org Kings are expanding their territory. We were holding them off, but the leader of the Kings got a skill to allow him to control and level up monsters.”

“So you are here to join me? Even though we are about to wipe out another org?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at the girl. She looked back at me and did not waver in the slightest.

“Master, she is good.” Hilde appeared at my side. “I can smell the bloodlust coming off her. She had fought many battles.”

“Really?” I asked.

“We will fight at your side. We have ‌been fighting for a long time. We are used to battle, we will be a great resource to you.”

“Good. I will have someone escort your noncombatants to the base, but I want to say this now. If anyone dares to harm my people, they will be cut down, no questions asked. If you follow the laws we have established, you will be welcomed. No one eats for free so that you will be put to work, and there is always work.”

“Thank you.” Serenity bowed once more. This was actually an unexpected boon. More fighters of a decent level, all of whom were veterans of player versus player warfare.

“Serenity. You’re with me. If you see a lapse in my commands, let me know. Once civilians are on their way back, we will proceed to the subway.” I turned and began walking back over to my group. Hilde had already moved to get a few people to use our secret tunnels to send the people back. There might still be monsters in the tunnels, but there wouldn’t be that many. Leveling up was another reason for taking the aboveground route besides keeping our furthest tunnels safe.

Serenity seemed to skip her way over to me. The way she looked at me was kind of strange, but strength and experience in combat were what I needed most at this time, so I will put up with it. Once the civilians were gone, we began to pack up and get ready to head out. It was right before we were about to set off when a message flashed across my vision.

[Alert! People of Terra. Your trial to ascend into the heavens has begun. Your instructors will arrive shortly. Prove your worth!]

Afterword

Hello again! I hope you have enjoyed Volume 4. I want to take a moment to thank all my Patreon supporters, as well as all my readers who have purchased or read this novel on Amazon. Without you, I wouldn’t be able to continue writing as I do.

Volume 4 marks the end of the first arc. You may have noticed that I have added other people’s perspectives in this volume. I had initially planned for the novel to be only from Zoe’s perspective, but when I did the write-up for this volume, I knew that would not be possible. While it did veer from the past few volumes, it added the depth that had been missing.

Anyway, enough rambling from me. I hope you enjoyed this volume.

If you liked this novel, please check out some of my other novels.

Monster Academy: Rise of the Card Master: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DWT8VJLY

The Dragon Girl’s Ascension: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0FB5NGMG7

Threads of Fate: Book 1: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0FL6P99SW

Once more, thank you for your support. Happy reading!
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