
        
            
                
            
        

    
    [image: Image]

    

41. Daniel's Dilemma


Daniel blinked his bleary brown eyes as beams from the sun seeped into the room through the blinds of the window. He got up with a sigh, clutching at the invisible wound on his side. He wasn’t hurt— no, there was only the vague feeling of an injury there. 

The black haired man had been burned, bruised, and cut up by the Greater Demon called Lucerna, and yet, with healing potions he was now left without so much of a scratch. Well, at least physically he was fine. Mentally speaking, he wasn’t really sure how he felt. Sure, he was ok now, but wasn’t he on the cusp of death just yesterday?

It was a strange thing to think about— it was something that sometimes kept him up. He had never thought that it would ever be possible to recover from that much blood loss. And yet, he continued fighting. He had been able to pick himself up from the rubble and rocks with a nearly broken body, and healed himself completely with the last of the healing potions Salvos had given him. Then Mistshard picked him up, carrying him to the battlements where Druma was already at. 

After that, everything had been a blur. They managed to catch Lucerna in their trap, strangling him until his neck or spine broke. Daniel wasn’t even sure if Demon’s had spines, but something happened to paralyze the [Djinn]. With that, Edithe finally got her revenge, and Salvos her answer:

She can’t return to the Netherworld.

The young man remembered seeing her face when she heard that. He had never seen her look so shocked since he met her; even as he got out of bed, he couldn’t help but feel apprehensive about seeing her in the common room of the inn. 

He packed his things and got dressed as worrying thoughts raced through his mind. Will she still be broken up about it? Will she be even more confused than before? Will she be lost, without a clue on what to do? Or will she…

Daniel hesitated, chewing his lowering lip as he considered the last possibility. 

Will she hate you, for lying to her? You promised her, after all. You said you would help bring her back to the Netherworld, and now she thinks it’s impossible. She might even kill you— 

He shook his head and pushed the door to his room open. That wouldn’t happen; Salvos was not the kind of Demon— or uh, person— to attack someone unprovoked. She had made it extremely clear. Daniel tried to reassure himself as he walked down the stairs. And yet, the thought remained: what if Salvos went mad? What if she had some kind of Demon instincts within her that suddenly took over? What if those ‘wild Demons’ she talked about were really the true forms of a Demon, and he would come down to find a bloodied inn— 

“Took you long enough!”

Salvos marched up to the young man and jabbed a finger at his chest. He blinked as he looked her over. 

“How long do you Humans need to sleep? Seriously, the sun is already high up in the sky! You must have slept for, uh… 200 hours!”

“That’s… I don’t think there’s that many hours in a day, Salvos.”

Edithe sighed as she walked up to the two. The red haired [Summoner] dressed in her usual robes placed a hand on the Demon’s shoulder and lowered it. 

“Give us a break. And don’t be so loud. I know the innkeeper is out right now, but what if someone passing by hears us?”

“Don’t worry. They won’t suspect a thing.” 

Salvos grinned and twirled around. The cloak that used to loosely hang over her shoulder was now almost a proper fit to her body, its hood no longer masking her face too. Daniel just stared at her as she turned to a stop.

“I look just like a Human now, see? You think so too, right Daniel? Uh… Daniel?”

She cocked her head and Daniel blinked. He quickly turned his gaze to the wooden floorboards as he felt his face burn up.

“Yeah… you do.”

Previously, Salvos had an impish look to her. She had been short, not even up to his shoulders at five foot two inches. Her skin was pale— almost like that of a dead body, which was hardly her most inhuman feature. She lacked any… parts, for the most part. She had no chest, and nothing below her waist. It had reminded him of the most simple and plain mannequins, ones that only had the vague shape of a woman— he thought she had been more androgynous than anything. And that was everything about her that had even seemed ‘Human’. 

Seeing her clearly back then, it was unmistakable she was a Demon. Two small horns had protruded from her gray-silver hair. Her face had been rather rotund, without much of a jawline under her sharp teeth. And while her black nail-like claws were not that terrifyingly long and usually hidden under her cloak, Daniel had seen what they could do and he didn’t want any of it. 

But now, after her recent evolution, he was staring at a Human woman standing on a pair of long, sculpted legs letting the top of her head reach past his chin. Her waist was tapered, curving up to a slim figure that would draw all eyes— male or female— to it out of lust or envy. She had her arms folded across her chest, which now had the men’s shirt wrapping around it tighter than the loose garments of before.

Her golden eyes were enchanting, almost like there was something magical to it— in fact, there probably was something magical to it. Her chin was sharper too, like a sleek steel knife after it had been delicately washed and polished. When she curled her fuschia-pink lips up, Daniel could almost see his own reflection on her mirror-like pearly whites. And he only saw himself gawking.

Salvos no longer had anything about her that screamed ‘Demon’. Her hands were normal— she had no claws, no sharp nails. She even now had a pale-olive skin complexion that matched how alive she normally carried herself. 

Daniel caught himself as she nodded, eagerly turning to Edithe.

“See? I told you.”

Edithe simply gave Daniel a judging look which he tried to ignore. He failed, feeling the embarrassment take over. Fortunately for him, Salvos didn’t pick up on this, instead spinning around and heading out of the inn. 

“Come on, Betty and Chase are waiting for us! I can’t wait to race them back to Hazelbury and beat them again. I’m much faster now, you know?” 

The two exchanged a glance. Daniel shook her head and Edithe just rubbed the bridge of her nose. She hasn’t changed at all, huh? He followed after her, scratching the back of his head. 

“You know, Salvos, since we don’t need either Druma or Mistshard to be with us now, you can just always ride on the horse with us.”

“With me.”

Edithe shot him a sharp look and he blushed.

“I didn’t mean it like that, but yeah. You’ve already proved yourself faster than them, right?”

“Huh. I didn’t think of that.”

Salvos paused, thoughtfully tapping a hand on her chin. The three continued down the busy streets of Silvergrove. People were up and about, already trying to rebuild their city from the destruction caused by Lucerna’s attack. 

A few faces turned to them, pointing and whispering to each other. However, none approached them, which Daniel was grateful for. He wasn’t really someone who could handle too much attention, although Salvos seemed to be the opposite. 

She noticed the hushed conversation and nodded in the direction of a group of carpenters. Immediately, they quietened. Salvos scowled, before turning back as she heard a chuckle. 

“What?”

Edithe suppressed an amused look. 

“Nothing.” 

Salvos raised a brow but said nothing more. They finally reached the stable holding their horses and saddled on to leave the city. There would be no celebrations today— there had already been plenty on the days before. But now, they needed to go back to Hazelbury… mostly to return the horses they borrowed from a stable in the other city. And once they were back in Hazelbury— 

Daniel frowned, looking over at Salvos. 

“So, uh… what will you be doing now?” 

She glanced back over at him, seating behind Edithe. 

“What do you mean?” 

“You know, you can’t… go back to the Netherworld, right? So what will you be doing?”

Salvos blinked a few times, registering his words. 

“I can’t go back? Why not?” 

“Lucerna said you can’t. He said you needed a summoning collar, and you don’t have one. So…”

He trailed off, wondering if he made it awkward. Why did you have to bring that up? Moron! However, Salvos didn’t seem offended by it. Instead, she scoffed. 

“If Lucerna says I can’t go back without one of those summoning collar thingies, then I just have to get one, don’t I?” 

“I… I don’t think it’ll be that simple.” 

She shrugged and turned away from him. 

“I didn’t say it will be simple. I said I just have to do it. I like this place— the Mortal Realm. But I need to return to the Netherworld. Haec is there. He can wait a little longer, but not forever.” 

“And Haec is…” 

“My companion.” 

Salvos spoke simply, as if that told him was supposed to tell him everything he needed to know. And maybe Salvos thought it was enough— that this ‘Haec’ was reason enough to try so hard to go back to the Netherworld. But honestly, was there a need for a deep reason to want to go back home? 

Daniel didn’t think so. In fact, he thought he understood how Salvos felt. She might not see it in the same way he does, but the fact of the matter was that the Netherworld is her home. Of course she would want to go back. He smiled.

“Well, it’s probably going to be difficult is all I’m saying. But I made you a promise, and I’m going to keep it.”

Salvos nodded as if she hadn’t expected him to say anything otherwise. And maybe for her, it seemed that way. He told her he would help her, and he had done so thus far— why would he suddenly change his mind? 

That was something she was going to have to learn about Humans— or well, mortals— from spending more time in the Mortal Realm. But for now, Daniel would help her in her quest to go back home. 

It was not for any particular reason. He just understood the feeling— he could empathize with her. The longing to return to where you belonged was something he knew all too well.

After all, he was a [Hero] from another world.

 

            
42. Journey Back

 
I sat just behind Edithe on the back of Betty, the Level 13 [Traveler Horse], as we rode to Hazelbury. I felt the wind blowing at my face— my now longer hair flowing with the wind. I was in my Human form now. I had evolved and become a Greater Demon. My Subspecies was now a [Midday Changeling]. I had chosen it because it was the best Subspecies to help me blend in and survive while I was stuck here in the Mortal Realm. 

Everything felt different. This body felt different. It was bigger than my previous, yet it was somehow more lithe. I slowly glanced down at myself, clenching my fist as I took in this new feeling. I softly closed my eyes, curling my lips while leaning back. This body, this new form— 

I hate it! It sucks! I feel so weak!

 

Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)

Species: [Greater Demon] (Mortal Form - Human)

Subspecies: [Midday Changeling] - Lvl. 40

General Skills:

[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 1

[Identification] - Lvl. 4

[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1

[Racial Skill: Mortal Form] - Lvl. 1

[Rest] - Lvl. 2

[Title Skill: Zealous Call] - Lvl. 1

Stats:

[Available Stat Points: 10]

[Vitality]: 40 (+5) (-7)

[Strength]: 27 (+5) (-7)

[Endurance]: 53 (+5) (-7)

[Wisdom]: 63 (+5) (-2)

[Agility]: 79 (+5) (-7)

Skills:

[Available Skill Points: 15]

[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 1

[Fire Strike] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Flame Coat] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed) 

[Scorching Wave] - Lvl. 1

[Self Haste] - Lvl. 1

[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 1

[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 1

[Unused Skill Slot] x2

 

I had so many new Skills. My Status was almost completely different now, with a Title that provided me with additional Stats and even a General Skill. However, I was stuck in this Human form which severely inhibited me! 

Not only did it just take away most of the benefits I got from my Title, I didn’t even have claws anymore! What am I supposed to do now? Punch people?! That’s stupid! 

I sighed and slumped over onto Edithe’s back. The Human woman turned back slightly and raised an eyebrow. 

“Is something wrong, Salvos?” 

“I don’t want to be a Human anymore…”

I murmured under my breath. Daniel looked over at me from his horse before quickly darting his eyes away. He hesitated.

“Wh— why not?” 

“Because it sucks. Everything about it sucks. I don’t have my claws, I don’t have my horns. I don’t even look like myself anymore. And... why do I even have these things on me?”

The Human man immediately averted his gaze as I gestured down. Edithe laughed, shaking her head. 

“Salvos, you have to understand it’s necessary for your own protection. Demons are treated as… monsters, I guess. Sure, not everyone will immediately attack you if they see you as a Demon, especially if you’re higher leveled than them, but still, what happens if they do?”

I scoffed, replying simply.

“I’ll fight back and kill them, of course.”

“Then you’ll get in trouble with the authorities. And there’ll be a lot of complications because of that. Trust me, it’s better for you to stay like this, at least while in the cities.”

I narrowed my eyes hopped off Betty, landing on the dirt road as the two continued on for a moment longer. They whirled around, giving me a confused look.

“What are you doing, Salvos?” 

“We aren’t in one of your Human cities anymore, right? I’m going to change back.”

“Wait—”

I ignored the two as they protested. I focused on the General Skill [Racial Skill: Mortal Form] and deactivated it. Immediately, I felt my body growing and turning whiter. The ground suddenly shrunk below me as I felt my clothes tighten around my body— except for my chest, it actually became looser there. My hair didn’t recede, instead growing even longer than before. 

There was a cracking sound, like that of rocks being broken on each other, as one last ripple went through my now lanky body. Two horns sprouted from my head— and they weren’t just small protrusions peeking out of my hair. These were long, crooked horns. Almost like the one that Demon who made the Spear of Flames had back in the Netherworld. 

My arms were much longer now too, nearly falling down to my knees when standing upright. Which was harder to do now; my body felt like it didn’t want to be straight. I looked down at my clawed hands— my white hands— and smiled. Sharp. Sharper than as an [Imp]. I turned to Daniel who I was now taller than even, and shot him a thumbs up. 

“See? I feel much better already.”

 

Stats:

[Available Stat Points: 10]

[Vitality]: 40 (+5) 

[Strength]: 27 (+5) 

[Endurance]: 53 (+5) 

[Wisdom]: 63 (+5) 

[Agility]: 79 (+5) 

 

No more of those… debuffs. I felt satisfied at that. However, I noticed that both Daniel and Edithe visibly paled. I folded my arms. 

“What’s wrong? Are you two really scared by this? Come on, I’m still Salvos! You weren’t afraid of me back when I was a [Zelus Imp]!”

The Human man swallowed, exchanging a look with Edithe. 

“We know, uh, that. But this is just a bit… much.” 

I frowned. 

“You weren’t scared of Lucerna.” 

“Lucerna wasn’t as terrifying as you.” 

He muttered, facing away from me again. I brightened at that. 

“Really? You think so?” 

“That’s… not a good thing, Salvos.”

Edithe pointed out with a sigh. 

“Not for you Humans, maybe. But I like it. I’m sure even those [Hellhounds] would think twice about messing with me!” 

I paused, looking up. If they can even think at all, I added in my head. I spun around, feeling my cloak get swept up by the wind as I spread my clawed hands out wide. 

“This is who I am. Maybe being a Human is better for whatever reason, but it’s not me. I don’t like it—”

I turned to a stop and stared. A family of three stared back at me. A Human man, a Human woman, and a Human child. They stood on the dirt path coming from Hazelbury, eyes wide open in shock. I hesitated, then waved a clawed hand. 

“Uh, hi…?”

“Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhh! Demon! Another Demon is attacking our country!” 

The woman screamed and the man shouted. The child cried as her parents picked her up and ran away. I grinned nervously, turning back to my two Human companions. 

“...maybe this wasn’t a good idea.” 

“You think?” 

…

“Did I mention I can only change my form every hour?” 

Edithe sighed and Daniel just smacked his forehead. 

 

—--

 

We waited out until I could transform to a Human again by hiding deep in the forest, away from any Human life. Edithe chastised me for a moment, mulling over having to deal with any possible repercussions from this. I didn’t see why it mattered— this wasn’t the first time I had been seen by Humans. As far as Silvergrove and Hazelbury knew, a wild [Imp] was still running around somewhere in Falisfield, plotting something completely and totally evil.

And perhaps they were right. I might be planning something evil. However, I wasn’t an [Imp] anymore, so actually they’d still be wrong. 

During this hour wait, I decided to finally spend my available Stat and Skill Points, while figuring out what my evolution entailed. The first thing I did was distribute 5 Stat Points to [Agility], because it couldn’t hurt to be even faster than I already was. Then I spent 2 on [Endurance], 2 on [Vitality], and the remaining 1 on [Strength]. 

For now, I neglected my [Wisdom]. My Subspecies evolution had given me quite a nice boost to it, and it being in my Mortal Form didn’t decrease it as much as the rest. 

As for my Skills, I had to figure out what each did. [Advanced Fire Creation] seemed rather self explanatory, so I just dumped 4 Skill Points straight into it. The new Skill I gained while fighting Lucerna— [Passive - Blue Flames]— seemed to drastically increase the damage of my fire magic, while only draining a little bit more mana than usual. 

I raised a hand, watching the bright blue wisps coalesce, forming a fire the shape of a raindrop on the palm of my hand. It did not flow with the wind like my regular flames had— instead, it seemed to almost hold still, like a solid rock bracing against a strong force pushing it. I grinned, thinking of how powerful this new Skill was, and added 4 Skill Points to it. That left me with 7 more to spend. 

I moved on to see [Passive - Weapon Mastery] would do. I turned the blue flame into a deadly fire longsword. It no longer took all my focus to create a weapon longer than a dagger now— I held up the glowing blade in one hand and swung it around. I frowned as I realized this was hardly different to [Passive - General Tool Proficiency]. Sure, I could swing the weapon better than before, but… not that good. 

I only gave it no Skill Points.

After that disappointment, I didn’t really have high expectations for my remaining two newly changed Skills. And sure enough, [Scorching Wave] didn’t seem any different from [Fire Blast]. The only difference between the former and the latter being how I could change the intensity of the attack depending on the mana I poured into it, and how the flames came out as a wave and not a quick blast that lasted only a few moments. Decent, I thought. A better use of mana than doing the same with [Advanced Fire Creation]. 

I left [Scorching Wave] at Level 2 for now, seeing no reason to spend more on it. Next up was [Self Haste]. I activated the Skill without expecting much from it, and was surprised to immediately feel it take over me. It was as if the world suddenly became slower. 

I slowly lifted a clawed finger up, only for it to snap straight into position in an instant. I glanced around, realizing how much slower Daniel and Edithe were moving. The two spoke with slurred speech, like they had a few days ago after we defeated Lucerna and they drank a lot of that ‘alcohol’ liquid.

I walked up to them at a casual pace, however they jumped when I suddenly appeared by their side. 

“Salvos! Don’t run at us like that.”

“Is there a problem?” 

The two looked at me and I grinned. 

“Nopethere’snoproblemIjustusedthisSkillcalled[SelfHaste]andapparentlyitmakes—” 

Daniel blinked. 

“Woah, slow down there. Could you repeat what you said?” 

The Human woman narrowed her eyes as I nodded eagerly. 

“OfcourseIsaidthatthisnewSkillIgotmakeseverything—”

“I don’t understand what she’s saying at all. Do you?”

“Not a word.” 

I frowned, annoyed. I waved a clawed hand at them and pointed at myself. 

“Justwatchthis!”

I dashed forward, running as fast as I could to a nearby tree. I whirled around, talking excitedly as wind blew at my face while my feet carried me forward, closing half the distance to my target in an instant.

“Everythingissomuchslowernow— aw.” 

I stumbled to a halt. 

“It ran out.” 

Daniel just stared at me in shock. 

“Wha… what was that?” 

He sputtered, turning to Edithe. She looked at me for a moment, then shut her eyes.

“It’s a [Haste] Skill. Very rare. Even rarer than the potions and spells that can imitate its effects.”

The Human woman shook her head as I walked back up to them, arms widespread. 

“Did you see? That was amazing right?!”

“Yes, Salvos. That’s actually amazing.” 

She nodded, and I felt my lips curling up. I turned to Daniel who averted his gaze. 

“Uh, can you not smile at me like that? It’s terrifying.” 

I crossed my arms and glared at him. It only made him look away from me more. I sighed, deciding to do him a favor as I felt enough time had finally passed for me to use [Racial Skill: Mortal Form] again. 

A ripple ran through my body, and a few moments later, I appeared Human again.

“It was not as much of a speed boost as with [Double Step]. But it seems to last longer than it— and also affects more than just my running speed. I like it.” 

I quickly spent 2 Skill Points on it, saving the rest for my two potential new Skills. I was about to choose the Skills I had available to obtain, when Edithe smiled. 

“Well, it seems like you had your fun. And you’ve managed to test out a few new Skills. Now it’s time for us to actually go back to Hazelbury.” 

“Why the rush? Can’t we stay here for a bit longer?”

I turned to the Human woman, giving her what I recognized was a childish pout. I had seen Human children use this to convince their parents to give them what they wanted. Unfortunately, it didn’t work for me.

“Well, other than the fact that it’s getting dark and I don’t want to camp out in the woods when we can easily sleep in a nice inn—”

She looked me over once, then glanced over at Daniel. The Human man nodded and he faced me. 

“Salvos, we’ve been discussing it with each other for a few days, but... what do you think of becoming an adventurer?”

 

            
43. Adventurer

        
“Salvos, we’ve been discussing it with each other for a few days, but... what do you think of becoming an adventurer?”

The Human man spoke slowly and nervously, unsure of his own words. Daniel looked back at Edithe for some support, and she nodded in affirmation. 

“We know you might be… averse to this idea. You don’t have plans to remain in this realm after all. And being around adventurers all the time might be dangerous to you, since you’re a Demon. However we think it’s currently what’s best for you.”

I blinked, glancing between the two Humans as Daniel took over for Edithe once again. 

“You can earn actual money for yourself while fighting monsters. It’s actually really good for you, since you can do what you enjoy the most— leveling— while giving yourself the opportunity to live a comfortable life while stuck here. It’s not really any massive obligation, so I think you should at least consider this.”

The two exchanged another hesitant look as I considered this. I saw Daniel open his mouth slowly.

“Sure.”

“Of course, you don’t have to make your decision now— wait, sure?”

I grinned. 

“Yes, sure. That sounds interesting! I want to be an adventurer!”

“But… it could be dangerous for you, Salvos.”

“I don’t really know how your Subspecies works, but if someone can see through your [Racial Skill: Mortal Form - Human], they could expose you!”

“And?”

I cocked my head. 

“And if that happens, they could try and get you killed—”

I gave him a look and he snapped his mouth shut. 

“...ah, right.”

I shook my head, looking first at Edithe then at Daniel. 

“I know you think being an adventurer is dangerous and all, for whatever reasons, and maybe it is. However, I survived in the Mortal Realm so far as an [Imp]. Back then, I couldn’t even disguise myself as one of you Humans who keep attacking me for my looks, but now I can. Furthermore, the dangers here are nothing compared to the ones I faced in the Netherworld. You think it’s bad here because a few Humans might want to kill me? Almost every single Demon I met in the Netherworld tried to kill me. Yet, I survived. And most of all—”

I spun around, facing away from the two. I raised a hand, pointing it forward and up at the sky as a grin spread across my face.

“I want to do it! Do I need any other reason?”

I paused, letting my words sink it for the two. Then I had a thought.

“Plus, weren’t you two the ones trying to make me become an adventurer?”

 

—--

 

“We weren’t against the idea of you being an adventurer, Salvos. We just wanted to make sure you knew the consequences and dangers of being one.” 

“I know about danger. I know about adventurers. I think it’s simple enough.” 

I crossed my arms and stared at Daniel. He sighed, shaking his head. 

“Maybe you know each individually. But Salvos, sometimes you can be quite… impulsive. Immature. As in, make bad decisions that could have potentially devastating effects.” 

“I don’t do that.”

“You don’t?”

Edithe looked at me with a blank face. She gestured behind her— at the road leading out of Hazelbury— then at my clothing. 

“Explain what happened earlier with that family. And explain your clothes— if these hadn’t been too big for you, you’d be walking around naked right now.” 

I scoffed, keeping my head up and my gaze away from the Human woman’s judging look as the three of us strolled into the Adventurers Guild of Hazelbury.

“So what? I’ve scared Humans multiple times before, and it’s never turned out bad. Plus, what’s wrong with being naked?”

The two Humans exchanged a glance. Daniel raised a hand defensively. 

“I’m not going to explain it to her. You’re both women— you do it.” 

Edithe did not grace him with a retort. Instead, she led me straight past the sea of staring adventurers and to the receptionist. I tried to catch what the Humans were saying— they were whispering and pointing at us— but unfortunately I could only make out a few nonsensical words.

“...defeated the [Djinn].”

“...no way, how did...”

“...it’s that bitch—”

I glanced over at the voice that said that. I saw Blake— the tall adventurer from the local Iron Champions Company— sitting over at a table towards the edge of the room, surrounded by a group of adventurers dressed in similar clothing as him. They all wore the same crest on their chest— a sword and a pickaxe crossed together. 

I frowned as I considered his remark. A bitch? I am not a female dog. I’m a Demon! I wanted to pull away from Edithe and confront him, however the Human woman’s grip did not let up. She stopped me right in front of the receptionist. 

“Hi.”

She placed a few silver coins on the counter and gestured over at me. 

“I’d like to register her as an adventurer, please.” 

The receptionist blinked, glancing between me and Edithe. She squinted as she looked at me— was she identifying me?— then smiled slowly. 

“Of course. And will you be signing with us as a part of any company, or would you prefer to be independent?”

I cocked my head. 

“Uh…”

“Independent.”

Edithe spoke over me before I could decide. I decided to go with it, although the receptionist seemed insistent on me joining a company. 

“Are you certain? Joining a company comes with many benefits. For example, the fee to sign up as an adventurer would be halved, since most companies will take up the cost for you. And—”

She leaned across the counter, eyeing Blake and his group with a sidelong glance before whispering. 

“You don’t have to join the Iron Champions Company. As long as you have a member of a company— any company— to vouch for your recruitment, we’d cut the price upfront and bill the company instead. Like, say, the Valiant Dreamers Company?”

The receptionist gave Edithe a look. However my companion shook her head. 

“I’m already paying the fee for her. And if she wants to join my company, she can do so in the future. For now, she should experience what it’s like to be an independent adventurer first, before she decides on joining any company.” 

“Suit yourself. Let me just fill out these documents— your name is Salvos, correct?” 

“That’s me! I’m Salvos!”

I grinned at the receptionist and jerked a thumb at myself. Edithe quickly lowered my hand and spoke quietly into my ear. 

“You said you’re not immature, right? Don’t be so loud. I’d rather us not draw anymore attention to ourselves than we’re already getting.”

“Why not?” 

I looked at her, confused. I like the attention. But apparently she didn’t, and she didn’t seem like she wanted to explain why it was bad. So I just obliged. 

“Fine.” 

“Thanks.”

I turned back to the receptionist who was now scribbling on a piece of paper and smiled normally, speaking softly this time.

“I am Salvos, and as my companion said, I would prefer not to be a part of a company.”

“Uh… right.”

She raised a brow and gave me a weird look. I shot my companion a wink, to which she simply pinched the bridge of her nose. Did I do something wrong? I spoke as proper as I could! I heard Daniel sigh, muttering under his breath behind me.

“...sounded like a robot…”

I wanted to ask him what that even was, but the receptionist was already proffering a piece of paper. 

“Just sign here, and you’ll be set.”

“Alright.”

I picked up the pen— and frowned. 

“How do I… sign this?”

I trailed off, giving Edithe a pleading look. I heard an adventurer sitting close by guffaw and spill his drink on the floor. The Human woman just closed her eyes and pinched her nose harder. Before either she or the receptionist could respond, a voice interrupted them.

“So these are the heroes of Silvergrove, huh?”

A man that had been sitting at Blake’s table got up and strutted over to us. His companions immediately followed after him, keeping a small distance behind from him as they made their approach. 

“Equipment seems rather mediocre— shabby, even. Levels are decent, but nothing particularly impressive. I’m surprised you three managed to take out that so-called Destroyer that rampaged through Falisfield.” 

The receptionist shrunk in her desk as he came to a stop just before us. He wore the same clothing that Blake and the others wore, however it was different somehow. It seemed more… decorated? As in he had jewels adorned into parts of his vest, and the crest on his chest had a helmet added in between the pickaxe and the sword. He produced a gleaming silver badge and smiled. 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Salvos. I’m Stephen, a Platinum Rank adventurer from the Iron Champions Company.” 

I blinked and identified him. 

[??? - Lvl. ???] 

Does he have a Necklace of Obfuscation too? No— I didn’t see anything hanging around his neck. I had a feeling his level was just too high for me to see.

“I had heard about the havoc this Greater Demon had been causing to my home province, so I rushed back as quickly as I could. But it seems I arrived a little too late, since I came back to hear only the singing of praises for the three adventurers that slayed the [Djinn].” 

He brought a hand forward with a smile and I stared at it. It took me a moment to remember Edithe’s lesson on Human courtesy and how you should always shake an outstretched hand, but I quickly recovered and took it.

“Hi, I’m Salvos.”

“...I know.”

Stephen’s lips twitched as he brought his hand back after we shook. He gestured at us, then back at the group behind him— adventurers who I assumed were part of his company with Blake. 

“I’ve heard many things about you, Miss Salvos. Nothing good, really. That you’re rather brutish and prone to violence, causing trouble in the guild even though you weren’t— and still aren’t— an adventurer. Especially your unpleasant run-ins with some of my… company members.”

He gave Blake a sharp look at the tall adventurer flinched. 

“However, I’d like to confirm such things myself: are any of these rumors true? Did you, perhaps, hit my friend here in a rather demeaning place when you two first met?” 

I nodded and replied simply. 

“I did.”

Stephen quirked an eyebrow, looking me over. 

“And why exactly did you do such a thing?”

“He deserved it, that’s why.”

“Hm, perhaps.” 

The Platinum Ranked adventurer turned around, evaluating Blake who blanched at the offhand remark from him. Then he faced me.

“Such things are possible. I do admit that our criteria for accepting new members aren’t very strict. However, I’ve heard other things about you too. For example, you broke into our company building here in Hazelbury and stole a rather important resource to us and distributed it to the public. Is that true?”

I opened my mouth to answer, but Edithe stepped in front of me and brought an arm out. 

“Alright, cut it out. What do you want?”

“Hrmph, Miss… Edithe, was it? Gold Rank adventurer from that annoying Valiant Dreamers Company. I take it that that theft was your doing then?”

“So what if it is? Hoarding the location of dangerous Dungeons is not something the guild likes.” 

“But it isn’t banned by the guild either, is it not?” 

He chuckled as Edithe just glared at him. At this point, Daniel thought to join in.

“Just because it’s allowed, doesn’t mean it’s right.”

“And the knight in shining armor decides to step in to save his ladies. Tell me, Mister Daniel, how many people do you think you’re fooling with that artifact of yours? Or did you think hiding your level also hides that Necklace of Obfuscation hanging around your neck?”

 Blake’s eyes widened and Daniel clenched his fist. 

“Leave us alone. We’re just minding our own business.”

“Ah, but your business is my business, you see?” 

Stephen walked around Daniel and Edithe and approached me with a smile. He gestured at me before turning back to the two. 

“What you have here is someone special. Someone extremely rare. Or did you think no one noticed how she has doubled her level in the span of two months since she first came here?” 

A susurration broke out in the crowd of adventurers watching this scene; Edithe grimaced and Daniel glanced around with a frown. Stephen continued, ignoring either of their reactions. 

“Of course, leveling at such speeds is only possible in the lower levels. However, to do so requires a level of risk and talent, something which over 99% of adventurers at even Gold lack. So I’d like to offer this deal to you, Miss Salvos: join the Iron Champions Company, and not only will all your past transgressions to us be forgiven, but you’ll have access to all resources we can offer. Locations of Dungeons, Medium Grade and even High Grade equipment, and even the best mentors anyone can offer. It will all be free, specifically for you, as long as you decide to join our company here and now.” 

I stared at the Human man, blinking as he went on.

“It is a generous offer, Miss Salvos. Something we don’t give everyone. We’d be treating you as we would a Platinum Rank, despite you having only just reached Gold. It’d be wise to accept this if you truly wish to reach such high levels in no time. Additionally, if there’s anything you might want, we’ll be able to pool together our vast resources to help you get it. We might not be one of the Honorable Companies, but I’d say we’re getting close to their size.” 

“In your dreams. The Iron Champions Company is nowhere near large enough to stand amongst those three—”

“Was I talking to you?”

Stephen spoke over Edithe and gave her a dark look. She flinched, instinctively raising her staff. He did nothing else, turning back to face me. 

“So Miss Salvos, what about it? Will you join us?”

I looked at Stephen’s outstretched hand, before directing my gaze over his shoulder. Edithe was chewing her lower lip, and Daniel had nothing to offer me either: both seemed resigned, unable to say anything. 

I turned back to the Platinum Rank adventurer. If I join the Iron Champions Company, I’d be able to level faster. And maybe I can make them find a way to reach the Netherworld. There was almost no downside to this offer; everything about it seemed right to me. 

So I smiled, raising my hand and accepting the proffered handshake by Stephen. Daniel sighed, and Edithe averted her gaze. Stephen was smirking, while Blake had a look of terror on his face. I opened my mouth— 

“No.”

“...pardon?”

Stephen lowered his hand as I brought my hands back to my hips. I spoke again, slower this time.

“I said no.” 

“Uh, but you took my hand—”

“Because it’s common courtesy to do so, of course. However, I do not want to join your company.” 

The Platinum Ranked adventurer slowly blinked. He sputtered in indignation. 

“But why? You have only things to gain from joining us! I am literally offering to give you a VIP treatment that only the closest friends of our founders get. What sane reason could you give to reject such a deal?!”

I shrugged.

“My companions don’t like you, and I don’t like you either. Also, I’d probably have to leave them if I joined your company. I don’t want that.”

He opened his mouth in fury— then slowly closed it. He shook his head, resting his forehead on the palm of his hand.

“I should’ve known you would say this from the way I saw you act. You’re like a child. A petulant, bratty child.”

“I am not a child. I am a Gr—”

Daniel and Edithe snapped their gazes to me. I quickly corrected myself mid word. 

“Grown woman!”

Stephen stared at me as I shook a fist at him. He just sighed. 

“Alas, such potential is wasted on a fool such as you. Unfortunate.” 

He turned around and began to stalk off. However, he paused right at the edge of earshot distance and craned his neck fractionally to face us. 

“You will regret this decision, Miss Salvos. And as for you, Miss Edithe. Your Valiant Dreamers Company will get what’s coming for them. Or did you really think our company will take all your interference in stride?”

Edithe grit her teeth, biting back a reply. Then the Platinum Rank adventurer and his group left the guild hall. And all that was left was silence.

…

“So, uh, how do I sign again?” 

 

            
            
44. Weird Human Things

       
With Daniel’s help, I managed to scribble my name down on the piece of paper the receptionist of the Adventurer’s Guild slid over to me. The hall remained deathly quiet after Stephen left, and there was not even a snicker from the closest adventurers tracking my every move. 

I should probably worry about that. What if they try to steal my name? I huddled over my signature as I handed it back to the receptionist.

She looked it over a few times before nodding.

“Alright, you’re all set. We’ll just get your guild badge ready, and you’ll be good to go.” 

“Guild badge?”

I cocked my head. The receptionist produced something from behind the counter. 

“It’s what we use to identify your Rank. Whether you’re Silver, Gold, Platinum, or Diamond. Elites— those above Level 150— use the same badge as a Diamond, but they’re usually famous enough that they don’t even need an adventurer’s badge in the first place.” 

“And I am…”

I gave her an expectant look. She gestured at the yellow stripes at the edge of the metal badge. 

“You’re a Gold Rank.” 

“Aw, only?”

My shoulders sagged. I immediately straightened however, remembering that Edithe told me to behave proper. 

“Well, I guess I just have to get to Level 70 quickly. That’s what Platinum is, right?”

The receptionist gave me a weird look. 

“Uh, yeah.”

I nodded and accepted the badge gratefully. I muttered a ‘thanks’— once again keeping to my proper behavior— and hurriedly turned back to Edithe and Daniel. The two were still distractedly staring after Stephen, even though he had left quite a while ago. 

“Look!”

I presented my badge to the two. I had expected them to step back, aghast. Shocked. Blown away by my high Rank despite having just become an adventurer. Neither one batted an eye. 

“Ah, you’re finished.” 

Edithe commented as she glanced out the door of the guild one last time; I scowled, although she didn’t notice it. 

“Well, it’s about time we return to our inns. We’ve had a long day of travel, and after that last encounter, I don’t think I want to be staying around the Adventurers Guild in Hazelbury for the next few days. Or weeks.” 

We made our way out of the guild hall, tracked only by the prying eyes of a few curious individuals. I nodded at one, and they all immediately spun away, pretending to be preoccupied with something else. Daniel spoke thoughtfully.

“Yeah, that guy just gives me bad vibes. Think he’ll try something?”

“Not immediately.”

“What do you mean?”

“I think he has something planned but it’s not anytime soon. We’ll just have to wait and see. It’s not like we can do anything about it anyway.”

“Right…”

The Human man trailed off as we came to a stop a few streets away from the Adventurers Guild. He glanced over at me and scratched the back of his head.

“You know, I’m surprised you were so composed throughout that, Salvos.”

I cocked my head, confused. He elaborated. 

“I expected you to punch him in the balls or something. Honestly, that would have been quite the sight to see.” 

I stepped back and stared at him with wide eyes. 

“What? No! Are you serious?” 

The two Humans gave me a look as I raised my hands defensively. 

“He would’ve killed me. Why would I do such a thing?!”

“Ah…”

“So you do have common sense, huh?”

Edithe remarked with a raised brow. 

“It’s a survival sense. I’m not going to fight a Demon a hundred levels above me. I’ll die!” 

“Don’t you frequently fight monsters higher leveled than you?”

Daniel looked at me dubiously. I scoffed and crossed my arms. 

“Only if it seems like I can beat them. If I attacked every single monster or wild Demon stronger than me, I’d be dead right now— in fact, when those Centinels attacked us in that Silkfall’s Crevice Dungeon, the first thing I did was run!” 

Daniel simply shrugged while Edithe laughed. 

“It was a joke, Salvos. Don’t take it so seriously.” 

“...how does that work? You were saying I’m dumb enough to get myself killed!”

“There is a truth to it. It’s not the whole truth, but an exaggeration of it. That’s how jokes work.” 

“Huh.”

I paused, considering this. Jokes— humor. Another curious thing about Humans. I had seen Haec, my companion, laugh once; he found how I acted to be funny. It felt demeaning at the time, but perhaps he didn’t mean it that way. Just like how Edithe and Daniel meant no harm in their words now. 

“Anyway, it’s about time we split off. Salvos, you’ll be staying with me again tonight.”

“Wait, why?” 

I peered at Edithe, perplexed. She glanced over at Daniel who flushed, although neither exchanged any words. She sighed. 

“We don’t want you to have any accidents. You’re still not used to a Human body, and I’d rather you not strip yourself naked or do anything compromising to yourself until you learn how to take care of yourself fully as a Human.” 

“I’m not even a Human though. This is just my Mortal Form. I’m not a real mortal. I don’t even have to eat or sleep like you two.”

I put in happily; Edithe shook her head. 

“But you have at least one Human feature— or well, a pair… listen, we’ll have to talk about things eventually. But in private, with just the two of us. For now, you’ll also be staying with me since we’ll be going shopping tomorrow.”

“Shopping?” 

“Yes. These clothes you’re wearing are Daniel’s right? They’re still too loose for you. We need to get something that fits you better.”

“Oh, that sounds interesting. Let’s do it!”

 

—--

 

“I hate this.”

I scowled as the Human woman— not Edithe— wrapped the tight piece of garment around me. She pulled it back as now Edithe peeked in through the curtains. 

“How’s it fit?”

“Oh, dear, it fits perfectly. I don’t know why she hates it.”

“Because it’s too tight!”

I threw my hands up in the air. The woman— a tailor and the owner of the shop we were in— jerked back, not expecting the sudden move. 

“Please, keep your hands down. There are many sharp needles here, we wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself on one now do we?” 

“They can’t hurt me…”

I murmured under my breath as I grudgingly crossed my arms across my chest; it was not just me saying the opposite of her out of annoyance— I really couldn’t be hurt by such small needles. My [Vitality] was too high for that. Not unless someone else with high [Strength], like Daniel, jammed them onto me. But even then, it would just be a little bit painful and nothing else. 

“How about this?”

The tailor lifted up a single frilly piece of clothing and held it over my body. It was not like the clothes Daniel had provided me which had two parts to it— this could cover me entirely by itself. Edithe frowned and placed a hand on her chin.

“It looks good but… I don’t think she’d want that.”

“I think she’d look perfect in a dress.”

“Unfortunately, Salvos is an adventurer. A [Rogue] at that. It’d be inconvenient to wear such restrictive clothing.” 

“Oh please, I’ve seen [Rogues] run across rooftops dressed in more restrictive clothing than this.”

“Well… Salvos isn’t your typical [Rogue], alright?” 

Edithe gave the tailor a pleading look. The tailor huffed, turning around. 

“Fine. We’ll get this lady here some [Rogue] clothes. Although I don’t see why anyone would like those types of clothing. They’re always so dark and broody looking...”

Eventually, the tailor came back with a pair of shirt and pants that fit me better; it was still tight. I preferred Daniel’s loose clothing. But maybe that was because I was used to wearing them. Whatever the case was, I left the shop with Edithe with my shoulders slumped. 

“Ugh, this is terrible…” 

“Don’t be so down, Salvos. You look good. Stand tall and proud.” 

“How can I stand tall and proud when these annoying shoes are so tight?” 

I gestured at the brown shoes at my feet. I could barely even move my toes!

“I think it’s a good thing, really. You aren’t running around barefoot anymore like some kind of… I don’t know, weird barefoot runner?”

“Then how about these clothes then? They’re like a Giant Spider’s strings! They’re tying me down!”

“Don’t let them tie you down. How can you be caught by some low leveled Giant Spider? You’re Salvos, aren’t you? The Savior of Falisfield!”

The Human woman giggled as I shot her a look. 

“Hey! You got that Title too. And I told you, I didn’t accept it.” 

“Yeah, yeah. I’m still mad that I didn’t get the Title Death of the Destroyer. Technically speaking, I was the one who finished off Lucerna, the Destroyer.” 

“But I made the plan.” 

“Your plan was just to tie him up by the neck. There was no real substance to it.” 

“It worked against the large Demon.” 

“Which was Level 6 as you said. Hardly the same thing as a Level 68.” 

“Well, uh… it worked, didn’t it?”

“That it did.”

Edithe smiled as she led me down the street into a restaurant. We took a seat at a corner table, and she ordered some food for herself as I gave her a judging look. While waiting for the food to arrive, I finally decided to inquire on what was in my mind. 

“Where’s Daniel? I haven’t seen him all day.”

“He’s busy dealing with selling the loot we got from Silvergrove. Remember when the city let us pick out from that pile of items? We can’t use everything we picked out, but we can certainly sell them.” 

After we saved the city from Lucerna, they threw a feast— which I didn’t attend because of how disgusted I was by it… also because I was evolving— to celebrate. They gave us a lot of rewards, but there honestly wasn’t anything of use for me. The only thing I had wanted was my Spear of Flames that Lucerna stole back, however it had dissipated shortly after we killed him because it had run out of mana from overuse. 

I was still kind of upset about that. 

A Human woman came back with some food, placing the food at the table. I pushed the ones closest to me away towards Edithe; she watched me do it with a smile. 

“You really hate food, huh?”

“It’s just so weird. What do you even do with it?”

“We eat it for energy. It helps us survive.” 

“That makes no sense.” 

Edithe shrugged, leaning back on her chair as she took a bite of meat. 

“You’re a Demon, not a mortal like us. So you wouldn’t know. But try it, at least. It’s delicious.”

I hesitated, eyeing the steak she was eating; I slowly reached out, grabbing the fork and quickly put a piece of it into my mouth. I immediately grimaced and spit it out.

“Gross!”

Edithe stood up.

“Salvos! Don’t do that!”

“But it’s disgusting!”

“You—” 

The Human woman cut herself off and sat back down. She softened her gaze as she faced me, speaking slower this time. 

“You can’t just spit something out because you think it’s disgusting.” 

“Why not?” 

I cocked my head. She hesitated, chewing her lower lip for a moment before she continued.

“Because… people will then think you’re disgusting. You don’t want that, right? To be like food to you.” 

I found myself nodding as she explained the logic to me; it made other Humans think lowly of you— which might not seem like it mattered, but it did if I wanted to pretend to be a Human well. After Edithe finished her explanation, she quickly added that I shouldn’t take off my clothes in front of Human men too. 

Then she quickly changed subjects. 

“Still, Salvos, I think you have to learn to pretend to eat. It’s not really normal for a Human— or any species for that matter, be it the Elves, Cyclops, Dwarves, or even Kobolds— to go without eating. Well, there are rumors that at the higher levels you can forego food. And great [Mages] can learn spells to feed themselves without meat. But still… you’re only Level 40.”

“I’m only Level 40 right now.” 

I corrected her. She waved a hand dismissively. 

“Doesn’t change the fact that you’re Level 40, and if you’re around other people, they’ll think you’re weird for not eating.” 

I considered this for a moment. 

“Wait, why would I be around other—”

“Hey.”

A voice interrupted me. Edithe and I glanced up as two men approached our table. The first one— the one that spoke— smiled and put out a hand. 

“Would you ladies mind if we joined you?”

 

            
45. Emotions and Stuff

               
“Would you ladies mind if we joined you?” 

A tall, lanky man asked as his shorter, more rotund companion followed behind him. Edithe glanced up at them, not even batting an eyelash. 

“Apologies, but we are rather preoccupied with ourselves.”

“Oh, come on. I see that you’re both adventurers too. Can’t you spare some time for us fine gentlemen?” 

I narrowed my eyes. Adventurers? I quickly identified them.

[Mage - Lvl. 27] 

[Archer - Lvl. 24]

I blinked. ‘Too’...? What do they mean by ‘too’...? They’re so weak! I opened my mouth and raised a finger, but Edithe stopped me. She gave me a telling smile before simply shaking her head at them.

“Unfortunately, we are busy.” 

“Let your lady friend speak— what do you say?”

He turned to me, ignoring the red haired woman as her smile disappeared off her face. He leaned closer to me. 

“If you can convince your friend to join us, we’ll treat you both to a fancy restaurant not in this dull part of Hazelbury. Just give us a chance.” 

He spoke with a wink and a grin, holding out a hand. I cocked my head.

“Huh?”

“There’s no need to be coy with us. We have the gold, don’t worry.”

“No. I don’t get what you’re saying at all.”

The man blinked. 

“Uh, excuse me?”

I nodded, standing up. 

“How are you going to ‘treat’ us to a restaurant? Don’t you eat in a restaurant, not get eaten by the restaurant? Plus, you’re both low leveled. Even if you try to force feed us to a restaurant, we won’t let you.”

I raised a hand menacingly. 

“Not without a fight.”

He stared at me. Edithe smacked her forehead. The man turned to his shorter companion. 

“What is she on about?”

“I don’t know man. We should just leave. I told you it’s not worth it.”

“But look at them, how can you pass up this chance?” 

The lanky man looked back over to me. He reached out and lowered my hand, tugging me with him.

“It’ll just be a quick meal. We can find a place to stay after if you want—” 

Edithe finally stood up. She placed a hand on the table quickly but gently, fixating them with a gaze that slowly turned to a glare. 

“Excuse me, boys— no, not gentlemen, because gentlemen introduce themselves first— my friend and I are not in the mood to deal with either of you. I’ve tried turning you down nicely, but now I will have to ask you to leave.” 

“Oh, how scary. I like my women strong.” 

“You should be scared of Salvos, not me.” 

He blinked. 

“Wait, isn’t that—”

I punched the man in the nether region. He screamed— it was a high pitched scream, losing all of the deepness to his voice. He doubled over, letting go of my right hand. I grabbed his arm before it could fall limply to the ground and pulled him up into the air. 

He hovered there for a moment, before I slammed back down to the table. 

The lanky man groaned on the now splintered wood, with food and drinks covering him. Heads snapped to us and his companion stepped back. I turned to the other man. 

“You want to try it too, huh? I will not let you treat me to a restaurant!”

“H-h-what?” 

He paused for a second to give me a confused look, then the sound of a food slopping to his companion’s face drew his attention. He stared at the state of his companion then me. 

He ran. 

Other Humans in the room turned to stare at us. An angry man burst out of the back, screaming and yelling at me. 

“What is going on?! Someone call the guards!”

A person scrambled for the door, shouting for the Human guardsmen attention. A patrol of armed men and women came in, weapons drawn and aimed at me as I tensed. Then the man leading them paused. 

“Aren’t you… the Savior of Falisfield? The one who slew the Destroyer?” 

I eyed his weapon, lowering my hands slowly. 

“Yes.” 

“Hm, I only caught a glimpse of you back when you helped defend our city... you’re a bit taller than I remembered. But that doesn’t matter right now— why would you attack a random Silver?” 

I shrugged as the lanky man groaned on the floor, wiping the sludge of disgusting food off his head. 

“He wanted to feed me to a building!”

Edithe burst out laughing. 

 

—--

 

“So how did you think a restaurant was going to eat you?” 

“I don’t know— it could be a building monster? A wild building? No one ever told me that rocks can attack you, but they can!”

“That’s a fair point, I guess.”

Edithe chuckled, wiping tears out of her eyes. She had explained the situation to the guards, telling them that the two Human men were ‘harassing’ us. However, due to my overreaction we were fined quite a bit of money— two gold coins.

I wasn’t sure how much that was worth, but it was apparently worth a lot. 

“I probably should have stopped you, to be honest. I feel a little bit bad. But I just wanted to see what you would do and how you would react.” 

“And you found it humorous?”

“It’s nice seeing assholes get what they deserve. Sure, he was only ‘bothering’ us. However, we’re both over 10 levels above him. Imagine if it was two poor Level 15 adventurers here— what would he have done?” 

I thought about it for a moment, then shrugged.

“I don’t care.” 

“Well, let’s just say he’d have been more insistent. So I’m glad I let you have at him.” 

The two of us strolled down the streets of Hazelbury; she was still hungry— having not had enough to eat. We stopped by a small wooden box and she bought some food on sticks from the man inside of it. 

“These market street vendors are always so good. Do you want some?”

She grabbed a chicken wing and scrunched into it, gesturing at another one still on the stick. I grimaced. 

“You eat a lot.”

“Hey, are you calling me fat?”

Edithe laughed and I cocked my head. She waved a hand off. 

“And before you take me literally and say ‘no I am not’, it was a joke.”

“Huh.”

The red haired woman continued chewing into her food as we just walked and talked. 

“These are good, but honestly they can’t compare to the street food you can find in a Cyclops city. Those are phenomenal.” 

“A… Cyclops city?” 

“Well, I say cities, but they’re more like small settlements? Only the coastal ones even get as big as Hazelbury. Cyclops don’t live in very dense populations. And to add to it, many of them travel and leave their homes.”

She turned her gaze up, sighing wistfully. 

“I was in Ajih— one of their bigger cities. I had these squishy white things on sticks. They called it fishballs, I think. You should try it— and with the sauce too. It was so delicious.” 

I grimaced, imagining the thought of biting a small white rock with some black ooze over it. No— never. Edithe just smiled at my reaction. 


“What are we even doing, anyway?” 

I turned to her half an hour later. We were now passing by street merchants— [Traders]— people selling their wares and goods, shouting and clamoring to be heard over all the noise. 

“What do you mean?” 

The Human glanced back at me, holding a necklace up around her neck. 

“Does this look good?”

“That looks like a red rock wrapped in metal.” 

“It’s a ruby pendant. But do you like the way it matches my hair?” 

Edithe raised the jewel up slightly, putting it just next to her fiery locks. I nodded slowly. 

“I… yes. I think it looks kind of… nice?” 

I wasn’t really sure how to articulate it, however I thought it was pleasing to the eye. She grinned, turning back to the merchant.

“I’ll take it.”

She returned to me moments later and looked at me inquisitively.

“So, what were you saying again, Salvos?”

“What are we doing? We’ve just been walking around doing… nothing.”

“What do you mean? We are doing something.”

“Which is?”

“Relaxing. Spending a girl’s day out.”

Edithe paused as I cocked my head, confused. She averted her gaze slightly. 

“Plus, I’ve got to teach you a few things about being a girl.”

 

—--

 

“Guys like those two earlier are quite common. Many men think that just because we’re women, they can push us around. You can’t let them do that.” 

“Of course— if they push me, I’ll punch them back!”

“No. Not that kind of pushing. It’s the kind where they make you do what they want to do. You’ve got to stand your ground and do what you want instead.” 

I cocked my head. 

“Huh.”

She sighed. 

“I can see how this is kind of confusing for you. Of course it is. But you’ve got to know how to protect yourself as a girl. Not as an adventurer and not as a fighter. As a Human woman.” 

“But I’m not a Human woman.” 

“Still, I’d rather you not do something stupid or something you’ll regret in the future. You probably won’t ever care for it— this is more for my own conscience, I guess.”

Edithe mused to herself as we sat on the edge of a fountain. I could feel some light droplets trickling onto my face from the constant splashing of the water. Nodding, I smiled. 

“I think I can understand what you’re saying. It’s like Lucerna— when I met him, he was trying to make Haec and I do what he wanted us to do. He didn’t care for what we wanted at all!”

“That’s… not exactly right. But close enough.”

She giggled. Not annoyed, not angry. She seemed happy— she was enjoying herself. I looked at this and… I felt my lips curling up. I found myself laughing with her, not really sure what she found so humorous or entertaining, but finding it nonetheless. 

After a moment longer of just staying there, relaxing, Edithe spoke up. 

“So, Salvos, what will you be doing?”

“What will I be doing?”

“Yes. You can’t really get to where you want to go for the foreseeable future. So, what now?”

I didn’t even think to respond.

“I’ll level, of course.” 

Edithe shook her head, muttering under her breath.

“I don’t know why I expected anything else.”

I grinned and she chuckled. 

“Well, if you really do want to level, there’s still the Silkfall’s Crevice Dungeon. It’s not that far, and it’s a place you already know. It won’t be too dangerous for you, plus it's still a good place for you to earn levels.”

I nodded slowly as she continued.

“I’ve spoken around. Talked to adventurers. It seems like that while not a lot of adventurers are swarming to tackle this newfound Dungeon, a few high Silvers are trying their luck. You could probably team up with them if it gets too dangerous.” 

I raised my head up and down— and stopped. 

“But why would I team up with them when I’m with you, Daniel, Mistshard, and Druma?”

The Human woman sighed. She looked over at me as her gaze shadowed over. She chewed her lip hesitantly, but eventually spoke out. 

“Salvos… I’ll be leaving in a few days.” 

“Leaving?”

I cocked my head.

“To return to my company. The Valiant Dreamers. I’ve already accomplished what I was sent here to do by them— and more. But now, with the Iron Champions Company threatening us— or at least, Stephen did— I need to go back. Tell them about what happened with him. Just in case the company really tries something.”

I stared at her, not really processing what she was saying. 

“I wasn’t really sure how to tell you this. Honestly, telling it to Daniel was pretty easy. We’re both adventurers, so he simply took it as it is. But you? I wasn’t sure how you’d react.” 

“Wait— but why?”

I blurted out, mind racing. She’s leaving? Aren’t we companions? Why does she have to go?

“Why can’t you stay?” 

“I told you. I’m needed back home. And my team… is dead. I have to go back. Talk to their families. Their friends. And we need to grieve. Together.”

I opened my mouth and Edithe hugged me. I flinched, reflexively reaching out to push her back. Then I stopped, slowly embracing her. 

“I’m sorry, Salvos. I know it’s sudden. And I know you wouldn’t want to come with me. It’s more weird Human stuff you can’t possibly understand. But I have to go. Return home.” 

“Let me follow you!” 

I sputtered, not even knowing what I was saying. Edithe cocked her head.

“Are you sure about that? It’ll be full of boring Human stuff. We won’t be fighting, or leveling, or doing anything in particular. There’ll be lots of sleeping and lots of eating. I don’t think you’d like that.”

“I… uh, nevermind.” 

I slowly deflated. She sighed, grinning.

“Thought so.”

Slowly, the Human woman let go of me. I spoke up first. 

“I… good luck.” 

Edithe blinked. I hesitated, but managed to continue. 

“Going back… it’s tough. Takes a long time. So, good luck.” 

She looked at me, perplexed. Then her eyes widened, and a reassuring smile formed on her face.

“It’s not like your whole ordeal. It’s very simple. I’ll be back in less than a month, don’t worry.”

“Are you sure?” 

“Of course. I’m more worried about you anyway. Just focus on yourself. Don’t jump into a Lair of Centinels because you think you can take them all. If there’s a Level 70 or 100 Centinel— they can get dangerous.” 

I lifted an arm up. 

“I’ll only do it if I know I can take them.” 

“That does not inspire any confidence in me, but I do trust you. So I’ll take your word for it.” 

I smiled. But I still felt uneasy. 

“When will I see you again?”

“Whenever you want, Salvos. Just come visit me at the Valiant Dreamers headquarters at Viechester. It’s a large city west of here in the Sunmere Republic— not the Capital, since that’s where the Rising Veterans are located.”

“The Sunmere Republic?” 

“Yes. Salvos— you’ve only been in the Mortal Realm for a few months. And you’ve mostly stayed around Falisfield. But this place is much bigger than you can imagine. Go explore it, and find a way back to your friend. We’ll meet again in the future, I promise.”

I nodded, looking at the red haired woman one more time. She had the pendant she bought around her neck— and it really did suit her. She shook her head and chuckled.

“Anyway, that’s enough of that for now. It’s not like I’ll be leaving immediately. It’s still a few days. I need to go to the temple and send a relay message back first…”

 

—--

 

And yet, a few days came quickly. It passed like the wind carried by the breeze— not like an unmoving, static rock. It came and went, and so did Edithe. 

Daniel and I bade her farewell. She left through the gates of Hazelbury with Mistshard by her side. I had already spoken to Druma— the [Yaksha] hadn’t evolved yet, but he was close. I hoped he would be a Greater Spirit the next time I saw him. 

And as for [Elemental]— she nodded my way and I nodded back. That was more than enough for the two of us. 

I watched as Edithe’s figure disappeared as the night did with the sunrise; she waved at us on the back of a horse, until she was no longer in view. I stayed there by the gates until it was noon, and Daniel returned to usher me away. 

“She’s gone, Salvos. Come on, let’s go.”

“For now.” 

I spoke softly, following the Human man as he led me away from the city gates and the staring guards. 

“But I’ll meet her again. Just like how I’ll meet Haec again. I know it.”


            
46. Gold Rank

               
“Absolutely not!”

“But why?”

I stared at the Human man as he vehemently refused me; he stamped his foot to the ground, not budging even as I gave him a pleading look. 

“The last time we went to the Dungeon, I almost died— multiple times. And then again with Lucerna.” 

“And?” 

I stared at him, blank faced. Daniel sighed, rubbing his temples.

“I need a break. I can’t deal with fighting and almost dying on a daily basis. Besides, you had already gotten your evolution, but I still haven’t got my Class advancement. I just have a little bit more to go— I was thinking of doing simple, easy jobs around Hazelbury until I become Gold Ranked.” 

I narrowed my eyes, trying to identify him. Nope, only Level 30 to me. He was still hiding his levels— although I had no idea why he would even do that at this point. Most people knew he was one of the ones involved in saving Silvergrove. So why pretend he was weaker than he actually was?

“Well if you have only a little bit more to go, let’s go to the Silkfall’s Crevice Dungeon then! You’ll hit 40 in no time!” 

“I just told you—”

He shook his head. 

“Listen, Salvos, if I go with you to the Dungeon, I won’t be able to research more about Demons and the Netherworld. I know you’re excited to fight and level, but if you and I are both out there, how will you ever go back?” 

“Uh…”

I tilted my head back. 

“I’ll… summon Haec here instead?” 

“He doesn’t have a summoning collar.”

Daniel spoke simply. I grimaced. Right, I told him that, didn’t I? I threw my hands up in the air. 

“Then I’ll summon another Demon here and steal their collar!”

I nodded affirmatively to myself. That’ll work. I can just take two of those collars and put one on. Then I’ll go back and give Haec the other collar. We’ll be able to come and go from the Mortal Realm whenever we want together! I thought it was a good plan. Daniel however, wasn’t as enthused about it as me.

“That’s not a bad idea, but the problem remains: how are you going to do that if you don’t even know how a Demon summoning ritual works?” 

I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out. 

“Exactly.” 

“Fine.” 

I scowled, crossing my arms. 

“If you don’t want to go with me, then stay here! But you better not be gone when I come back, alright?” 

“I’m not going anywhere— I did promise you I’ll help you, remember?”

“First Haec, then Edithe. And now you too. All my companions keep leaving me!” 

I murmured under my breath as I turned to leave. Daniel watched me go. Just as I reached the door however, he called out. 

“It’s something you’ll have to learn, Salvos. People come and go— even if you don’t want them to leave.” 

I turned around, eyeing the Human man standing there. His gaze was longing— facing something that wasn’t there. I jabbed a finger in his direction. 

“Well too bad for you, I’ll be leaving you behind! I’ll be Level 100 when I come back next month!” 

“...that’s not going to happen.”

“We’ll see.”

I grinned and threw the door to our room open. I was staying with him once again ever since Edithe left; although she made sure to tell me a list of things I should and shouldn’t do in front of him. And for whatever reason, Daniel profusely begged me to listen to her instructions with utmost care. 

But now, I didn’t have to worry about that any longer. Because I was not going to see him as well— for a little bit. It was only until I returned from the Dungeon, satisfied with whatever gains I could get from it. That was one of two reasons for my insistence to go. 

The other reason was… well, it was what impelled me to want to go now. 

 

Skills:

[Available Skill Points: 4]

[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 5

[Fire Strike] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Flame Coat] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed) 

[Scorching Wave] - Lvl. 2

[Self Haste] - Lvl. 3

[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 5

[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 1

[Unused Skill Slot] x2

 

[Charge of Embers]. [Fiery Hail]. [Ignition]. [Passive - Deadly Instincts].

Let’s test out my new Skills!

 

—--

 

I ran down the streets of Hazelbury, dodging and weaving through the crowd of Humans that filled it. There were gasps, there were curses, and there were shouts. But I ignored them, and eventually reached the gates of the city. Too bad for you! I need to get used to moving in these clothes!

I dashed past the group of onlooking guards stationed there; a few of them called out to me, recognizing me from when I fought alongside them to protect the city from the hordes of monsters that came after Lucerna attacked. Well, they recognized my cloak billowing behind me. It was dark— black. Not that notable. However, I was certain my speed and level was. 

“Ho, Salvos! Good luck on your journey!”

“Off to save another town in danger, eh?”

I simply nodded back at them, feeling my boots impact the ground with a thudding sound. It was uncomfortable— restrictive. But I would get used to it. Like I got used to wading through the ocean of rocks in the Netherworld. 

I continued speeding past travelers, [Traders], and other Humans on horseback as they came for or left the city of Hazelbury. I was supposed to be heading to Silkfall’s Crevice, which was… from what Daniel told me, in the mountain right next to Bouldergarde. Unfortunately, I didn’t know where Bouldergarde was. 

“Hey!” 

I stopped right in front of a family of three. 

“Wha—”

The father jumped as the mother stepped protectively in front of the child. 

“What do you want?” 

“Wait, don’t I know you?”

I squinted, forgetting my question for a moment. Then I shrugged.

“Actually, nevermind. Do you know the way to Bouldergarde?”

The father blinked. 

“Uh, yes. It’s on the other side of Falisfield. About… 50 miles?” 

He pointed in a vague direction. I nodded.

“Thanks!” 

“Wait, before you go you’re a Gold Ranked adventurer, aren’t you?”

I paused mid step and turned back to them, brightening.

“How did you know?” 

“Oh, uh, because you’re Level 40. So I just assumed you were.” 

I grinned at them and pointed a finger back at myself.

“Well, I am Gold Rank. My name is Salvos, nice to meet you!” 

“Salvos— as in one of the three adventurers who defeated that ghastly fiend rampaging through the country?” 

I nodded excitedly. The child’s eyes widened, staring at me in amazement. I felt my lips curl up as she pulled away from her mother and up to me.

“You’re the one that saved us!” 

“I am?” 

“Yes! That scary Demon was attacking our city, and you defeated it!”

The mother walked up to the child, pulling her back slightly away from me.  

“Now, don’t be rude. But yes, we couldn’t evacuate in time because it was all so sudden. And we heard you fighting. We weren’t there when you beat it, but we were close. We only came out when we heard the cheers— then we knew it was over.” 

The father nodded, bowing his head slightly. 

“Thank you, for saving us.” 

I grinned. 

“Of course!” 

I wanted him to continue praising me, however his face turned serious. 

“I’m sorry to ask you for so much, even after all you’ve done for us, but we spotted another Demon— a Greater Demon, just like the last one— somewhere between Silvergrove and Hazelbury. We went back to Silvergrove to report it, and they sent out an alert. If you see it, please, don’t let another disaster happen again.” 

“Please, Miss Salvos.”

The girl tugged at my arm. I cocked my head. Another Greater Demon? Why would I attack one for no reason? But… since they’re asking me to. 

“Sure!” 

Then maybe I could steal his or her collar and use it to go back. It would save me some time. I stood there, chatting with the family for a while longer, until I noticed that the sun was now high up in the sky. 

“Oh! It’s noon! I have to go now. I’d like to get to Bouldergarde before it’s dark.” 

I started to leave. Don’t want to get lost. Everything looks the same when there’s no light! I thought to myself. The father smiled and waved at me. 

“Thank you, again. And for spending the time to talk with us. Stay safe, and good luck on your journey!”

I waved back, now resuming my run to Bouldergarde. A while later, I realized I forgot where the father said the city was and that I was lost.

 

—--

 

“Hey, is that Bouldergarde?”

I called out to a group of [Traders] as they passed me on the road. I pointed at the city in the distance, and they turned to face it. 

“Nope, sorry Miss. This is Silvergrove.”

“Silver...grove?!”

I stared at him, aghast. Isn’t that on the other side of Falisfield?! I sighed, looking over at the sun as it made its way down the sky, on its way to the horizon.

“Do you know which road takes me to Bouldergarde?”

I looked at the [Traders] pleadingly. One of them nodded and handed me a map. 

“You just got to follow these lines here. It’ll take you straight to the city.”

“I see… thanks!”

I was about to continue on my way when another [Trader] spoke out. 

“Actually Miss, you’re a Gold Rank adventurer, aren’t you?”

“Yep! I’m Salvos.”

“Salvos? Oh, you’re the one who killed that [Djinn] that attacked Silvergrove. We just heard a lot about you, you see.”

“Really? People are talking about me?”

I perked up, thinking about what they could be saying. The [Trader] however, interrupted my imagination. 

“They were. You know, it’s still kind of dangerous around these parts. We hear talks about more Demons. Tell you what— you don’t need to pay for the map if you just help escort us to Cliffglen.”

I wrinkled a brow.

“...pay you? Escort you?”

“The map would’ve cost 8 silver. It’s quite detailed. But if you just come with us for a little bit, we’ll give it to you for free.”

“I…”

I hesitated, glancing down at where Bouldergarde was marked on the map. Then I looked back up at the [Traders]. I can just run away. They won’t be able to catch me. But no— Edithe told me that stealing should be avoided unless absolutely necessary. It would make me get in trouble, which could cascade into me getting in trouble for being a Demon and dying to a lot of angry Humans. 

The [Trader] continued.

“It’s not that far, just to the next town over. Promise!”

I sighed. 

“Sure.” 

 

—--

 

“Is this Bouldergarde?!”

I came to a stop right in front of a man dressed in armor. He looked like a city guard, although they weren’t as well equipped as the ones in Hazelbury were. He jerked, straightening when I appeared and rubbing his eyes.

“Hu— what? Oh this? Yeah, this is Bouldergarde. What do you want? Passing through or looking to stay in the city?” 

“Oh, finally! And neither of those. I just want to go to the Dungeon.”

“The Dungeon— you mean the new one? Silkfall’s Crevice? It’s right up that hill over there.” 

The guard pointed at the lumbering mountain in the distance, plastered over the dark sky. A road went up the slope, leading to a small crest before it continued further up. 

“But are you sure you want to go there? It’s a Gold Rank Dungeon, Miss. It’s not a place for someone like you—”

His eyes widened as he pointed at me.

“Wait, Level 40? You’re a Gold Rank adventurer?!”

I looked at him— then at the direction of the Dungeon. I smiled back his way.

“Nope!”

“But you’re Level 40, aren’t you? And you’re going to the Dungeon! If you could—”

“Nope!” 

I spoke over the man, still smiling. The man blinked, slowly lowering his arm. 

“I… uh, see. I must be mistaken.”

“You are!”

I helpfully added. The man shyly scratched the back of his head. 

“Well, uh, good luck with the Dungeon, I guess.”

“Thanks!”

I waved at him once, then spun around and dashed up the road. I found myself standing on flat ground quickly enough, and broke off from the road in the direction of where I remembered the Dungeon to be. But it was night now. The sun had set. And I realized… I was lost again.

That was, until I saw the smoke rising in the distance. Bright light shone and illuminated the night sky from below. I felt relief was through me as I saw what it was. A camp— a large one, with a few dozen Humans. But it was not just located at any random part of the hill. 

It was right next to Silkfall’s Crevice. 

Finally, I’m here.

 

            
47. New and Familiar

              
I strolled into the camp set up around the large crack running through the ground that was the Dungeon. It was Silkfall’s Crevice. A Gold Rank Dungeon. And here were the adventurers who dared to challenge it. 

Dozens of rugged, tough Humans clumped together in their own small grounds, around their own campfires, and feasting on their own food. But they were all here for the same reason— the same goal. They were the only ones who had the gall, who had the courage, who had the strength to face the threats inside the Dungeon…

Why is everyone so weak?!

[Warrior - Lvl. 24]

[Mage - Lvl. 29]

[Warrior - Lvl. 21]

[Rogue - Lvl. 30]

[Archer - Lvl. 19]

…

I stared at those who have gathered here, and I found myself especially unimpressed. Isn’t this a Gold Rank Dungeon? Aren’t these Humans Silvers? I thought for a moment. Then I remembered how I had only been around Level 20 when I first entered Silkfall’s Crevice. Maybe they’re strong, we’ll see.

It was not like levels or power really even mattered to me; I was here to test out my new Skills, and gain some levels while I was at it. It was exciting— I couldn’t wait to jump straight into the Dungeon. In fact, I waltzed past all the adventurers, ignoring the closest faces that turned to identify me before hurriedly whispering to their teammates. 

I stopped just before the hole in the ground, about to jump in. Isn’t that dangerous? I thought for a moment. Then I shrugged. I’ll just climb then. I stepped forward— 

“Oi!”

A loud, booming voice called out to me. I whirled around and saw a group of three approach me. I cocked my head as they approached, led by a bulky man at the fore. 

The man leading them was not a Human. He had dark green skin and no hair, with four thick arms and two legs. His large jaw bit over his upper lip, revealing two sharp teeth protruding from his mouth. I narrowed my eyes as he turned a single eye towards me. He’s… a Cyclops. 

He looked me over as I identified him and his two companions. 

[Warrior - Lvl. 51]

[Mage - Lvl. 46]

[Archer - Lvl. 47]

The [Mage] and the [Archer] were both Humans— one was a man, the other a woman. These adventurers were Gold Rank. The first ones I had ever seen outside of Edithe. 

The Cyclops loomed over me, his two companions standing behind him with their arms folded. They focused their calculating gaze over me— as if they were trying to pry me open with their eyes open. 

I took a single step back, readying a clawed hand, only to realize I had no claws. Would a [Fire Strike] work that well as a punch? I wasn’t entirely sure. And that's what I came here to find out. I just hadn’t expected it to happen even before I entered the Dungeon. 

The tall, one-eyed man folded his arm and released a loud grunt. He opened his mouth as I tensed… and spoke softly.

“I apologize for that. I didn’t mean to shout and scare you. I just panicked when I saw what you were doing.”

His voice was gentle— almost like how I imagined a delicate flower would sound like. If I could hold his voice, I was sure I would snap it in half by accident. 

“What was I doing?”

I gave him an inquisitive look. Panic? Why would he panic? He didn’t elaborate, however, instead giving me a wide, crooked smile. 

“Miss— if I may call you that— I see that you’re a Gold Rank adventurer. I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors of Silkfall’s Crevice not actually being a Gold Rank Dungeon, with its threat level being blown out of proportion. But I can assure you that it is dangerous down there. If you were hoping to scout ahead of your team, I suggest you wait for them. And if you don’t have a team and were hoping to level by yourself…”

He turned back to his two companions and nodded at them. The Human woman nodded back, but the Human man had his arm crossed across his chest with his staff in hand and refused to meet the gaze of the Cyclops.

“I have a spot in my team open. It’ll mean that we’ll have to split our experience even more than before, but I’d rather you not go down there by yourself and get hurt.” 

I blinked.

“But I won’t get hurt.”

The Cyclops frowned, rubbing his chin. 

“That’s very unlikely—”

“Hah.” 

The Human man scoffed, shaking his head. He glanced over at the Cyclops then at the [Mage].

“I told you two we shouldn’t have said anything. It’s just another newbie Gold who thinks they can take anything now that they’re Level 40. I say just leave her. Let her learn the lesson that hard way.”

“Lesson?” 

I gave him a confused look. The Human man sneered. 

“Of course. The lesson that every arrogant Silver gets when they first get their Gold badge— that being Gold doesn’t mean shit. You may be stronger than a majority of adventurers, but you’re still weaker than 90% of the monsters out there.” 

“Zack!”

The Human woman looked at him, horrified. He shrugged. 

“What? It’s true. Let her go down there and get herself killed. If she’s lucky, she might only get maimed and lose an arm.” 

“But that doesn’t mean you had to say anything!”

“Jaakko’s wasting his time if he thinks this conversation would go any different than it did with that team of high Silvers that went down there alone last week. They should’ve cooperated with the other teams and formed an expedition— but no. They were almost Gold, and this was their chance at glory. See where they’re at now.”

The Cyclops, Jaakko, frowned and rubbed his chin. He looked at Zack, choosing not to speak sharply, but to keep his cool voice from before. 

“I understand your concerns… but that is no reason to disrespect the dead, or disrespect this young lady to her face.”

He turned back to me and bowed his head. 

“I apologize for my teammate’s harsh words. But please, I urge you to consider working with us. It would only benefit the both of us.”

Zack snorted. 

“She’s not going to change her mind—”

“Sure!”

I piped up cheerfully. The Human man blinked. 

“Uh, what?” 

I continued as he gave me a blank gaze. 

“I’ve never met a Cyclops before, and you three are kind of interesting. I don’t mind going with you down to the Dungeon.” 

 Jaakko sighed, placing a hand on his chest in relief. Zack continued blinking as the Human woman smiled my way. 

“See? Maybe if you weren’t such a jerk all the time, things wouldn’t be so difficult.”

“I… but…”

He turned to her.

“Helen, you didn’t actually think she would change her mind so easily, did you? Noone ever does that!”

“Only because you can’t keep your mouth shut.”

“But she told us she would go down there and not get hurt!”

“But I won’t get hurt.”

I spoke simply, interrupting the two. They paused, turning to me with a confused look. Even Jaakko blinked this time— his single eye closing and opening slower than a Human’s would.

“What?” 

“Look at that— she still thinks this Dungeon isn’t dangerous!”

“It is dangerous.”

I nodded.

“But for you. Not for me. So if you want to join me, let’s go. Because we’re going down there right now.”

…

“Ok, I changed my mind. She isn’t just some arrogant new Gold Rank. She’s just stupid or insane.”

Now entering [Dungeon: Silkfall’s Crevice].
I hopped off the ladder and landed on solid ground, followed right after by the three adventurers I had just met. The Human man, Zack, was the last one to come down. He walked right past me, ignoring me and murmuring under his breath. 

“This is so stupid. Why do we have to go in now at this hour? We already spent four hours down here this afternoon...”

I cocked my head. Why would you even go back up? I thought, not understanding his complaints. I initially was under the impression that none of the adventurers above had ventured into the Dungeon yet, but apparently they all had gone in at least once. It was just that they went in very quickly and went out. 

“Don’t mind him. He’s just grumpy because he didn’t get enough sleep last night.”

A female voice spoke out. I turned and saw the [Archer] standing there, her bow already out. She smiled at me, proffering a hand.

“Helen. Sorry we didn’t get to properly introduce ourselves.” 

I smiled back. 

“It’s fine. I’m Salvos.” 

“Salvos? Hm, I could’ve sworn I’ve heard that name before. Oh well, that jerk [Mage] over there is Zack. And our team leader here is Jaakko, as I’m sure you’ve already surmised.” 

“Greetings.”

Jaakko nodded my way. Meanwhile, Zack was off in the distance, flipping through the pages of a book and mumbling to himself. Helen sighed.

“Anyway, I hope we didn’t come off as too imposing earlier. Jaakko is usually very reserved and cool headed— which is why he’s our leader— but he worries about others a little too much.”

“So… you three are Gold Ranks?” 

I looked over at them curiously. Then I focused on the large green man. 

“And you're a Cyclops.”

“Indeed.”

“This is the first time I’ve seen a Cyclops. In fact, I only heard about your kind a week ago.” 

Jaakko wrinkled a brow. 

“My kind may not be as common as you Humans, especially here in the eastern part of the continent where Humans are plentiful. But we do travel around. I am surprised to hear that you’ve never even heard of us until recently.” 

I nodded eagerly. I peered at him, leaning closer. 

“I have a lot of questions. I know nothing about Cyclops’ at all!”

“Are we going in or what?”

Zack called back to us, standing at the sole tunnel leading further down the Dungeon; Helen sighed and shook her head. 

“Yes, we are. Come on, let’s walk and talk so he doesn’t get agitated any further.” 

The four of us started making our way through Silkfall’s Crevice— the dim hallway illuminated by the torch Jaakko was carrying. I had offered to create a fire, but they told me to save my mana.

“So, do you guys need to eat? Do you need to sleep? Do you have Classes as well or something else?” 

I began listing off the questions in my head as we walked through the familiar Dungeon; I had been here before, and I was expecting to see a fork in the tunnel soon. 

“That is… a lot of questions all at once. But unfortunately, I only have a simple answer to all of them: yes.”

“Yes?” 

I cocked my head. 

“Indeed. Us Cyclops’ are no different from you Humans. I apologize that I cannot give you a more interesting response.” 

“Aw… it’s fine. I was just curious.”

If he had a Subspecies instead of a Class, I wanted to press him more to learn about how exactly it actually worked; being around Humans for so long, I learned that there was quite a detailed understanding on how Classes and their advancements functioned. 

I had other questions for him. However, before I could ask them, Zack— who had been walking ahead— halted. He raised a hand and backed up. 

“Wait— look! Our barricade’s been breached.”

I glanced over at what he was pointing at— down the hallway, there was a split just as I had expected. One of the tunnels led further down the Dungeon, while the other was a straight line to the Lair of Giant Spiders. Built in front of the tunnel leading to the Lair were wood and stone, now smashed and broken into pieces. Helen cursed.

“Damn. Think the Centinels did it?”

“It must have been. Giant Spiders are very territorial. They wouldn’t just break a barrier for their Lair without a reason. Either some Centinels forced a group of them to flee, or the Centinels themselves destroyed it.” 

I inspected the damage done to the wood and stone now lying on the ground; it hadn’t been smashed past— or rather, it hadn’t just been smashed through. It was cut up then it was burrowed through.

“The Centinels definitely did this.” 

I spoke up simply. The [Mage] turned back and frowned. 

“And how would you know that?”

“Because Centinels have a hundred sharp legs while Giant Spiders have blunt, thick legs. It doesn’t matter that they didn’t destroy it though. It’s been opened and now they’re coming.”

I pointed into the tunnel as dozens of red eyes appeared in the darkness. The quick sounds of skittering filled the moist air as suddenly, a swarm of Giant Spiders came rushing down at us. Helen, Jaakko, and Zack immediately backed up and raised their weapons. 

The Cyclops quickly spat out orders.

“Helen, use your Explosive Bolts before they get close! Zack, form a partial barrier to funnel them through. I will focus on the stronger ones that reach us.”

“Got it!” 

Helen grabbed three arrows and nocked it onto her bow immediately. Zack raised his book and aimed a finger at the earth just ahead as the first Giant Spider reached us..

“Fuck! I knew we shouldn’t have come here—”

I rushed the monster as my entire body lit up, blazing with an intense blue flame that raged around me.

 

Defeated [Drop Spider - Lvl. 43]! 

Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!

 

I got up and off the first dead Giant Spider as the three adventurers stared. I looked down at the dissipating flames and grinned.

“So, that’s what [Charge of Embers] does, huh? Not bad. Kind of like if [Double Step] was combined with [Fire Strike].” 

The dozens of Giant Spiders stopped for only a second as their watched their companion died, before they resumed their descent upon us. 

“One more Skill Slot. Now which of my other Skills should I try out on you?”

            
48. Testing Out Skills

               
Zack stared at the silver haired woman as she struck down the first Giant Spider. Her body had been engulfed in flames for a moment as she dashed forward, then it was gone and the monster was dead. 

She was quick. The Gold Rank adventurer had seen Level 50 [Rogues] before, and she outpaced even them. How the fuck did she do that? Was it a special Skill? Perhaps she had gotten lucky during her Class advancement and gained a higher leveled Skill. 

That certainly seemed to be the case since she wasn’t activating it again. Zack clicked his tongue, instead focusing on his list of spells. I’m not a damn [Barrier Mage]. I don’t have any Skills for that! But that didn’t mean he couldn’t cast a spell that did something similar.

“Rock Wall!”

Zack pointed past the silver haired woman and the ground shot up, cutting off part of the tunnel’s entrance. 

“Don’t be stupid and get back here! You’ve already shown off, now there’s no need to get yourself killed!”

He shouted at her as his teammates readied themselves for the impending horde of Giant Spiders. The silver haired woman turned fractionally back towards him, giving him an uncaring look. Why are you just standing there, idiot?! Then suddenly, as the monsters drew closer, she smiled.

“[Fiery Hail].”

Dozens of sparks suddenly came to existence above her silver hair. The blue flames took the shape of spikes, each about a few inches in length. It rained down at the Giant Spiders, striking down the lower leveled monsters before they even came close. 

“Huh.”

That was all she said. The burning blue projectiles bounced off the carapace of the Level 40 as they approached, ignoring the attack and funneling through the narrow path left for them. Three Explosive Bolts blew apart the first group, and Helen nocked another arrow onto her fancy bow. 

“They’re coming through!”

Jaakko marched forward and drew a large scythe-like weapon, engaging the next wave as they came through. Meanwhile, the silver haired woman remained standing there, unperturbed by nearing Giant Spiders. What is she doing? Get out of the way— 

The first [Drop Spider] leapt at her, and Zack cursed, realizing that he hadn’t been doing his job either. He had been too distracted by her weird antics. He aimed a finger at the falling Giant Spider but he was too slow. It snapped its massive limbs shut— 

And she dodged out of the way with a single step. The silver haired woman brought a hand up and punched the large monster with a fiery blow. It flew against the stone wall, its carapace cracking with the force of the hit. 

With a frown, she glanced down at the palm of her hand. 

“Punching sucks.”

Then she conjured a fiery hammer and tossed it at the downed Giant Spider. It reeled back as it tried to get up, but the silver haired woman was over it in a second. She raised a leg up as wisps of flame danced around her foot before crushing its head.

Zack’s eyes widened. That was… fire creation magic? How— a Skill?!

The silver haired woman straightened then seemingly began to mull over something. Her gaze wandered off as she muttered to herself. 

“...should I? It isn’t even as good as…. actually let me test it.”

She turned to the gap where the Giant Spiders were crawling out of as Jaakko backed up, having taken two down but was cut up as well. She called out to him.

“Jaakko, move out of the way!”

The Cyclops looked at her for a second, then nodded and ran back to Helen. The [Archer] hesitated, eyeing the silver haired woman hesitantly. 

“What are you trying to do, Salvos?” 

Wait, Salvos…?

“Testing out which Skill is better.”

The silver haired woman raised an arm and released a wave of scorching blue flames down the tunnel. The Giant Spiders slowed as the wave burned them, and unlike with the previous hail of fire, none of the lower leveled monsters survived this time. Only the [Weaving Spiders] and [Drop Spiders] survived, but they didn’t come off unscathed. 

Two [Weaving Spiders] dropped dead as the flames continued burning them, until the foremost [Drop Spider] reached her. It struck out at her with its long limbs. She stepped back, evading and countering the monster with a single movement. 

Her kick was once again covered in the blue embers, and it sent the [Drop Spider] back onto another Giant Spider skittering along the walls. Two more [Weaving Spiders] shot threads out at her, but two long fire daggers appeared by her side and she snapped it at them as she leapt over the attack. 

The silver haired woman rushed forward at the two [Weaving Spiders] as her daggers landed on their carapace, creating a flaming longsword before slicing their front legs off. They fell and she finished them off quickly. 

“I think I prefer a spear.” 

The weapon changed as Zack blinked, morphing into a longer pointed shape as three Giant Spiders came at her at once. That’s not just a creation Skill, how is she doing that so easily?! 

She swung wide, knocking two back and running the third through completely with the fire spear. Then she hopped over the other two, releasing another wave of flames at them, incinerating them and finishing them off before landing on the one on the wall and jamming the weapon through its head. 

She landed nimbly back onto the ground with a smile and she flourished the spear behind her back. The last Giant Spider— the one she had kicked at first— hobbled over to her as she cocked her head. 

“Your companions are dead, are you really going to try this?”

She spoke to the monster as if it could understand her. And perhaps it could— because she was a monster. She had to be a monster. How could she not be?

Zack was not that far off in his assessment. 

Unfortunately for the Giant Spider, it either didn’t understand the silver haired woman, or it didn’t care. It readied for an attack— 

And Jaakko tossed a heavy chain around its neck, dragging it to him. He brought his scythe-like weapon down once, twice— and the Giant Spider stopped struggling. Salvos blinked. 

“Woah.”

She glanced between the Cyclops and the kusarigama. 

“I want that.”


That weapon was so cool! 

It had heavy chains protruding out of the bottom of its hilt, letting Jaakko tie up the Giant Spider when he attacked! If I had a weapon like that when I fought against Lucerna— with maybe even longer chains— we wouldn’t have had to lead him all the way to the city gates to beat him! 

The hilt was about the size of my arm— which was quite long for me, but not too much for the Cyclops man since he was about Haec’s height— and the protruding curve blade at the top was just as long. I eagerly ran up to him, eyes glittering as I took a look at his weapon. It was a kusarigama, and I wanted it!

“You want it?” 

Jaakko gave me a curious look and I nodded. 

“I’m not going to take yours, since stealing is something I should avoid doing apparently. But I can make my own… I think.”

I brought a hand out and began to concentrate, creating fire and molding it to the outline of the weapon. However, just as the flames stopped being a nebulous blob and started to take the shape of the kusarigama, a voice broke my focus and the fire dissipated. 

“You!”

I glanced back as Zack walked up to me, eyes wide. He paused, as if realizing something. Then he took a step back and spoke softer. 

“You’re… Salvos?”

“I’m Salvos!”

I happily agreed with him. 

“As in the Salvos, Savior of Falisfield?!”

“Yep.” 

“You know her?”

Helen interjected, blinking. The Human man turned to her, opening and closing his mouth slowly. 

“Yes! How can you not recognize that Title?! She was the one who killed the Demon ravaging these lands!” 

I found myself grinning at the sudden shift in personality in him. Recognize me more! Praise me more! I thought with my chin up. Helen just shrugged. 

“I don’t really pay attention to the news.” 

“How about you?”

Zack whirled around to the Cyclops man. 

“Did you know who Salvos was?!”

“Yes.”

Jaakko replied without hesitation. Zack paused, blinking.

“The moment she introduced herself to me, I knew who she was.” 

“Wha… why didn’t you say anything?!”

The Human man sputtered.

“I saw no reason to. She may be the Savior of Falisfield, but working together as a team is still the best option.” 

“You could’ve at least told me who she was! I…”

Zack looked back at me and I cocked my head. He bowed. 

“I apologize Miss Salvos for my disrespectful comments earlier. I had misjudged you, and for that, I’m sorry.” 

“Uh… ok?” 

He was being dismissive of me, however I did not think he did anything disrespectful. If I didn’t like the way he was acting, I would have made it known by punching him at least once. He didn’t even try to attack me! Why is he apologizing? 

I shook my head, glancing down the corridor that didn’t lead us to the Lair of the Giant Spiders. 

“Let’s just continue.”

I still had two other Skills to try out. And I wasn’t particularly pleased with what I currently had. [Charge of Embers] was fine, but it had a long cool down as [Double Step] did. Its biggest advantage was that it was much stronger than a [Fire Strike] so I might keep it. Meanwhile, [Fiery Hail] was just bad. 

I probably was going to replace it.

 

—--

 

We descended further into the Dungeon and I had the chance to use my two new Skills twice more, before I finally decided to replace [Fiery Hail]. It only proved most effective against groups of lower leveled enemies, and even then, I could just use [Scorching Wave] to achieve the same effect. 

Curious as to what the passive did, I chose to test out [Passive - Deadly Instincts] instead. The moment I removed [Fiery Hail], I felt the Skill vanish entirely. So, I can’t just remove a Skill and add it back if I decide I actually like it. That was good to know. 

The moment [Passive - Deadly Instincts] activated, I felt my vision and hearing grow sharper. Nothing was louder and nothing was clearer than before, so I wasn’t really sure what it did. However, the moment we came across a group of Ground Cravers appeared, I realized its use. 

Without even thinking, I knew to go straight for the [Howres] with their deadly sound magic; I dashed forward, taking them out with a single strike each. And it wasn’t just because of the level difference, something compelled me to go for the areas that I knew were vulnerable but couldn’t exactly make the decision to aim for at the moment. 

We wiped out the monsters in moments, because they were so low leveled. 

“I think that’s enough for tonight. “

Jaakko spoke softly, turning to his two companions. Zack and Helen agreed, but I simply nodded. 

“Go ahead and go back. I still want to continue.” 

I wanted to see just how good this Skill, so I wouldn’t retire just yet. However, the Cyclops man frowned. 

“Salvos, I know you’re powerful, however everyone needs to eat and rest. Come, you can return tomorrow. Let’s go back up to camp.” 

I blinked. I forgot about that! I chewed my lower lip as I tried to think up an excuse. 

“I, uh, have food with me. I can just sleep down here. So don’t worry!” 

“Food? You don’t even have a bag on you…”

Zack pointed out. I blinked. 

That’s right! I wanted to smack my forehead like Edithe often did. What do I do? I didn’t want to go back just yet, but I couldn’t think of an excuse. Maybe if I just start running very fast they won’t be able to catch up to me. 

His eyes widened.

“Unless—”

He glanced over at me, his eyes focusing on my necklace. I covered it and stepped back, and he immediately averted his gaze. 

“Sorry— that’s not what I was looking at. I… is that a dimensional storage item? A Necklace of Keeping?” 

“...yes?” 

“I see. I’m sorry for asking.”

Zack turned back to his companions and nodded their way. 

“I think she’ll be fine. If she has such a High Grade Item, she would surely have some protections on her too. I was… wrong to assume she wouldn’t survive down here on her own. But the same isn’t true for us.” 

“Wait, you think we should just leave her here?!”

Helen snapped at him. 

“Of course! That’s what she wants.”

“But…” 

“If Salvos insists on staying, then we can’t force her back. Come, Helen, Zack. We shall return to the camp.” 

Jaakko nodded at me and I smiled back. 

“I’ll be fine! Plus, I want to take a look at your weapon some more. I still can’t create a kusarigama with fire!”

The way it was designed made it difficult to replicate; it took too much mana for me to make the chains exactly as it was supposed to be. They were heavy— dense. The best I could do was just create the upper half of it— the sickle.

The Cyclops man bade me farewell and turned to leave. Zack was right behind him, although he stopped for just a moment to bow and apologize to me one more time. Helen was last to go, hesitating as she glanced back at me. 

“...don’t die.” 

I gave her a thumbs up— something I was told by Daniel was meant to reassure people.

“I won’t.”

Then they were gone, and it was just me left in the Dungeon. I sighed as the information that had been building up from earlier finally came pouring out as I evaluated my Status. 

 

Defeated [Drop Spider - Lvl. 45]!

More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!

 

…

 

Defeated [Howre - Lvl. 29]!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels below you!

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up! 

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 40] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 41] 

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)

Species: [Greater Demon] (Mortal Form - Human)

Subspecies: [Midday Changeling] - Lvl. 41

General Skills:

[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 1

[Identification] - Lvl. 4

[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1

[Racial Skill: Mortal Form] - Lvl. 1

[Rest] - Lvl. 2

[Title Skill: Zealous Call] - Lvl. 1

Stats:

[Available Stat Points: 5]

[Vitality]: 42 (+5) (-7)

[Strength]: 28 (+5) (-7)

[Endurance]: 55 (+5) (-7)

[Wisdom]: 63 (+5) (-2)

[Agility]: 84 (+5) (-7)

Skills:

[Available Skill Points: 7]

[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 5

[Charge of Embers] - Lvl. 1

[Fire Strike] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Flame Coat] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed) 

[Scorching Wave] - Lvl. 2

[Self Haste] - Lvl. 3

[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 5

[Passive - Deadly Instincts] - Lvl. 1

[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 1

 

I was surprised I had even gained a single level from all that fighting; it was probably because of all the Giant Spiders I had killed at the beginning. But still, fighting these lower leveled monsters was not going to help me level too much. I had to find the Centinels to do that. 

For now, I spent 3 Stat Points on [Agility] and the remaining 2 on [Endurance]. I left my Skill Points alone, since I still had [Ignition] to test out, and I was not sure if I wanted to remove [Charge of Embers] for it— I was definitely going to keep [Passive - Deadly Instincts]. 

I focused on the one Skill I still hadn’t tested that I could test. I hadn’t tried it out because I wasn’t sure what it did and if it would be harmful to those nearby. But now that the three Gold Rank adventurers were gone, I was going to try out a [Zealous Call]. 

I opened my mouth to speak— but something told me that was wrong. I closed my mouth slowly, trying to figure out what I was supposed to do. I had to make a sound? I had to infuse the Skill into a specific kind of noise. 

But I wasn’t sure what. I shrugged and decided to just shout.

“Zealous Call!”

Nothing happened. Or rather, the shout sent an echo going down the tunnel, but I knew the Skill failed to work. 

“Huh.” 

I started walking forward as my shout continued echoing in the distance. Then I stopped. I felt the ground shake slightly. The earth trembled, as if something was moving it— as if something was moving inside of it. 

I jumped back as the ground shot upwards. 

Centinels? I thought excitedly.

And dozens of Ground Cravers came pouring out. The low leveled monsters turned to me, angry that someone had interrupted their sleep, and began blaring their sound magic in my direction. I grimaced as the magic took effect, but still rushed them— 

But suddenly, a louder, more piercing screech came over me. It made me fall to my knees and cover my ears. Then from out of the hole came a larger, more terrifying looking [Howre]. She had four legs, of course, and a long snouty mouth. 

The only difference between her and the others was that she was bigger. And her magic was far more powerful. 

[Queen Howre - Lvl. 61]

“...huh.”

 

            
49. Ignition

          
The collective of [Howres] erupted into a scream, sending their sound magic straight at me. I reeled back, clasping at my ears as a ripple went over my body. My Ring of Lesser Protection held out for a moment— just long enough for me to send a [Scorching Wave] at the [Queen Howre]. 

She halted her sound magic, letting me gather myself long enough to dash forward with a [Charge of Embers]. My attack knocked her off balance, but before I could follow up with [Fire Strike], the defenses from the ring dissipated— the sound magic from the [Howres] too overwhelming. I fell back to the ground and their queen dug back into the earth. 

Why didn’t I go for them first? I thought, directing another wave of blue flames at them. My… [Passive - Deadly Instincts] made me go for her first. It must have recognized her as the bigger threat— perhaps if her sound magic had penetrated my ring’s magical aura, it would have hurt me. A lot.

The screeching of the [Howres] turned to cries as I easily took care of a dozen in a moment. But I felt the ground rumble once again before the [Queen Howre] popped back out of the earth. More Ground Cravers came with her— not just the sound magic variants, but a few sent bits of stone flying at me. 

Another [Scorching Wave] swept over the monsters as the [Queen Howre] readied another scream. But as she opened her mouth, the world slowed. [Self Haste] activated, and I sped up towards the giant monster. 

The sound magic blared and I found myself grimacing midstep, stumbling and ducking under a large clawed hand. Fire daggers appeared in both my hands and I tossed the first at her open mouth. The magic stopped coming and I leapt in the air, landing on her face and plunging the dagger as it shifted into a longsword into the side of her snout. 

The [Queen Howre] screamed— this time in pain— and shook me off her. I landed lithely on the ground, leaving my weapon behind as she disappeared back underground. And in that brief reprieve, my body shifted. 

A ripple ran through my body, arms growing longer and claws forming on my fingers. There was a crackle of pops as my back lengthened, then turned slightly crooked while horns sprouted from the side of my head. I heard a tear— although I ignored it, instead waiting for where the monster would come from next. 

The ground ahead cracked, and in an instant I was looming over the [Queen Howre]. Her eyes widened as she saw me— her accompanying group of Ground Cravers screeching the moment they saw me— but I shrugged off the attack. Two [Fire Strikes] tore into her body, before she grabbed both my arms and held them to the side. 

I pushed forward, trying to overpower her as wisps of flames flicked off my claws, but she was stronger than me. I felt myself giving ground, ears bleeding as the [Howres] continued their screaming. I scowled, taking a step back— 

Then my back straightened and my mouth opened wide. Dozens of sharp teeth crunched down onto the face of the [Queen Howre]. She screeched, letting go of me before I sent her flying back with a fiery kick. I glanced down at the remaining [Howres] and incinerated them once and for all. 

Then as the [Queen Howre] began to burrow back into the ground, the gray world around me blurred a bright blue. I reached the monster in an instant, tackling her with [Charge of Embers] and following her as she tried to escape. 

 

Now Entering [Lair: Hole of Ground Cravers]. 

 

We both popped out over a narrow open space, not too far off from where I had been walking. So this is why you came, huh? I thought, jabbing a clawed hand into her open mouth before she could scream her sound magic again. 

I pushed her off me and she fell to the ground with a hard crash. [Self Haste] had run out before I used [Charge of Embers], so everything was moving normally now. And yet, the [Queen Howre] picked herself up slowly— too slowly. 

I landed on the ground just ahead of her, crouching with my hands pressed on the floor. I cocked my head as I saw the monster back up, covering something behind her. 

“What are you doing?” 

The [Queen Howre] didn’t respond. Instead, I heard a dozen tiny screams— no, cries. I stood up straight and tried to peer around her shoulder from where I stood. I saw tiny figures, squirming and wailing as the [Queen Howre] stood over them. 

“Are those… your infants? Infant Ground Cravers?” 

She just stared at me. Her eyes fixed to whatever little movement I made. I sighed. 

“When I shouted, I wasn’t trying to attack your Lair. You were the one that came at me first.” 

What would Edithe have done in this situation? Probably kill the [Queen Howre]. Humans don’t like monsters very much. But I wasn’t a Human— especially with the way I was currently. I like this form, but…

I glanced down at my white figure. My clothes had been ripped apart by the transformation. They weren’t completely gone— however I didn’t think Daniel or Edithe would have approved of it regardless. 

“I really want the experience, you know? But I came here to test out my Skills more than anything. Levels— evolving— while nice, isn’t everything. So if you really want, I’ll just leave you and your infants alone, ok?”

The [Queen Howre] eyed me cautiously. She tilted her head as if she was considering what I saw. Then she opened her mouth— 

And more sound magic blared. I reeled back for a moment before clicking my teeth. 

“Fine!”

I dashed forward on all four, dodging the sound magic as it came at me. I leapt to the side and pushed myself off the wall before landing on the [Queen Howre]. She screamed— then stopped as my claws dug into her throat. 

The large monster struggled, trying to pry me off her, but I continued tearing into her. Until finally, she stopped moving. 

 

Defeated [Howre - Lvl. 24]!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels below you!

 

…

 

Defeated [Queen Howre - Lvl. 61]!

More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!

 

Cleared [Lair: Hole of Ground Cravers]!

Experience is awarded for clearing a Lair!

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up! 

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 41] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 42] 

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up! 

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 42] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 43] 

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

The infant Ground Cravers continued their wailing while I spent my Stat Points as I did before— 3 for [Agility] and 2 for [Endurance] with each level. I looked over my Skill Points, unsure of what to do. I still wanted to see what [Ignition] did, but [Charge of Embers] was useful. 

The only thing I could think of replacing was [Flame Coat]. And that wasn’t because it wasn’t a good Skill per se, but something told me that [Ignition] was a similar Skill to it. 

It was then I made a rash decision. I replaced [Flame Coat] with [Ignition], permanently losing the former Skill. I lifted a hand and spoke softly. 

“[Ignition].”

And an aura of flames engulfed me. The brilliant blue fire lit up the dark room, covering me entirely. It was like a [Flame Coat] except… I don’t need to anchor the flames on something. 

My body was the anchor, and it did not burn me nor my clothes. I let the fire dissipate and tried concentrating it onto my dark cloak. Unfortunately, it did not work. So I can’t set other things on fire anymore, but I can set myself on fire. Considering that most of what I did with [Flame Coat] was just lighting my clothes on fire to protect myself, it seemed like a good trade off. Especially when I was not in my Mortal Form. 

I glanced down at the tattered clothing— at my Demonic self. And I sighed. 

“Now I’ve got to wait an hour to do anything else.” 


Helen wasn’t sure why she found herself worrying about the silver haired girl from yesterday. According to both Jaakko and Zack, she was famous? 

The [Archer] wasn’t really sure. She did not keep up with current events. However, she had seen what Salvos could do, and she could definitely hold her own in the Dungeon. So why was Helen worried? 

Perhaps it was because Salvos was young. She might have been high leveled— she might have even had a rare Class. But that only made Helen more worried. That will only make her more reckless. And one mistake can cost any Gold Rank their life. A thought crossed her mind, but she shook it away.

So Helen had insisted to her team that they left for the Dungeon as soon as they woke up the next day. And much to Zack’s chagrin, they were back down in Silkfall’s Crevice as the sun was rising. 

“I don’t get you, Helen. Salvos— uh, I mean Miss Salvos is a veteran adventurer. I’m sure she knows what she’s doing when she says she can take care of herself.” 

“But you don’t know that, Zack. You saw how she acted yesterday— she’s kind of… naive? Innocent. I think she might have lived a sheltered life.”

“Are you saying she’s a noble?” 

Jaakko spoke up, the first time during the entire argument on the way down the Dungeon. 

“I am not too aware of your Human customs, but I have been taught by my people that your nobility tends to be… strict with their children.”

Helen chewed her lower lip. 

“Maybe… look, I’m not saying anything. I don’t want to speculate on her background— we just met, after all.” 

Zack harrumphed. 

“What do you suggest we do then? We can’t babysit a runaway noble girl the entire time— especially one as capable as her. We’ve got to get to Elutra, remember? We signed a contract. I don’t even know why we stopped by this stupid Dungeon in the first place.” 

The Cyclops frowned, looking at the haughty brown haired [Mage].

“You know as well as I do that we can’t leave until we confirm whether there is a Centinels Lair.” 

“That’s right.” 

Helen grimaced. If there really is a Centinels Lair like the rumor says… I just hope Salvos doesn’t stumble into one. The [Archer] sighed, finding herself twiddling with her blonde bangs falling down the side of her face. She clicked her tongue and caught herself. Stupid bad habits, she thought, readjusting the band keeping her hair tied together in a bun. Even after two decades of adventuring, you still do this. 

The group of Gold Ranked adventurers continued their descent in silence… apart from Zack’s occasional complaints. Helen however, no longer indulged him. It was a few hours of walking and fighting off the small groups of Giant Spiders until they came across anything else. 

“Do you hear that?” 

Helen turned to her teammates. Both exchanged a look. 

“No.”

“We don’t have your [Enhanced Hearing] Skill, Helen. What do you hear?”

“It sounds like… fighting. Up ahead!” 

Could it be Salvos? Helen wasn’t sure. But she found herself dashing forward, both relieved and worried for the silver haired girl. 

Jaakko and Zack were a step behind her, and that might have been a good thing. Because when Helen turned the corner, she found herself staring. For a moment. Then her face turned red as she spun around back to the two men right behind her.

“Stop! Stop where you are!”

The Cyclops stopped in his tracks, but the dumb [Mage] walked a few more steps forward while blinking.

“What?”

Before he could turn the corner, Helen whipped out her bow and nocked an arrow. She pointed it at him, glaring. 

“I said stop!”

“Woah, alright! Calm down, Helen.”

He backed up, raising his hands placatingly. Helen herself had her back to what she saw, her cheeks still burning at the sight. She didn’t even turn around when the familiar voice called out. 

“Helen? Is that you? And Jaakko and Zack too.” 

“Salvos— yes, it’s us!” 

“Oh, good. Uh… can I borrow some clothes?” 

The blonde woman sighed, slowly turning around. Zack’s eyes widened and he backed up even more, face turning red as he realized what was just around the corner. 

“Yes. I have a spare.” 

Helen cast a sidelong glance back at Zack, muttering under her breath. 

“And you wonder why I was worried…”

“I think I see your point now, yes.”

 

            
50. Hardest Hurdle

                
For the next few weeks, I continued testing out my new Skills while exploring the Dungeon with Helen, Jaakko, and Zack. We mostly encountered Giant Spiders alongside the stray Ground Cravers or surviving Shade Swarmer, but other than that we found no Centinels or anything else at least 10 levels above me.

As such, I only leveled once. My Stats was split as I had already planned, but as for my Skill Points, I finally made my decision. With 16 points total, I first spent 2 on [Self Haste], 2 on [Charge of Embers], 2 on [Ignition], and 2 on [Passive - Deadly Instincts]. Then I split 6 points between [Advanced Fire Creation] and [Scorching Wave], leaving 2 Skill Points for me to save. 

 

Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)

Species: [Greater Demon] (Mortal Form - Human)

Subspecies: [Midday Changeling] - Lvl. 44

General Skills:

[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 1

[Identification] - Lvl. 4

[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1

[Racial Skill: Mortal Form] - Lvl. 1

[Rest] - Lvl. 2

[Title Skill: Zealous Call] - Lvl. 1

Stats:

[Available Stat Points: 0]

[Vitality]: 42 (+5) (-7)

[Strength]: 28 (+5) (-7)

[Endurance]: 63 (+5) (-7)

[Wisdom]: 63 (+5) (-2)

[Agility]: 96 (+5) (-7)

Skills:

[Available Skill Points: 2]

[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 8

[Charge of Embers] - Lvl. 3

[Fire Strike] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Ignition] - Lvl. 3

[Scorching Wave] - Lvl. 5

[Self Haste] - Lvl. 5

[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 5

[Passive - Deadly Instincts] - Lvl. 3

[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 1

 

For now, I left [Passive - Weapon Mastery] alone, seeing no reason why I needed to improve it. Perhaps if I managed to create a kusarigama, I would need it. But my [Advanced Fire Creation] was too low leveled to successfully do it.

Or perhaps it’s my [Advanced Mana Manipulation], I mused to myself as I followed the three Gold Ranks out of Silkfall’s Crevice. 

As per Edithe’s advice, I had to pretend I was a Human; I couldn’t just wander around the Dungeon aimlessly by myself else I would arouse suspicion. She had been adamant I prioritize my safety— and I was rather invested in my own survival as well. So I had to occasionally go up with Jaakko and his companions.

Unfortunately, I was not prepared for the horrors that awaited me above. 

“Uh… do I have to eat this?” 

I stared down at the bowl of soup and into my own reflection. I was wide eyed, mouth open, and more or less in shock from being handed the food by Helen. The Human woman blinked. 

“Is something wrong with it?” 

I looked up at her, then at Zack who was giving me an intense stare. I hesitated, chewing my lower lip. 

“N-no. It’s fine.”

I slowly lifted up the spoon. This is for your own sake, I tried lying to myself. Somehow, someway, I managed to down the entire bowl. I was grimacing the entire time, and I heard Zack mutter to himself at one point. 

“...she’s definitely a noble…”

Helen bonked him on the head with the wooden ladle before smiling widely at me as I finished the soup. I handed the empty bowl back to her, mustering up a smile in return.

“I-I finished it.” 

“Of course.” 

I relaxed as I saw her take the bowl away. Then immediately tensed up when she brought over a plate full of meat. 

“I know that appetizer wasn’t too appetizing, so I made sure to choose some of the fresher cuts of meat for the main course.”

I blinked.

“...main course?”

The blonde Human nodded. 

“Yep. Just a single bowl of soup isn’t enough to fill anybody. Especially after spending a whole day down in the Dungeon. Don’t worry about manners and all that— eat up. I promise you it’s good.” 

I glanced at Helen, then at Zack and Jaakko both digging into their own individual plates. I sighed. 

“...thanks.” 

Later that night, I snuck out of the camp and hurled everything I ate.

 

—--

 

“So, if you don’t mind me asking, where are you from… Miss Salvos?” 

“Just Salvos is fine.”

I nodded at Zack with a smile. The [Mage] was sitting on a rock, wiping some sweat off his brows while Jaakko and Helen were sifting through the six Human corpses we had found in this small cave room. Apparently a group of Silver Ranked adventurers must have thought this was a good alcove to rest, not expecting to be attacked by a dozen [Drop Spiders] at once. 

The four of us took care of the monsters fairly easily, especially since we were prepared for an ambush when we came into the room; I could have taken them all on my own, but I decided to share some experience instead. 

“I came from Hazelbury. It’s somewhere… north from here?” 

I tested my memory, and it seemed it was right since the [Mage] didn’t visibly react. 

“Hazelbury, huh? We’ll have to pass through it eventually. Last I heard, it was an average sized city. Not too big, so I guess there could be a few nobles living there.” 

He seemed to be talking to himself more than to me. 

“And you were born there— and not Neros, the Capital?” 

I shook my head. 

“I was born neither in Neros nor Hazelbury. I was born somewhere… else.” 

I cringed, realizing I should have just gone along with it. Zack however, seemed to accept this. 

“An illegitimate child then. I see, I see. And you managed to take out a [Queen Howre] on your own, or so you claimed. Interesting.” 

“We’re done.” 

Helen called over to us. She walked over, holding a handful of badges on her hand. Behind her, Jaakko had some crests with him too. 

“These guys were definitely the adventurers we spoke to a few weeks ago. They’re from the Iron Champions Company— we’ll need to report it to the next Adventurers Guild we pass through.”

The Cyclops man nodded. 

“It is truly an unfortunate end. I wish their souls rest well.” 

He closed his eyes, bowing his head in the direction of the corpses. Zack got up and brushed off his robes. He opened his mouth but before he could say anything, Helen spoke over him.

“Don’t say anything insensitive, Zack.” 

“I was not going to.”

He sighed, shaking his head. He glanced over at the corpses, his lips twisting before turning away.

“I was going to say that since we can’t give them a proper burial, closure for their families is the best we can do. I’m glad we found them, at least. I thought they’d have been eaten up by Centinels.” 

“It’s quite odd, actually. We haven’t run into any Centinels since we came here. Maybe the rumors really weren’t true.” 

“Rumors?” 

I cocked my head. Helen nodded.

“The Adventurers Guild supplied us with information about this Dungeon— that it might have a Lair of Centinels in it. It was nothing confirmed, but it gave the people of Bouldergarde enough of a scare that we decided to investigate it ourselves.”

“If there really are Centinels in this Dungeon… well, let’s just say the Iron Champions Company will be coming out of this with more than just a slap on the wrist from King Hale. He gives them a lot of passes, but Centinels? They’re dangerous.”

“Are they really that bad?” 

I gave Zack an inquisitive look. The [Mage] coughed into the palm of his hand. 

“Yes. They’re one of the few swarm monsters around the central continent that aren’t just weak. They’re like the Exodutae that plague the Dwarves off the eastern coast of the continent. Each Centinel is strong, and it is not unusual for one to reach above Level 70. They’re rare, sure. But it’s common enough that cities have been wiped out because they’re unknowingly built near a Centinel Lair.”

“Huh.” 

I considered this for a moment, tilting my head up. Then I looked back over at the three Gold Ranks. 

“Well, it is not a rumor.”

“Pardon?”

“The Centinels— they’re actually in this Dungeon.” 

Zack and Helen exchanged a glance. 

“What do you mean, Miss— uh, Salvos?”

“I mean that I’ve seen them myself. I saw them coming— dropping onto the Giant Spiders.”

“You’ve been to this Dungeon before?” 

The [Archer] gave me a worried look. I simply smiled. 

“That’s why I returned here. To fight the Centinels. They were Level 50 to 60— I don’t know if they got up to over 70. But they definitely were here.”

Zack furrowed his brows. 

“Didn’t you say you just reached Level 40? You mean to tell me you fought Level 60 monsters while you were Level 30?” 

I nodded eagerly. 

“Yep!” 

He sighed, rubbing at his temples. 

“Well, I guess I should’ve expected it.” 

Jaakko stepped forward, frowning. 

“You said the Centinels were attacking the Giant Spiders— did you mean they were invading their Lair?”

“That’s what they were doing. Why?”

The Cyclops man scratched his oversized chin and folded one hand across his chest. 

“I see. So it’s a Lair war?” 

“A Lair war?” 

I cocked my head and he nodded. 

“Yes. That’s what happens when multiple monster Lairs are formed too close to each other. They will encroach on each other’s territory. And when that happens, they’ll get into a Lair war.” 

“If this is true, then that means the only thing that has been stopping the Centinels from spreading out and leaving the Dungeon are the Giant Spiders. However, this is also an opportunity for us.” 

Helen glanced over at me, an idea written on her face. I blinked, realizing what she was thinking. I stood up raising a hand.

“You want us to help the Giant Spiders!” 

…

I got a blank stare from the three of them. 

“Uh, no.” 

“Oh.” 

“I mean, in a way? I just thought about using them as bait.” 

I scowled, crossing my arms. 

“Same thing.” 

 

—--

 

We didn’t immediately head to the Giant Spiders Lair. Jaakko told us we not only needed to prepare, but we also had to return the badges they found. I decided to follow them to the city, resolving on buying myself a few healing potions of my own. 

Daniel had given me some gold before I left. I looked down at the 30 glimmering yellow coins, then at the cost of a potion. Huh, that’s expensive. 

I ended up only leaving with three before I met up with Helen by the city gates. She had a grim look on her face as Jaakko was talking to a man in armor— a city guard that looked vaguely familiar. The Human man broke down, crying, as Jaakko patted his shoulder. 

“Where’s Zack?” 

I spoke to her, breaking her from her stupor. She blinked a few times, then shook her head. 

“He’s getting some extra protection. The local temple gives [Blessings of Lesser Protection] for a 25 gold, and we've got some extra coins from the Dungeon so…” 

I nodded. 

“He wants to increase his chance of survival.” 

“Right.” 

Eventually, Zack returned and we were ready to leave. We went back to the Dungeon and crossed through the camp with only a simple warning to the Silvers there: we were going to face Centinels. It was a warning for them just in case Centinels broke out— so they would be prepared to fight. 

Then we entered the Dungeon and came up close to the Lair of the Giant Spiders. There were no sounds of fighting— instead, all we heard were the usual clicking of the monsters. We then set up a small camp and a barricade behind us, with a way for us to quickly pass through, before lying in wait.

We waited, listening. Each of us took turns watching the hole in the wall, just in case a Giant Spider or Centinel came out, but none came. A whole entire day went by with nothing happening, until suddenly, we heard the sounds of clicking rapidly increase in the Lair. 

I slowly approached the entrance to the Lair and peered over. Then just as before, the walls of the Lair— the ceiling, the sides, the ground— burst open. Centinels came pouring down on the Giant Spiders, swarming them from every possible angle. 

The Centinels were back.

 

            
51. Centinels Camp

         
The Centinels— the long creatures with a hundred spiky legs and a hard shell— came pouring down at the Giant Spiders. They came in various sizes, however all of them were far larger than me. I watched as one Level 65 Centinel fell onto a [Weaving Spider] and killed her with a single bite of the mandibles. 

I watched this go on for a little bit, making sure I was away from the view of any Centinels nearby. Helen scooted over next to me, lying prone as I was with her bow laid out in front of her. 

“You don’t have to worry too much about their sight. They can’t see very well. I mean, they can probably see us if we stand up and wave our hands in the air— but otherwise, they won’t be able to see us here.”

“The tunnels.”

I pointed out at one of the holes where the Centinels were streaming out of. 

“How do we get there?”

“I’ve got this, don’t worry.” 

The [Archer] pulled out a thick arrow and tied a piece of rope onto it. She nocked her bow and loosed the bolt across the Lair, landing it right inside the narrow passageway. 

“Alright. Now let’s hope no more Centinels come that way.” 

“Don’t worry, I’ve got this.” 

Zack stepped forward and aimed a finger at the tunnel ahead. The earth just beyond the arrow shifted, before closing completely. 

“We’ll at least have a moment to react if one decides to burrow out of there again. Now come, let’s go.” 

I was the first to step out once the Centinels stopped droppin from the ceiling. They were mixed with the Giant Spiders now, fighting a Lair war down below. Hundreds of Giant Spiders and dozens of Centinels, mixed up into a mass of monsters tearing each other apart— that was what I saw when I peered down below. 

I glanced up and waited for a moment. Then another flurry of Centinels came falling or sccurrying down while I backed up back into the wall. I waited for them to pass before looking out once again. 

“I think it’s clear.” 

“I’ll keep a lookout for you.”

Helen nodded, resting a hand on my shoulder. I grabbed onto the rope and began climbing over to the other side. I kept an eye down at the fighting and another at the ceiling; I did not want to be knocked off by a falling Centinel and land amid the pit of fighting. I’ll definitely die, I thought, a nervous sweat falling down my shoulder. 

 

Now Entering [Lair: Giant Spiders Nest].

 

I made it across without any problems and waved back at the three Gold Ranks. Next up was Jaakko. The Cyclops man took longer than me to cross, but he eventually made it too. Then came Zack. 

The [Mage] was halfway through to our side when the ceiling burst open once again. Centinels came down at the Giant Spiders once more and I heard him curse. 

“Fuck.”

Helen immediately loosed three bolts at the ones falling past him, snapping at him with their mandibles. Those were knocked aside without much of an issue. One came close to biting the Human man, but he sent a gust of wind to blow it away midfall. 

The problematic Centinels were the ones scurrying down the walls. They first came for the rope, thinking to go for Zack. But when they got closer to the hole, they saw us. Jaakko and I readied ourselves. The Cyclops man tossed his kusarigama at the closest one and tugged at his chains, lifting the monster off the wall and flinging it down into the Giant Spiders Lair. 

I sent a [Scorching Wave] across the rock wall, burning the other Centinels that made their approach and slowing them. Helen couldn’t help us, dealing with her own— albeit far more easily than us since she could knock them off from a distance.

Jaakko threw his kusarigama, continuing to pry them off the walls and hurling them off the pit. In spite of this, five Centinels reached us from above. I stopped my [Scorching Wave] and conjured two fire hammers— one on each hand. 

The first Centinel lashed out at me, his entire body whipping forward as his arms tried to snap shut on me. I kicked him with a [Fire Strike], knocking him back before slamming both hammers together on the face of another Centinel. The monster squirmed, its armor crushed as it reeled back. But it didn’t die from the attack. I clicked my tongue and flipped over another Centinel that tried to come at me from the side. 

The Cyclops man engaged the other two, being backed up against the magically made wall Zack had put up. 

I tossed one hammer down at the Centinel’s head I smashed, keeping it back as I struck out at the one closing in on me with two [Fire Strikes]. I ducked under his mandibles, throwing a punch up at his underbelly as I pushed off the ground with all my strength. 

The Centinel tried to grab me with his spiky legs, but my body burst into flames. [Ignition]. The blue flames burned him and he reeled back. My body sped up as [Self Haste] activated alongside it. I landed a hard hit of the hammer on a weakened part of his shell, breaking it before I dug in with a [Fire Strike] induced punch. 

Green blood sprayed out as a screeching sound came from the monster’s mandibles. He struggled in my hands before I jabbed two more [Fire Strikes] into him and he fell, dead. 

The other two Centinels came at me from behind, skittering on the ground and the side of the wall. But they seemed so slow. Back when I was Level 30, they were much faster than me. I could only flee from them with [Double Step]. But now they were so slow— 

The one on the ceiling— the one with the smashed armor— blurred, suddenly matching my speed as he fell down at me. My eyes widened but my body moved without thought. Instinct took over me as a sickle made of blue flames appeared on my hand. 

I leapt up at the oncoming Centinel and sliced his head clean off— his armor too broken to block the attack. It didn’t take me long to dispose of the last Centinel before I turned to Jaakko. The Cyclops man had managed to defeat his two Centinels, but he had been injured. His arm was cut up bad, blood pouring down his shoulder. 

He chugged down a healing potion and the wounds slowly closed up. Zack finished his climb and Helen followed shortly after— all the Centinels having been defeated all knocked off down into the Lair. 

“Not even a scratch, Salvos. You’re really something else.” 

The Human [Mage] sighed, wiping the sweat off his brow. I shrugged. 

“If I let them hit me, I’d be in a lot worse shape than Jaakko.” 

“I guess. Still, I’ve never seen a Level 40 [Rogue] move as fast as you do. If I couldn’t see your level, I’d have assumed you were 50— 60 even.” 

I grinned, flipping the fire hammer on my hand. 

“Maybe I’m just strong. Or you’re just weak.” 

“Hey!”

He scowled and Helen laughed. She patted him on the back.

“Come on, [Weak Mage]. At least pull your weight and bring that wall you put up down.” 

“If you guys are so strong, why not just do it yourself.”

Zack muttered under his breath as he began casting his spell. 

 

—--

 

We walked down the tunnel the Centinels made, going up then down then left then right. There were a lot of twists and turns— I felt my head starting to go dizzy after a while. So instead of thinking of all the different ways we were going, I focused on my Status and the notifications I had gotten— and I kept getting.

 

Defeated [Junior Centinel – Lvl. 61]!

More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!

 

...

 

Defeated [Junior Centinel – Lvl. 65]!

More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up! 

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 44] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 45] 

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

Overall, I had gotten a dozen kill notifications. Only the first three were the ones I knew I killed. The others must have been the ones I burnt before they fell to the Lair of Giant Spiders. More experience for me! Thanks Giant Spiders! 

Even though I killed three of them by myself in addition to that, I had only gained a single level. They somehow gave less experience than the [Queen Howre], although considering the [Queen Howre] was much stronger than them, maybe that made sense.

I raised both [Advanced Fire Creation] and [Passive - Deadly Instincts] by 1 Skill Points. The latter really helped me in that fight there, so I made sure to pay particular attention to it. Then just for this level, I gave my [Agility] 4 Stat Points, rounding it up to 100, before giving the remaining 1 for [Vitality]. 

 

Now Entering [Lair: Centinels Camp].

 

Just as I finished dealing with my Status, we arrived. The tunnel opened up to a larger cavern, one filled with many unmoving figures along the walls. 

“Centinels. [Younger Centinels]. Only around Level 20.” 

“They’re sleeping.” 

I observed with narrow eyes. So monsters need sleep too, huh? I shook my head, disappointed in them. Zack shook his head.

“Doesn’t matter. In fact, this is better for us. Let’s exterminate them now.” 

Jaakko nodded and drew his kusarigama. Helen prepared a few Explosive Bolts and the [Mage] began preparing a spell. I cocked my head. 

“Wait— what’s that?” 

I pointed a hand at a slowly moving figure. A [Younger Centinel] was crawling along the walls, wide awake and moving amongst his brethren. He opened his mandibles and I expected him to screech— 

But the [Younger Centinel] simply chomped down at another Centinel. He killed the other one in his sleep before moving onto the next. 

I saw more [Younger Centinels] doing the same thing, realizing that not all of them were asleep. Some of them didn’t even bother attacking the sleeping ones, going straight for each other without discrimination.

“They’re... killing each other?” 

The blonde woman’s eyes widened. Zack and Jaakko watched on in horror while I simply narrowed my gaze. I opened my mouth, voice uncaring as I spoke one word.

“Wild.”

Then a [Scorching Wave] washed over the Centinels. Those that were asleep fell before they could even wake up, while the ones that were awake tried to come at me. They screamed and died before they could even get close, my blue flames too much for them to handle. 

The Gold Ranks managed to blink themselves out of their stupor to aid me in the extermination of the mindless monsters. Even when we were clearly attacking them and wiping them out en masse, some Centinels still went for each other, trying to tear each other apart. 

We took care of the [Younger Centinels] in what I felt was only 30 minutes, getting hundreds of kills with little effort. It was even easier than the time I attacked a Shade Swarmer’s Lair because unlike the Centinels, the [Crimson Bats] never tried to kill each other. 

 

Defeated [Younger Centinel – Lvl. 31]!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels below you!

 

...

 

Defeated [Younger Centinel – Lvl. 19]!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels below you!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

I didn’t gain a level, although I did feel like I was already close to another level up from such a simple task. Zack sighed. 

“No one told me that clearing a Centinels Lair was such a simple task.” 

“We’re not done just yet. Come, we have to find the eggs. Destroy them before they hatch hundreds more of these creatures.” 

Jaakko spoke simply, marching forward as we hurried to match his pace. I looked over at Helen, raising a brow. 

“You three never fought Centinels before?” 

“We never cleared a Lair before. Centinels are a pest— well, that’s not really the right way to say it. They’re a frequent threat to civilization and settlements. So we’ve had to deal with them before.” 

“I see.” 

I nodded slowly, glancing down at the burnt corpses lying on the floor. Most of the [Younger Centinels] had only been the size of my arm or leg. They were certainly far smaller than their [Junior Centinel] evolution, but they did vary in size despite all being the same Subspecies. 

It almost reminded me of the wild Demons in the Netherworld. None of them looked the same— every one of them was unique. And yet, they killed each other. They killed the others. And they tried to kill me and my companion. 

What if there was a Centinel amongst these that was like Haec and I? That thought sent a shudder down my spine. I wasn’t sure why I reacted that way or why it mattered to me— but I felt bothered by it somehow. 

“There.”

Jaakko pointed his kusarigama in the direction of a pile of round purple objects against the cavern wall. We walked up to the eggs and I inspected them. 

My [Identification] told me they were eggs. 

“Now this is the part where we get attacked by some Level 70 [Older Centinel], right?” 

“You read too much books, Zack. That’s not going to happen.” 

Helen snorted, shaking her head. The Human [Mage] raised an eyebrow. 

“Too many books. And I’m just being cautious. What if there are higher leveled evolutions in here, huh? Or if we’re in the middle of destroying their nest and the ones attacking the Giant Spiders come back and we get trapped?” 

“Then let’s get a hurry on—”

I conjured up a ball of bright blue flames and tossed it at the pile of eggs. The purple objects exploded and whatever remained was caught on fire. I clapped my hands together and turned to the three Gold Ranks with a bright smile. 

“Done.”

 

Cleared [Lair: Centinels Camp]!

Experience is awarded for clearing a Lair!

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up! 

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 45] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 46] 

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

“Well, that was anticlimactic.” 

 

            
52. Expanding Vocab— Uh... Inventory?

          
The blue flames turned red as they continued to burn the eggs of the Centinels in the background. We did not leave just yet, instead choosing to scour the Lair for just a little longer to see if there are any hidden eggs. 

“While a few dozen [Newborn Centinels] won’t be much of a problem, we just have to make sure we aren’t overlooking a hundred.” 

“But we’ve already cleared the Lair— I can’t even tell that we’re in a Lair anymore!”

“Of course, Salvos. But we just have to be sure.” 

Jaakko explained the logic to me while we did our search. I glanced over at the other side of the cavernous room— at the burrowed holes that littered the rock wall. 

“What about the [Junior Centinels] that aren’t here? Won’t they be a problem?” 

“They will be a pest, yes. But with only a few left to fight the Giant Spiders, the latter will win out eventually.” 

I scowled, crossing my arms. 

“But that’d be a waste of good experience!” 

The Cyclops man paused, rubbing at his chin. His lips peeled back, revealing the rest of his sharp teeth hidden within as he mulled over a thought. 

“If you… wish to join in the Lair war right now, I will not stop you, Salvos. I have seen your abilities— seen how fast you’ve been able to level. I trust in your capacity to take care of yourself for an hour.” 

I blinked for a moment, processing what he said. Then my eyes widened and my lips curled up into a smile. 

“Really, Jaakko?” 

I glanced excitedly down one of the pitch black tunnels before turning my gaze back to him. Attacking dozens of Centinels while they were embroiled in a fight against the Giant Spiders would certainly be much easier than taking them on all by myself. And if anything went bad, I would always be able to run away. With both [Self Haste] and [Charge of Embers]— the latter of which was an attack Skill, but could be reappropriated for fleeing— I’d be able to escape with ease. 

“As long as you don’t draw a horde of monsters to us, yes.” 

Jaakko smiled at me reassuringly. I felt my feet bouncing under me as I whirled around to leave. I paused midstep, glancing back at him for a moment. I remembered something from a few days ago— a gesture Edithe showed me. 

I quickly ran back and hugged him from behind, much to his surprise. 

“I promise I won’t get you three killed!” 

“That is… yes, I’ll take your word for it.” 

I nodded at him then ran off, waving at Helen and Zack goodbye. I would be back in an hour— which was not even that long— before we would head off. I crawled through the same tunnel we came through, heading back to the Giant Spiders Nest. 

Sounds of fighting slowly filled my ears as I returned to where Jaakko and I defeated those [Junior Centinels] from earlier. I peeked over the hole hanging high atop the Lair and glanced down below. 

 

Now Entering [Lair: Giant Spiders Nest].

 

Hundreds of Giant Spiders were mixed with dozens upon dozens of Centinels— both sides had their dead scattered all across the various levels of the long pit filled with a dozen webbed layers and floors. 

I narrowed my eyes as I saw the monsters closest to me; they were clumped together along the walls just a short distance from me. However, I couldn’t walk on the walls. If I tried to attack them, I would fall! 

So I thought for a moment. How was I to join in the fighting without dropping down to the bottom of the pit and get caught in the large battle there? I just needed a ranged weapon! 

I created a fire bow in one hand and focused on creating an arrow in my other. It took me a moment to emulate the feeling of an arrow, however it wasn’t really that complex. Even a fire dagger was simpler to make than it. 

Slowly, I nocked the fire arrow and loosed it at the closest Centinel to me. I aimed for his eye and missed. The flames bounced off his shell, doing nothing more than draw his attention for a moment. I frowned and considered this. So that’s not going to kill them. 

The distracted Centinel was swarmed by a group of Giant Spiders and killed shortly after, but I received no experience for it. Is it no experience, or too little experience to matter? I mused momentarily before shifting my focus on what I could do. 

[Advanced Mana Manipulation]. [Advanced Fire Creation].

I created another fire arrow and looked at it. I could do so much more than just make this sharp object. I remembered the Piercing Arrows and Explosive Bolts I had. I couldn’t exactly create those with my Skill, however I could try to create something similar. 

I focused on refining the fire arrow I held in the palm of my hand. I poured more mana into it, keeping it stable as it grew brighter and wilder. Then the corybantic flames calmed. It began to exude a sizzling sound as it vibrated on the spot. And I gasped, exhausted. 

That took a lot from me. I hope this works. 

I once again nocked the arrow— the Blazing Bolt— and aimed at a Centinel skittering along the walls. I released it, and it shot straight towards the monster. It pierced his shell and knocked him off into an angry [Drop Spider] which bludgeoned him to death.

“Huh.”

I smirked and turned my gaze to my free hand. 

“Another one.” 

I repeated the same process, draining quite a lot of mana from me with each Blazing Bolt I created. They all produced the same effect— they cracked the armor of the Centinels, piercing into their body— sending them into the Giant Spiders. 

It was tiring and it took a while. However, it had a dual effect. Firing down at the Centinels allowed me to gain some experience from a safe distance, but it also drew the attention from the ones close enough to reach me. 

I fought those head on, defeating them by myself and gaining more experience than I would have if I simply damaged them before they were killed. 

 

Defeated [Junior Centinel – Lvl. 67]!

More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

...

 

Defeated [Junior Centinel – Lvl. 61]!

More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

General Skill [Basic Mana Manipulation] Level Up!

[Advanced Mana Manipulation - Lvl. 1] -> [Advanced Mana Manipulation - Lvl. 2]!

Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up! 

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 46] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 47] 

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

I leaned back against the wall, panting and puffing as I watched the last of the Centinels flee from the Lair of Giant Spiders. There had been dozens— maybe even over a hundred— but now only a few remained. They were routed, fully and completely defeated by the combined efforts of myself and the hundreds of Giant Spiders. 

However, it was not like the Giant Spiders made off with no casualties. More than half of their nest had been wiped out by the Centinels. I glanced down at the survivors and smiled at them. 

“Hey, thanks for the help!”

I called out, waving. The monsters didn’t respond. They didn’t react. But they didn’t swarm me either, like they often would in the past. I was about to take a seat and [Rest] when a voice drew my attention from behind. 

“Who are you talking to, Salvos?” 

Helen walked up to me, followed by Jaakko and Zack. The three looked the same as when I had last seen them. Good, so the fleeing Centinels didn’t attack them. I waved a hand off dismissively. 

“The Giant Spiders. We beat all the Centinels.” 

Zack’s eyes widened. 

“You killed all of them?!” 

“Well, I didn’t do it by myself. And not all of them. A few escaped and burrowed through the walls.”

I paused, tilting my head up slightly. 

“Is that bad?”

“It’s not bad, Salvos. You did a good job. It’s impossible to wipe out every single rat in an infestation, however we did our duty and did out best. As you have seen, Centinels aren’t very intelligent. They wouldn’t even realize their Lair had been destroyed and search for something else to kill. Then they would die slowly by the other monsters in the Dungeon.”

Jaakko spoke reassuringly. I hesitated, twirling my thumbs.

“Uh… about that. I don’t think there’s very many monsters left in Silkfall’s Crevice.” 

“And there aren’t very many Centinels left. There’s no need to worry.” 

He smiled and rested a hand on my shoulder. I nodded, then turned to Helen as she peered down into the Giant Spiders Lair. 

“So, how are we going to cross through? Won’t they be a problem.”

“They won’t. I helped them, so they won’t attack us.” 

She exchanged a glance with Zack. 

“Salvos, I don’t think they know that. Giant Spiders aren’t very… intelligent.”

I scowled, crossing my arms. 

“Then why are they just leaving us be, huh? And they’re much smarter than Centinels.” 

“That’s true, but…”

She trailed off, not meeting my gaze. I watched as she gave Zack a pleading look and he just shrugged. Jaakko stepped forward, nodding at me then Helen. 

“Salvos is right. Maybe not for the right reasons, however the Giant Spiders won’t attack us. Not with how their Lair is currently. They’ll be busy repairing— patching up the holes made by the Centinels with their webs. This is our chance to pass through.” 

The Human [Archer] opened her mouth before looking over at me. I stared back at her, arms still folded, and she sighed. 

“Alright. I didn’t mean to argue with you, Salvos. Just… let’s just go.” 

 

Now Leaving [Lair: Giant Spiders Nest].

 

The three of them went and I followed from a distance, sulking. Zack walked ahead of me, muttering under his breath.

“I told you she has to be a noble. Who else would believe that monsters can think.” 

“Shut up. She can hear you. And yes, some monsters can think.” 

“Not Giant Spiders though—”

“I said be quiet!”

She punched him on the arm and he yelped; I continued walking behind them after we made it past the Giant Spiders Lair. I glanced back at it one last time before turning the corner and saw a [Weaving Spider] hop up and begin unfurling a thick web where the hole had been. I waved back at her slightly, and she paused to stare for a moment, before continuing her work.

They know, see?

I reassured myself, smiling. Then finally, we left the Dungeon too.

 

Now Leaving [Dungeon: Silkfall’s Crevice].

 

It was night by the time we found ourselves back at the camp set up just outside of the Dungeon; most of the Silvers were mulling about, eating their dinners or sleeping. Boring, I thought, meeting the eyes of a young Human man. 

He immediately glanced away as his companions laughed at him. I waited behind the three Gold Ranks, still not talking while they had a discussion. 

“Are you sure we should be leaving the Giant Spiders alone?” 

“They aren’t like Centinels. They do not overbreed nor do they actively seek to destroy settlements.” 

“What about the Silvers? It’ll be dangerous to them.”

“Now they’ll actually be able to face the Dungeon without worry of Centinels, and the Giant Spiders are barely above 40 at the highest. I’d say Silkfall’s Crevice is now only a high Silver Ranked Dungeon.” 

“But…”

“You worry too much, Helen. That is one of your best attributes, but you need to know when not to interfere.” 

Helen sighed, rubbing at her temples. 

“You’re right.”

She murmured before turning to me. 

“What about you, Salvos? What will you be doing now?” 

“I believe she’ll be going back to Hazelbury, since that’s where she’s from.” 

Zack spoke up simply. The blonde woman wrinkled a brow. 

“Hazelbury? Isn’t that one of the cities we’ll be passing through up north?” 

“Yes, and…? Wait, don’t tell me—”

“Salvos.”

Helen walked up to me and grabbed me by the hand. I cocked my head, confused.

“Huh?”

“Let us escort you back to your city. We’re heading in the same direction as you, and we’ll be able to have a proper goodbye there.” 

“Come on, Helen. You’ve already seen her fight— don’t you realize she can take care of herself?” 

Zack protested. He turned to the Cyclops man who was rubbing at his chin. 

“If that is what Helen wants, and Salvos doesn’t disagree, I don’t see why that’d be a problem.”

The [Mage] groaned, smacking his forehead.

I looked at this and thought about it for a moment. I wasn’t really in any rush to return. And I needed to take a better look at Jaakko’s kusarigama if I wanted to emulate it better with my [Advanced Fire Creation]— especially after [Advanced Mana Manipulation] leveled up. I may be able to make it now. But most important of all... 

“Do you know the way to Hazelbury?” 

I glanced up at Helen. She blinked. 

“...yes? Do you know the way there?” 

“Nope!” 

I spoke simply. Zack sighed and Jaakko smiled. 

“Then it’s settled then. We’ll be in the company of each other for a little while longer.” 

The [Mage] grumbled, walking past me as the grin on my face began to slip. 

“We better not make any more unnecessary detours. We have a contract to fulfill!”

The Cyclops man followed after him and Helen laughed as she patted his back. My eyes widened, realizing that I had made a tactical blunder. 

“Wait— are you going to sleep?!”

“Uh, yes?”

I opened my mouth and raised a hand. Then I lowered my hand slowly, remembering a word that fit this situation perfectly as I sighed. 

“Fuck.”

 

            
53. Escort

                
Overall, I had not only accustomed myself to my Skills quite nicely during the time I spent clearing out Silkfall’s Crevice, I also made off with more levels than I expected. The Centinels provided me with a lot of experience as expected, while the surprise encounters such as with the [Queen Howre] and clearing her Lair added only to it. 

Satisfied with my [Agility] and [Endurance] for now— especially with both [Self Haste] and [Charge of Embers]— I decided to split my Stat Points between [Vitality], [Strength], and [Wisdom]. For my Skills however, I focused on my [Passive - Deadly Instincts] while raising both [Blue Flames] and [Advanced Fire Creation] because those were my most useful Skills as of right now. 

 

Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)

Species: [Greater Demon] (Mortal Form - Human)

Subspecies: [Midday Changeling] - Lvl. 47

General Skills:

[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 2

[Identification] - Lvl. 4

[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1

[Racial Skill: Mortal Form] - Lvl. 1

[Rest] - Lvl. 2

[Title Skill: Zealous Call] - Lvl. 1

Stats:

[Available Stat Points: 0] 

[Vitality]: 47 (+5) (-7)

[Strength]: 32 (+5) (-7)

[Endurance]: 63 (+5) (-7)

[Wisdom]: 65 (+5) (-2)

[Agility]: 100 (+5) (-7)

Skills:

[Available Skill Points: 3]

[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 11

[Charge of Embers] - Lvl. 3

[Fire Strike] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Ignition] - Lvl. 3

[Scorching Wave] - Lvl. 5

[Self Haste] - Lvl. 5

[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 7

[Passive - Deadly Instincts] - Lvl. 6

[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 1

 

Honestly, I had expected the trip back from Silkfall’s Crevice to take a while— I had seen how Human [Traders] walked. They were slow. Fortunately for me, it didn’t take us long to get to Hazelbury. The three Gold Ranks proved to be faster than those [Traders] much to my relief. Sure, it took longer than it would have if I had gone off on my own... but at least I didn’t get lost!

I was also lucky that I wasn’t the only one rushing for us to get a move on; Zack was all too happy to push his companions to speed up their pace, considering they had to do a job in the Elutra Kingdom. We traveled for three days before we finally saw the city approaching in the distance. 

I felt my lips curl up into a smile as I realized I was finally going to see Daniel again. I wonder if he’s finally reached Level 40? I thought, tilting my head up towards the orange twilight sky. Probably not. I shrugged and marched on.

We walked past the grassy green fields surrounding the Human city, down the brown dirt path leading up to its gates as the landscape lost its tints with the setting of the sun. The guard waved us through after each of us had to pay an entrance fee— I was out of gold and almost couldn’t get it, but Helen paid it off for me.

“Thank you.”

I spoke courteously, glad that I decided to have gone with them— that she offered to accompany me here. I would have been stuck outside of the city with no way to get in if I went back on my own! 

Well, I probably would have just snuck in. However, that would have been a hassle which would end with Daniel lecturing me over something stupid. 

“It’s fine. You don’t have to pay me back, it’s only a few silver.”

Helen waved a hand off and I cocked my head. Pay… you back? The thought hadn’t even crossed my mind; I assumed that I wouldn’t have had to give her anything from the start. Huh. 

I still had a lot to learn about Humans.

“So, where are you staying, Salvos?” 

She glanced back at me as we waded our way through the busy street— I caught a glimpse of a few people looking my way before I faced her. 

“Where am I… staying?”

Zack groaned as his shoulders sagged. 

“Don’t tell me you don’t know where you’re staying either.”

“I do!”

I threw my hands up in protest. I looked around the busy street, trying to pick out any familiar looking buildings. It’s a building with about three floors… a lobby… a lot of people going in and out… very busy— I perked up and snapped a hand out.

“There!”

The three Gold Ranks turned and stared at the building I pointed out. Helen’s face grew beet red and Zack burst out laughing. Even Jaakko couldn’t suppress a light smile. 

“There? You’re staying there?!”

“Uh… I think? What’s wrong with that place?”

“That’s a brothel. Not a place you’d be staying at.” 

I frowned and crossed my arms. 

“And how would you know that?” 

“I think you should just drop the act, Salvos. There’s no shame in admitting you don’t know something.” 

Helen spoke placatingly. Zack snorted.

“Except that she doesn’t know anything— ouch.”

She punched him on the shoulder. 

“Shut up!”

“I’m right, aren’t I?”

“Who cares.” 

The blonde woman turned to me, offering a smile. 

“We’ll help you find where you’re staying, but first we need to get an inn of our own. So just come with us for a little longer, ok?” 

“Sure.”

 

—--

 

We found an inn shortly after— it was in a different part of Hazelbury. The buildings here weren’t the same dull wooden ones I was used to seeing. They were decorated and colorful, full of life. Carriages passed through the cobbled streets, the clopping of the hooves muffling as we entered the large inn, light now filling my vision. 

“Woah.” 

I blinked, staring around the gilded hall. 

“This is nice.”

“You like it? This is one of the best inns in the city, apparently. And I believe it. You can tell by those lamps right there— see? Enchanted and powered entirely through magic.” 

“Huh.”

I walked up to one of the lamps sitting right beside a hallway that led further into the building. It had a long, thin body that was as tall as I was, with a gleaming golden light held at the top. I saw the intricate ways the lines of mana wove itself into the runes etched on the surface of the crystal orb. 

I identified it and continued trying to decipher the symbols and how it emitted magic. 

“It’s actually quite a simple artifact— most [Enchanters] can craft it. But it’s expensive. So… she’s not even listening to me, is she?” 

“Definitely not.” 

I heard a sigh. 

“Just stay here, Salvos. We’ll talk to the [Innkeeper] and get you your own room. Then we’ll be back.” 

“Why do we have to pay for her room?” 

“She doesn’t have any money.” 

“That doesn’t mean we have to. And she’s not a child— she’s a runaway noble who survived this long by herself.”

“You don’t know that.”

“But it’s true that she doesn’t need us to babysit her—”

“It doesn’t matter, Helen, Zack. Helen wants to pay out of her own pocket and it is her own decision to do so. Unless she’s asking you to…”

The voices trailed off as the three Gold Ranks slowly left me, going to the counter at the other side of the large room. 

I continued my inspection of the magical object, perplexed and amazed by how it worked. Can I make something like this with [Advanced Fire Creation]? Perhaps in the future— for now, I had to focus on making a kusarigama first. I wasn’t sure how much time I spent looking at it— if it was a long time at all— but eventually…

 

General Skill [Identification] Level Up!

[Identification - Lvl. 4] -> [Identification - Lvl. 5]!

Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!

 

I jerked back, blinking.

“Huh.”

That hadn’t happened in a while. I didn’t expect to get it from identifying something for a few minutes after having identified hundreds of things before, but I guess it was because I identified hundreds of things before…? I shook my head, glancing around the room.

Now where did Helen and the others go again?

I started in a vague direction, passing by the hallway that led further into the inn when a figure turned the corner. The figure almost stumbled into me, but I moved out of the way just in time.

“Sorry— wait, Salvos?”

I blinked.

“Daniel? What are you doing here.”

The black haired Human man stared at me for a moment. He rubbed at his eyes before looking me over once again. 

“You are Salvos.”

“Hello. That’s me.”

His eyes widened in shock as he just stood there. I cocked my head, confused. 

“I’ve been waiting for you for— I thought you died out there! Didn’t you say you just wanted to test out your Skills a little bit?”

“I did. It went great!” 

I smiled, giving him a reassuring nod. He paused, opening his mouth. Then he sighed and grabbed my arm. 

“Well, it’s a good thing you’re here. There’s a job I signed us both up for— an escort mission. They wanted Gold Ranks, and we’ll be heading in the same direction, so might as well earn some gold while we can. The only reason they even waited for us is because we’re kinda well known in the area since… y’know? And there's been rumors of another Greater Demon in the area after you… y’know?” 

“No, I do not know.”

He sighed, shaking his head. 

“Come on, you don’t need to sleep, right? Let’s go now before they just—”

“Hold it right there.”

Daniel blinked, turning to the voice. He immediately paled, backing up. 

“Woah, wait— what’s going on?” 

My companion let go of me and raised both his hands; Helen did not lower the bow however, keeping it trained on his chest.

“Who are you and what are you doing with Salvos?” 

“I’m just taking her to meet with— wait, you know her?”

“Yes. And you? What is your relationship with her?” 

“She’s my—”

“We’re companions!”

I piped up, grinning. Helen blinked and Daniel’s face turned red. 

“Oh, uh… sorry, I had no idea that you were her…”

The Human man’s face burned furiously as he waved his hands over his face.

“She means friends. We’re friends!”

“Ah…” 

Helen slowly lowered her bow, putting the arrow back in her quiver. Daniel sighed in relief as two more figures approached from behind the [Archer]. 

“Is there trouble, Helen?”

“No, it was just a misunderstanding.” 

“I see you’ve made a few new friends while you were gone, Salvos.”

Daniel turned to me, raising a brow. I nodded. 

“Yep! Daniel, this is Helen, Jaakko, and Zack. Helen, Jaako, and Zack, this is Daniel.”

“Daniel?” 

Zack blinked. 

“You’re one of the others who saved Silvergrove, aren’t you? I didn’t expect you to be Level 50. Although, you look kind of familiar…”

I glanced at Daniel. Level 50? He’s not— 

[Warrior - Lvl. 51]

“Huh.”

It took me a moment to catch on, but he was disguising his levels to be higher than it actually was. Why is he doing that though? The Human man noticed my confusion and quickly leaned in to whisper.

“I have to look stronger than I actually am because of our job. Since it’s just the two of us and all.”

He turned back to the three Gold Ranks. 

“Sorry— Zack, right? I don’t believe we’ve met before. It’s nice to meet you.” 

“It’s a pleasure to make the acquaintance of you too. Tell me, are you her bodyguard or her steward?”

“Uh…” 

“He thinks I’m a noble or something.”

I quickly whispered to Daniel. He sighed. 

“Well, you certainly do come off as sheltered as one.” 

“Hey!” 

“Don’t feign offense, I know you don’t know what that means.” 

“But I can tell it’s meant to be an insult.”

I crossed my arms and glared at him. He ignored it, instead going over to greet the other two. They shook hands and Helen profusely apologized. 

“Sorry again, for what happened earlier. Salvos seems kind of… so I thought you were…”

“It’s fine, I know what you mean.” 

They both shared a light chuckle. Then the smile vanished from Daniel’s face, being replaced by a nervous trickle running down his face as he spoke to Jaakko. 

“Uh, hi, Mr Jaakko.” 

“Please, just Jaakko is fine.” 

He seemed rather intimidated by the Cyclops man— and that made no sense, considering that he was higher leveled than Jaakko. But Humans acted weirdly all the time, especially Daniel. So I didn’t question it. 

“Where are you staying, Daniel? We couldn’t get a room in this inn because it’s fully booked— apparently some noble booked out all the available rooms for themselves.”

“Oh, I’m staying at a cheap inn on the other side of the city. I won’t actually be staying the night, but I think you might be able to get a room here since the person who—”

“So this is the Gold Ranked team you promised me, Daniel?”

A loud voice interrupted him as a rather young looking Human woman walked over to us accompanied by armored guards. Her high heels clacked against the marble floor with each step as her long, dark frilly dress trailed behind her. She had her long pink hair tied into what resembled a horsetail, reaching down to her waist. 

Helen, Zack, Jaako, and I blinked as she placed her hands on her hips and nodded. 

“Well, it seems like I didn’t waste my time waiting for you to deliver, after all. Come on, we leave now.”

The three Gold Ranks— actually, two since Jaakko cocked his shead— immediately erupted into a flurry of protests, demanding an explanation from the woman. Daniel rubbed at his temples as I turned to him.

“Who’s that?”

“That’s Saffron Merryster, third daughter and fifth child of Nixa’s Merryster Dukedom. And she’s who we’ll be escorting further up north to Warrington.” 

…

“Huh, so that’s a noble.”

            
54. Noble

                
There was a discussion— an argument amongst the Humans and the single Cyclops man as they protested the sudden decision imposed on them. Zack turned to Daniel accusingly, but Jaakko spoke over them calmly. He drew the attention of the noble, Saffron Merryster. The pink haired Human woman said a number, and all arguments ceased. 

An hour later, I found myself sitting on the back of a horse, riding with Daniel as we followed a gilded carriage make its way down a gravel road. We weren’t the only ones following it— Helen, Jaakko, and Zack had their own horses too. And there were a few other riders dressed in full plate armor, escorting the coach from the side. 

They were Saffron’s bodyguards, donning the sigil of their family’s house. I had never seen anything resembling the symbol before, but apparently it was supposed to be a vulture. To me, it just looked like a big bird. 

We travelled at a relatively fast and steady pace, the twinkling dots in the broad night sky turning into lines as our horse galloped to keep up with the magically enchanted carriage. The whispering of the trees from the hushed breeze turned into a howl as we blew straight into the wind; only the dinning of the hooves could drown out this suffocating noise. But I was used to such a feeling. I glanced down at the horse.

“I’m faster than you.”

I spoke simply, poking at his side. Daniel turned around and opened his mouth. He paused, thinking for a moment. Then he sighed. 

“I’m not even going to comment on that.”

I grinned. 

“Because it’s true!”

I continued blithely swaying from side to side on the back of the horse as we made our approach to the dimly lit town just ahead. 

“You know, I like her.” 

“Uh, pardon?” 

He blinked, looking back at me as the horse slowed. 

“What do you mean by… like?”

“She only had to say one thing and you Humans immediately listened to her. I want to be able to do that. I want to be a noble!” 

“Ah.” 

He quickly faced the front, focusing once again on riding. 

“Well, I don’t think you can be a noble, Salvos. That’s something you have to be born into. And as we both know, you’re not… even… y’know?”

“But I can pretend, can’t I? I’m pretending to be a Human [Rogue] right now!” 

“It’s not that simple.” 

“Why not? Look— listen.”

I cleared my throat and raised my chin. With a hand on my chin and my back straight, I spoke haughtily. 

“Cease your rowdy squabbling. I, Salvos Merryster, will pay you 10 platinum coins to bring me to the city of Warrington right this moment.” 

“That’s… not bad, actually. But you can’t just use someone else’s family name and pass it off as your own. You’ll have to provide proof for that. Also— you don’t have 10 platinum coins.” 

I waved a hand dismissively. 

“That was just an example, I can just make up one of my own. And if they demand payment, I’ll just run off!”

“And if they come after you?” 

“I’ll kill them, of course.” 

Daniel pinched the bridge of his nose, inhaling deeply. He glanced back at me with a single pleading eye. 

“Please, Salvos. Don’t try something like that. Ever.” 

“Fine.”

I scowled, crossing my arms. 

…

“You’re lying, aren’t you?”

I failed to suppress a grin.

“Yep!”

 

—--

 

We reached the town soon after. It was not Warrington— that city was still another four days ride from where we were. This was a town close to Hazelbury. Saffron had been in a rush to leave, having delayed her stay there due to the news of a Greater Demon running amok in Falisfield.

This town was apparently outside of Falisfield, which was why she wanted to get here as soon as possible. 

“Goodness gracious, this inn is rancid. And you’re certain this is the best around?”

“Apologies, Lady Saffron. This establishment may be of poor quality, but it is the highest one that this town can provide.” 

Her servant, a Human man named Matthew, bowed his head and spoke apologetically. 

“Well, it is certainly better than staying in that cramped city, worrying over threats that might not actually exist. Honestly, it was suffocating hearing you worry on and on about that mysterious Demon that hasn’t actually done anything.”

“Apologies, Lady Saffron—” 

Saffron walked past me as a cloying scent wafted to me. I wrinkled my nose. 

“What is that smell?”

“Salvos—”

“Are you speaking to me, adventurer?” 

The noble stopped a few feet ahead of me. She craned her neck back, turning an assessing eye to me. 

“No, I was asking Daniel. But if you can tell me too, I’d appreciate it.”

I smiled innocently at her; she frowned. 

“If you must know, it is the scent of my perfume. Alchemically made— not your cheap, ordinary market bought perfume commoners tend to use.” 

“Huh.” 

I cocked my head. 

“It’s a bit strong, but I like it. Smells far better than blood and dead bodies.” 

“You…”

Saffron trailed off, wrinkling a brow. She took a few steps towards us and Daniel gulped. He opened his mouth, but the inchoate sound forming in his throat was cut off as she spoke.

“You’re the [Rogue] that killed that Greater Demon, the [Djinn], aren’t you?” 

“I am! My name is Salvos.” 

I nodded with alacrity. The noble huffed. 

“I am aware. I have heard your name mentioned numerous times since I passed through Silvergrove. And you have a fire creation Skill, don’t you?”

She folded her arms, her frilly sleeves laced with golden lines scrunching together. 

“Salvos, I don’t think you should just tell people—”

“I do!”

“I see then.” 

Saffron tilted her head back, placing a hand on her lip. Her lips curled up as her red eyes stared out the window at the moon.

“Thank you for being honest with me, unlike your friend with his trinket there.”

Daniel winced, covering the necklace around his neck. 

“Y-you knew?” 

She laughed, turning around and beginning to take her leave as Helen, Jaakko, and Zack returned from the nearby stable and entered the common room of the inn. The [Archer] glanced at me then at the noble.

“Is something wrong?” 

“No, nothing is wrong. However, I will be borrowing your friend here. Tomorrow, Salvos, you will be riding with me.”

Helen blinked. 

“Wait, why?” 

“I want her to show me her Skill.”

Saffron replied dismissively, walking up the steps to the rooms above. The Gold Ranks just stared, confused. 

“Uh, what just happened?”

“I don’t know. But I like her.” 

Then they stared at me. Daniel sighed.

“She doesn’t mean it like that.”


I sat inside the velvet coach, brows furrowed and a bead of sweat dripping down the side of my head as I focused on the flames held in my hand. Saffron had welcomed into her carriage the next morning, just as she said she would, and requested me to demonstrate the capabilities of my fire creation Skill to her. 

She sat across from me, with Matthew by her side as she leaned over and peered into the morphing blue flames.

“And you’re saying this is an advanced version of the Skill?”

“Yep. It’s [Advanced Fire Creation]. Pretty amazing, right?” 

I remembered how terrible [Basic Fire Conjuration] had been— the fact that I was able to now create the delicate shape of a flower with fire attested to the name of the Skill. 

“Interesting. So you must have a rare Class then.” 

“I… uh, do?” 

I cocked my head, unsure of how to answer the question. Saffron smiled, tapping a hand on her lips. 

“I apologize if I’m prying. It’s just uncommon for a [Mage] even to get such a rare Skill, you see. And yet, you’re a [Rogue] who has one. A hybrid Class may not be too uncommon, but considering all these factors combined… well, let’s just say that you certainly live up to your reputation.” 

“Do that many people talk about me?” 

“Perhaps only in Nixa. More so in Falisfield, however. You’re celebrated as a local hero for ending the Destroyer’s rampage. I, myself, am grateful for your actions. It is thanks to you I could finally leave the Nightsveil, the Capital, and begin my journey to Shedos.” 

“Shedos?” 

I gave the noble an inquisitive glance. She elaborated.

“It’s a country northeast of Nixa, past Elutra and neighbouring the Eastern Kingdoms. It’s relatively unknown, apart from its famous Mavos Academy, which I’m sure you've heard of.”

I shook my head. An academy? That’s a place to… study? Train? Receive education. I rubbed my head, confused.

“Nope.”

“Hm. Well, perhaps I underestimated the education of a commoner. Nevertheless, it is an academy located off the coast of Shedos. Famous for its world class [Mages]. A prestigious institution, it only accepts students above Level 40, and after four years of education, most graduates leave the academy at Level 70.” 

“Four years to get to Level 70?” 

I narrowed my eyes. That’s so… slow!

“It is fast, is it not?”

“Uh… yeah!”

I lied, trying to keep a straight face. I looked at the pinked haired noble, identifying her once again. I frowned.

“Wait, you said that [Mages] there have to be at least Level 40. Aren’t you only at Level 35?” 

“Indeed.” 

Saffron smiled slyly. For the first time in the entire ride, Matthew made a sound. He coughed into a hand, looking at her.

“Apologies, Lady Saffron. But I believe this is not something you should be talking about.”

“It’s fine.”

She waved a hand, turning away from him. She looked over at me with eager eyes.

“I thought you wouldn’t notice. See, Mavos Academy doesn’t just admit Level 40 students. No, their criteria is that you have to at least have reached your first Class advancement. That way, you’ll already be specialized enough that they don’t have to teach you the fundamentals, instead refining what you already know while teaching you new things.” 

“But I thought your Class only advances at Level 40!”

She leaned back, a satisfied look on her face. 

“Perhaps that’s what the common folk tout. But the truth is, if you meet a certain set of requirements, you can reach your first advancement early as I did.” 

I blinked. Is this true for Demons and their evolutions too? As far as I could tell, it probably was.

“And what are these requirements? Do they also apply to the next advancements?” 

I leaned forward, sitting on the edge of my seat until my face was next to hers. Matthew cleared his throat again.

“Apologies, Lady Saffron—” 

“I know, I know.”

Saffron sighed. She put a single finger out and slowly pushed my face back. 

“Personal space. And no. I will not tell you the answer to those questions. I’ve already told you enough. Now come. As unrefined as your fundamental control over magic is, the Skill makes up for most of your wasted mana use.” 

“But I have [Advanced Mana Manipulation]!”

I protested, defending myself. She scoffed, haughtily raising her head. 

“If a Skill is all it takes to learn something, then there’d be no reason to go to an academy to learn. Your fire creation Skill, while certainly special, is not the greatest thing in existence considering I can just learn fire creation magic. And maybe, I’ll get a Skill for it in my next advancement myself— or before then.” 

“You can do that?”

I blinked. Isn’t that how I learned [Basic Fire Conjuration] in the first place? It just got upgraded when I evolved. But I did not use any Skill to use my first magic attacks. And I did not use a Skill to learn how to manipulate mana— I gained most of those Skills only after the fact. 

“Yes, why else would I be interested in your magic? Show me what you can and cannot do.” 

I did just that; I made weapons made of fire, from swords to bows. I showed her my Blazing Bolts, and she actually praised me for it. However, when it came to the kusarigama, she began to lecture me for not being competent enough with my Skill.

“A [Mage] at your level and with the Skill should be able to make a kusarigama. That’s a complex weapon, yes. But it’s only a regular weapon, no? It’s not even a Low Grade weapon like your Blazing Bolts are.” 

“I am not a [Mage].”

I crossed my arms, scowling. 

“Maybe that’s the problem. Or maybe you don’t quite understand how that Cyclops weapon works well enough to recreate it. Hrmph. Could you try making the fire chains heavier?” 

I did as I was told, however the weapon lost form. The mana diffused to the surroundings and I felt my body sag as a slight exhaustion take hold of me. Saffron made a dissatisfied sound. Matthew once again cleared his throat. 

“Apologies, Lady Saffron, but that’s not a very lady-like noise for you to make. And I do not believe it is recommended you experiment magic while in the carriage. Need I remind you the enchantments on the vehicle are expensive, and your father will not appreciate having to repair any such damages possibly inflicted on it.” 

“Yes, Matthew.”

She sighed, shaking her head. I looked at the rather odd looking Human man with his gray hair and wrinkles. Then I turned back to Saffron.

“Is that all that he can say? ‘Apologies, Lady Saffron’.” 

“Sometimes, I think it is. He’s my butler— he’s supposed to watch over me and mind my manners for me. But it gets annoying quite often.” 

Matthew said nothing, seemingly satisfied by the fact that I wasn’t trying to make something I could not with my Skill anymore. I continued showing the noble the extent of my Skill, until she lost interest in it and began asking me other questions. 

“You’re quite young yourself, aren’t you? What are you doing being an adventurer at your age.” 

“I have to make money— to survive!” 

I answered simply with a nod. She raised an eyebrow, unamused by my curt response. 

“While that logic seems to be counterintuitive, I will not question it. Instead, I will ask you this: why do you do something you do not enjoy?” 

“I don’t enjoy being an adventurer?” 

“Yes. You said it yourself, didn’t you? You dislike the stench of death and blood.” 

I remembered the conversation from yesterday, sniffing as I realized that Saffron was no longer wearing her perfume. 

“I don’t actually dislike it. It’s just… smelly? And your perfume had a different smell than I am used. But you’re not using it. You smell like—” 

The carriage jolted, and suddenly came to a halt. The noble fell forward into my arms as I caught her. Matthew protectively covered her with his body as I helped her back to her seat. 

“What was that? What is going on?!” 

She threw the door of the carriage open and I followed behind her as she marched out, Matthew already ahead of her. 

There was an explosion as Helen loosed an arrow. I heard the sound of a chain flying through the air as Jaakko uncharacteristically bellowed, and Zack fumbled on the ground for his book. Daniel was ahead, alongside the other Merryster bodyguards and already engaged with something coming out of the trees. 

“Monster attack!”

A voice shouted as the first creature landed on top of the carriage. Saffron paled as the monster snarled.

[Rancer Mite - Lvl. 51].

            
55. Crest

               
The [Rancer Mite] loomed over us, her large round body about half the size of the carriage, and her weight creaking the wood and metal of the horse drawn vehicle. She stood up, straightening her hunched back as she snarled. 

Saffron backed up and Matthew put a hand out, covering his lady. The monster leapt— 

And a [Fire Strike] sent the [Rancer Mite] flying back towards a tree. The wooden trunk snapped and she rolled to a stop. I slowly drew my open hand back, wincing as I shook the pain off my fingers.

Right, I don’t have claws. 

I created two fire daggers, one on each hand, readying myself for the next attack from the monster. However, instead of charging us again, the [Rancer Mite] threw herself back into the forest and disappeared. 

I slowly lowered my weapons. 

“Huh.”

Another explosion resounded in the background and I whirled around; Helen blasted apart a small thicket with an enchanted bolt, sending three [Rancer Mites] hopping out and into the road. The [Archer] drew another three bolts, nocking it onto her bow and aiming at the closest monster. 

Her arrows flashed and something came over them. She loosed the bolts and they split off— each bolt glowing and finding their way to each of the [Rancer Mites]. They struck through, digging themselves into the hard shell of the monsters. They screeched— and leapt back into the forest. 

“They’re tough! They’re not supposed to be swarm monsters. Why are there so many of them?”

Zack shouted, conjuring a ball of wind and shooting it out into the trees. The air burst out into slicing blades of wind that cut apart the trees in the surrounding area. The sounds of falling trees boomed around me as I narrowed my eyes. They retreat when they’re hurt. And yet, they insist on attacking us. 

I ran forward, leaving Saffron and Matthew behind. The butler cursed, calling me back. But I ignored him. 

I found Daniel amidst the fighting— a [Rancer Mite] was on him, her mandibles biting and gnawing on his blade. I kicked the monster with a [Fire Strike], before jabbing both my daggers down onto her side. I heard a crack as her shell broke open. She tried to close her sharpened limbs on me when Daniel sliced her head clean off. 

“Thanks—”

“There is a Lair nearby.” 

I spoke simply, turning to face him. He blinked and glanced off towards the trees. 

“Yeah, I think so too.”

“No— I know there’s a Lair nearby. These [Rancer Mites]— well, they look like weird spiders. And those Giant Spiders back in Silkfall’s Crevice only attack people intruding into their Lair!” 

“So you believe it’s the same thing here? That we’re riding past their Lair so they got mad?”

I nodded and he frowned. He placed a hand on his chin, considering this. Our eyes met and a thought crossed through both our minds. He opened his mouth and I grinned. 

“That means we have to—”

“—go and destroy their Lair!”

“...wait, that wasn’t what I was going to suggest at all.”

I cocked my head. 

“What do you suggest we do then?”

“Uh, run away? Go around their Lair? I don’t know— there’s too many of them and we’re supposed to be protecting our client.” 

“Oh, we’re supposed to do that?”

“Yeah. Wait, if you’re here…” 

He glanced back at where Saffron had been and sighed in relief. Jaakko was standing over the noble, fighting beside Matthew as [Rancer Mites] leapt around them. 

“I feel like you might’ve lost us some points by just leaving her there. Whatever, now we just have to get out of this mess.” 

“I’m not the one who brought us into this mess!” 

I scowled, sending a [Scorching Wave] into the air at some [Rancer Mites]. A few dropped, alive, but on the ground and writhing in pain. Saffron’s bodyguards rushed in and finished them off. 

“Also— I want the experience!” 

“I’m sorry, Salvos. But our job comes first. Guys, you need to get a move on! Get as far away from the forest as possible! They’ll leave you alone if you leave! We’ll hold them off for a moment until we can follow after you!” 

Helen, Zack, and Jaakko immediately burst into action. The Cyclops man escorted the terrified noble back into her carriage and ordered the driver to move as he sat in the front. Matthew accompanied Saffron in as they took off, while the other bodyguards jumped back to their horses and began galloping away. 

The [Rancer Mites] threw themselves straight at the carriage and the horse riders even as Daniel, Helen, Zack, and I stayed back for a moment to hold them off. One of the monsters nearly knocked the carriage over, throwing herself straight at it. 

“Why are they still attacking them?” 

Helen screamed, drawing another arrow. Unlike the last few ones she had been firing, this one was enchanted. It struck the back shell of a [Rancer Mite] attacking the carriage, and immediately the monster fell. 

The [Rancer Mite] did not die— did not writhe in pain— but simply fell straight to the ground, like a heavy weight was on his back. 

Daniel brought his blade down and the air rippled as something cut a [Rancer Mite] in half. He wasn’t even standing close to the monster. He whirled back to me, panting. 

“This isn’t working, Salvos!”

“Of course not! You’re going straight to their Lair!”

“What? But we’re just continuing down the road—”

His eyes widened as the realization hit him. I cocked my head. 

“Their Lair is down the road.” 

The Human man muttered a curse as I happily shot a [Rancer Mite] down with a Blazing Bolt. The carriage was rapidly traveling down the road now, almost out of sign from us. I was aiming another Blazing Bolt onto my fire bow when he turned to me. 

“Salvos— you’re fast, aren’t you? Can you catch up with the Saffron before they drive straight to the Lair and tell them to go off road?” 

I paused, slowly lowering my weapon. Then the flames dissipated as I grinned. 

“Of course!”

The moment the words left my mouth, the world slowed. [Self Haste]. I didn’t wait for his reply as I dashed forward, ducking under a leaping [Rancer Mite] as she threw herself at Zack. Another tried jumping straight at me, but I easily sidestepped the attack, never losing my footing as I barreled forward towards the carriage. 

The carriage sped up as Jaakko tossed his kusarigama at a [Rancer Mite] on the vehicle’s wheel, knocking off the monster, and I frowned. 

[Charge of Embers].

In an instant, I found myself just behind the moving carriage as it picked up its pace to escape a pursuing group of [Rancer Mites]. These monsters barred my path, chasing the tails of the coach with their clicks and shrieks. 

I threw myself into the air, flying over them and burning them with a wave of hissing blue flames. The fire kept me in the air for just a moment longer, and I landed lightly on the roof of the carriage. 

“Hello!” 

Jaakko glanced back at me. 

“Salvos, what are you doing?” 

“I’m here to tell you to turn the carriage!” 

“But why? If we turn back, they’ll only be angered even further.”

“No, not turn back— turn into the trees! You’re heading straight to their Lair!”

The Cyclops man blinked his single eye. Then he nodded. 

“How astute. Very well.”

He spoke to the carriage driver who gave him an incredulous look. However, when the carriage hit another bump thanks to an angry [Rancer Mites], he made his choice to listen and swerved the carriage into the forest. And it was just in time. 

Up ahead of us, I saw dozens of black figures waiting at a spot in the road. They looked like the [Rancer Mites], but smaller. And they covered the dirt road, the trees, and… the broken down wagons and carts ahead. 

Corpses were strewn about, some of them being munched on by the smallest variants of the [Rancer Mites]. I grimaced as I saw one turn his head towards me with his open mouth. Gross. Eating is gross!

The carriage began to run into hits and bumps, the already rocky ride becoming even rockier as we made our way under the thick tree canopy. Saffron’s bodyguards followed right behind us while Daniel, Helen, and Zack were a little slower. But the monsters calmed. They began to back away from us, leaving us alone one by one until none remained. 

And we were free to make the rest of our trip to Warrington.


Defeated [Rancer Mite – Lvl. 51]!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

…

 

Defeated [Rancer Mite – Lvl. 49]!

Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up! 

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 47] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 48] 

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

“That was terrible!”

Saffron spoke in a panicked voice to her butler, losing all of the elegance in her speech from earlier.

“Those vile monsters nearly got me! How could you allow this to happen, Matthew?!”

“Apologies, Lady Saffron. We were not made aware of any monster Lairs in the road to Warrington.” 

“Made aware?! You should have investigated the matter yourself rather than rely on some foolish townspeople's information—”

“Huh.”

I cocked my head and Daniel turned to me, still bent over and cleaning his boots with a towel. 

“What do you find so interesting this time, Salvos?” 

“Nothing. I’m just surprised Saffron was so scared. I thought she was supposed to be a noble.” 

He blinked and glanced over at the angry woman. Her pink hair was now a mess, almost as if it was lit on fire and burning behind her while she reprimanded her servants, pointing at the damage done to the previously gilded coach. He shrugged.

“I guess that’s how nobles are. I think? If anything doesn’t go their way, they get impatient. Angry. Or scared. Saffron being no different isn’t much of a surprise to me.”

“But she—”

I snapped my mouth shut. But she has an advanced Class! I wanted to say it, but I remembered how Matthew reacted when she shared it to me. Is this… a secret? I decided that it was, and chose not to share it. 

Instead, I quickly ‘corrected’ myself.

“But she’s Level 35 and a noble! Wouldn’t she have gotten some [Mage] training in an academy like Mavos Academy even if she’s not met their level criteria, or something?”

“That’s… oddly specific.”

I lied flawlessly. And I heard a snort from behind. Zack walked up to us, dusting down his untainted robes as the shouting in the background slowly stopped.

“First of all, she isn’t a student of Mavos Academy. Only those above Level 40 can be admitted to the institution. Secondly, even if she was one, I’m not surprised she reacted that way to a fight. [Mages] trained in these academies usually never experience true battles. Everything is simulated, there is always a safety net, and they always prance about the theories of how things should work without knowing how anything actually does work.” 

“I’m assuming you don’t have a high opinion of these [Mage] academies.” 

Daniel straightened and flopped the towel over his shoulder. Zack crossed his arms. 

“Indeed. But don’t assume it’s because I was rejected from one— no, I was invited by Mavos Academy on a scholarship basis for being such an excellent practitioner of magic at a young age. They recognized my talent for hitting Level 40 before I turned 25, although I turned them down. And yet, here you are, a Level 50 [Warrior] who’s ostensibly younger than me, accompanying Salvos who is also a rather talented fighter herself.”

“I’d say she’s even more talented than me, but what are you getting at, Zack?” 

“Nothing. I’ve just heard… rumors. From my client up in the Elutra Kingdom.”

My companion froze the moment he heard the country’s name. He kept his face steeled. 

“...what kind of rumors?” 

“Rumors of… a certain wanted man. And a runaway princess. Both disappearing at roughly the same time.” 

Zack’s eyes slowly turned to me. I blinked. Princess… that’s a kind of noble! I frowned and lifted a hand, interrupting the two’s standoff.

“I am not a princess— I am not even a noble! I wouldn’t want to be a noble!”

Especially not after that display by Saffron earlier— I would rather be not Salvos if that was what a noble Salvos would act like! 

Zack shook his head and Zack sighed, although neither man seemed to release their tense postures. 

“There goes all subtlety and insinuations, huh? I'd like to believe you, Salvos. But I can’t just take your word for it either.” 

“What are you going to do, Zack?” 

Daniel narrowed his eyes. The [Mage] shrugged. 

“Nothing. Just something I’ll be keeping in mind.” 

He turned and returned to his team. Helen had been sorting what arrows she had left on her quiver, but she now realized that Zack had been with us. They exchanged a few words and she punched him in the arm, annoyed. She came over to apologize a moment later and that was that. But I realized after how Daniel was acting more… stiff around the Gold Ranks.

 

—--

 

We continued our journey to Warrington, with me in the carriage once again and a quiet Matthew by my side this time. Saffron and I continued our chat from before— the noble pretending that she hadn’t just lost her cool earlier. 

The day after we arrived at the city, just after we left the inn, she sent Matthew to report to the local guards about the monster Lair obstructing the road. And while he was gone, Daniel and I began bidding our farewells to everyone. 

“We told Saffron that we’ll only be going this far. You three are going to Elutra for a job, right?”

“Yes. Since we’ll be heading the same direction anyway, we’ll continue escorting Saffron at least part way through her journey. She’s offering to pay us more to protect her, after what just happened.” 

Helen hesitated, glancing back at her teammates as they waited next to the carriage with the other bodyguards. 

“Sorry about Zack earlier. I know he said some weird things, but he’s just… like that sometimes, you know?”

I shook my head.

“No, I don’t know.”

She laughed, nodding. 

“Neither do I. But I’ve still got to apologize on his behalf.” 

“You should apologize to Daniel instead. He’s been acting weird since then.” 

Daniel frowned. He was standing right next to me.

“What?”

“It’s true!”

“She’s right. I have to apologize to you.”

Helen turned to my companion. 

“Sorry for what Zack said, if any of it offended you.”

“It’s fine. It’s understandable that he’d be curious about us since… Salvos is Salvos, and I’m not the most conspicuous individual either— even if I try to be…”

He muttered the last part softly to himself. 

“I did not take offense. So don’t worry about it.”

He smiled at Helen and she smiled back. 

“It was short, but it was good meeting both of you. But that’s how it is with us adventurers, right? Many passing encounters are part of the adventure.” 

Daniel hesitated, but slowly he nodded. 

“It is.”

We shook hands and she turned away. Helen paused, as if she wanted to say something. But a figure brushed past her and spoke out.

“Salvos.”

Saffron stopped just in front of me. She cast a quick glance at Daniel and nodded his way before turning back to me. 

“I’ve spoken to every single one of my bodyguards, and they all told me the same thing.” 

“And that is?”

I cocked my head. 

“It was your quick thinking that saved our life. You discerned that it was not just a defensive attack from monsters protecting their Lair, but that their Lair was just up ahead on the road. I’d be dead now if not for you.” 

I shrugged. The first was rather obvious— I was sure someone would have made that realization if they weren’t caught up in the sudden battle. But the second… [Passive - Deadly Instincts], so you can also tell whether I’m wandering straight to a monster Lair, huh? That Skill was proving more and more useful with each passing day. 

Saffron suddenly bowed and Daniel blinked. I stared down at the pinked haired noble. 

“For saving my life, I would like to offer you my gratitude.” 

She offered me something held in her hand. I stared at the crystal object— a symbol of a vulture was ingrained onto it. 

“This is the crest my family gives to our allies. Call on if you ever have any favor to ask of me.” 

“Call on it?”

I took the crest with a hand and stared at it. I squinted as I noticed the strands of mana running through the air curve as it came into contact with it. 

“It’s enchanted?”

“It is indeed.”

“How do I use it?”

Saffron raised her head, offering me a sly smile.

“It is something you will have to figure out on your own. Maybe you might even level up your mana manipulation that way.”

She straightened, adjusting her posture and carrying herself with the same poise as before. She no longer seemed like the scared girl I had seen just before, but was now the regal noble I had originally met.

“It was a pleasure to have met you.”

Saffron twirled around gracefully, returning to the coach where she came from. Helen paused for just a moment, but realized the pinked haired noble was already about to leave. She waved goodbye at me and quickly left. 

Daniel and I waved back at the group as they began to leave the city— Matthew returning just in time. Was she trying to leave him behind? Probably.

Once they were gone, my companion looked down at me, a longing gaze still fixed on my face. He scratched the back of his head, speaking slowly.

“I know it must feel weird, huh? Meeting people for the first time and suddenly they’re gone. First your Demon friend, then Edithe, and now these guys. But it’s… normal, I guess? You might get used to it, you might now. I know I’m still not fully used to it— the reality of life.” 

I continued staring, unmoving. Daniel hesitated.

“Salvos, I know you’re— Salvos?”

I blinked and glanced back at him.

“Huh, oh what? You were talking to me?”

“Yeah, I… is something on your mind?”

I paused, tapping a finger on my lip as I considered this for a moment. Then I grinned.

“I changed my mind. I want to be a noble again! You must now refer to me as Princess Salvos!” 

…

“No.” 

“Aw.”


            
56. Human

             
The reason we had come to Warrington was not something I had known until we finally arrived; Daniel didn’t have the time to talk to me privately during the entirety of our journey. Not only were we escorting Saffron alongside Helen, Zack, and Jaakko— Saffron had also whisked me into her coach for most of the journey. 

Now, however, he explained why we were here. 

“I hadn’t just been idle while you were in the Dungeon. The first thing I did was find out more information about any possible [Cultists] in the area— while Demon summonings are illegal, they’re not really in the priority list for most countries, so information on them would usually be hard to find. However, after being hit hard by a rampaging Demon, pretty much every city in Nixa has been on a lookout for [Cultist] activity.”

“I suppose that is one such outcome, yes.”

I nodded along as he continued. 

“Apparently, there have been rumors of a cult in the towns outlying Warrington. The city guards have investigated these rumors, and while nothing has turned up for them, they’ve had an open call for adventurers to take up the job too. But since most adventurers currently in Nixa are Silvers…” 

“They haven’t been answering the call.” 

I made the ingenious deduction. He pretended that it was nothing special and resumed his inane chatter. 

“That’s why I thought it was best for us to investigate it. Not only would we be making some money— which, considering our limited funds, is something we should be focusing on right now. But we’d also be helping you possibly find a way back. I thought it was fortunate that you were taking so long to return at first, since it gave me time to level and advance my Class. However, now I’m not sure if there’s anything left to investigate. If some reckless Silver Ranked team decided to take the job—”

“Oh, worry not Daniel. It is very much expected of the common folk to revel in their mediocrity. If they actually—”

“Alright, you can stop now, Salvos.”

He spoke over me and put a hand up. I stared at him, appalled. 

“It’s Princess Salvos to you, peasant!”

“Where did you even learn to talk like that— nevermind. Salvos, I’m trying to help you out here. Can you be serious for just one minute?”

“Fine!”

I scowled and sat down with my arms folded. Daniel opened his mouth to continue, then paused. He looked at me, just sitting there. 

My Human companion pinched the bridge of his nose. 

“And I was not being literal when I said ‘one minute’. You can stop counting down the seconds in your head now.”

I groaned and threw my hands up in the air. 

“Then what do you mean by that?!”

“I’m asking you to focus, Salvos. We’re here in Warrington to investigate [Cultists]. You know, the people who can get you back to the Netherworld?”

“I know…”

Sighing, I picked myself up. The two of us were sharing a room once again— we were no longer in the inn Saffron had provided us. That was apparently too expensive for Daniel to afford; he said it was because I had spent a quarter of his gold in a single transaction. Then he murmured to himself about how ‘he should have expected it’, and how ‘he only had himself to blame’. 

“So, we’re going to go find these [Cultists] or something?” 

I waited expectantly for Daniel by the door. The Human man started after me, blinking. 

“Man, you walk fast.” 

“I’m not a man. I’m Salvos.” 

“I know, I know. You’ve got to stop taking me so literally, Salvos.”

I grinned and waved a hand dismissively. 

“It’s more fun that way!” 

Daniel paused mid step and stared at me. He rubbed at his ears, slowly registering what I said. His eyes widened.

“...are you being serious right now? Have you been messing with me this whole time?!”

I smiled and turned, leaving him behind in the room speechless.

 

—--

 

“Didn’t you say we’re going to be searching for [Cultists]?” 

“Mm, I did.” 

“So why are we just sitting here and doing nothing?!”

A few heads turned and stared at our table, some with less-than-kind faces. I ignored them, instead glaring at Daniel with crossed arms. The Human man glanced up from his food, still chewing as I waited impatiently for him to respond.

He took his time before finally swallowing down what was in his mouth— apparently talking with your mouth full was considered bad manners according to him, but I hadn’t seen very many people adhering to that supposed rule. 

“I have to eat, Salvos. We’ve been over this a thousand times.” 

“No we haven’t.”

He snorted, wiping his mouth with a napkin. Ignoring me, he raised a hand and waved down one of the barmaids. A brown haired woman came over and took his plate. 

“Done with your food already? Is your girlfriend not getting anything?” 

Daniel blinked and glanced at me. His face turned a slight shade of red as he brought a hand up. 

“Ah, she’s not my…”

“I’m not his girlfriend!”

I helpfully put out with a smile. The Human woman perked up and Daniel deflated. 

“I know it’s true, but you don’t have to say it so cheerfully.”

“But that’s what you said the last time someone asked you that.” 

I cocked my head, confused. He sighed and jerked back as the barmaid leaned forward further. 

“So, you’re single then. My name’s Lucy, what’s yours?” 

“Uh, no, I-I’m actually ta—”

“His name’s Daniel!”

Daniel glared at me and I just cocked my head even further. 

“What?” 

“Nothing. Yes, my name is Daniel. But sorry, I’m not available.” 

“Aw. That’s unfortunate. But I guess girls are always fawning over Gold Ranks like you, huh?” 

“...you can say that again.”

“But I had a Gold Rank as a boyfriend once. He dumped me, of course. When he found another ‘prettier’ girl. At least you’re loyal.” 

The Human woman— Lucy— smiled at him. I frowned. Wait… Daniel just shifted uncomfortably in his seat. 

“Oh, uh, I’m sorry to hear that.” 

“Yeah, well, I always knew Nolan would do that. But it didn’t hurt any less when it actually happened, you know?” 

“Right… you know, we have to get—”

I snapped my fingers and pointed at the barmaid. 

“You!”

She blinked as I stood up.

“I know you!”

“You do? I’m sorry, I don’t believe we’ve ever met before.” 

“No— we’ve never met. I’ve heard about you though. That Human… Chris talked about you!”

 “Chris? Wait… you mean from back in Dawnwind? That Chris?”

“I think so?” 

Lucy rested her elbow on the table and rested her chin on her arm. Daniel scooched back as she sighed wistfully.

“Oh, Chris was such a sweetheart. How did you meet him? Was he still in Dawnwind? And he talked about me?”

“Yep. He—”

I snapped my mouth shut, realizing what I was just about to say. Chris was one of the [Cultists] who summoned me to the Mortal Realm. He went on a tirade about some Gold Rank named Nolan coming to his town and taking a Lucy from him. He wanted Lucerna and I to kill Nolan for that!

Even though I wasn’t particularly familiar with the complexities of Human social relationships, I was fairly certain that wasn’t something I was supposed to be saying. I opened my mouth slowly.

“We… didn’t meet in Dawnwind. But he talked about you— about how… brown your hair is!” 

Daniel gave me a weird look but Lucy just sighed even harder. 

“Honestly, I liked Chris. I knew I shouldn’t have left him. But I didn’t want to do what my dad told me to, you know? So, I made a dumb decision to leave. Now I probably can’t go back. How’s he doing now?”

“He’s doing great!”

Better than he was just before Lucerna killed him. 

“I’d love to get back together with him. I wonder if he feels the same…”

Lucy’s eyes just glazed over as she melted onto the table. Daniel cleared his throat and stood up. 

“It was a pleasure meeting you, Ms Lucy. But Salvos and I have got to go now.” 

He started out of the inn and glanced back at me as I hesitated back at the table. 

“You coming, Salvos?” 

“Yes… wait.” 

I looked back at Lucy, feeling uncertain whether I should say anything. I took a deep breath and just spoke up. 

“Chris said… that he felt the same. Ok, I have to go. Bye!”

I hurried after Daniel as the barmaid sat up, blinking. Then the two of us exited the building out into the busy afternoon streets of Warrington. I slowly walked behind my Human companion as we made our way to the Adventurers Guild, finally ready to investigate the rumors of [Cultists]. 

Daniel paused and I nearly bumped into him.

“...you were lying, weren’t you?”

I stared at his back, then I shrugged.

“Yep.” 

“I hope you didn’t hide anything bad.”

“Nope… at least, I don’t think so? Chris was… a [Cultist].”

I whispered the last part. He nodded understandingly.

“I thought it’d be something like that.” 

The two of us continued walking on quietly, rounding a corner just before the Guild. 

“You know, Salvos, lately you’ve been a lot more… Human.”

I blinked, slowly processing his words. Then I frowned.

“I am not a Human. I’m Salvos!”

“I know— and I didn’t mean it in a bad way. It’s a good thing, honestly. You’re a lot more… empathetic.” 

“Why do Humans have to be empathetic? Why can’t I just be an empathetic Salvos.”

I gave him a questioning stare. He shrugged. 

“I’m telling you, I didn’t mean to put down your identity. It’s a compliment.” 

He walked ahead, entering the Adventurers Guild. I watched after him for a moment, then I murmured under my breath. 

“Well… I don’t think I like that compliment.”

And I wasn’t sure why I felt that way.

 

—--

 

The receptionist at the Adventurers Guild wasn’t very helpful. We were redirected to find more information about [Cultists] from the city guards. So we left that building and entered another building— this time, we got what we needed. 

“Yes. Just northeast from here, there have been talks about travellers going missing. And a few scared folks are saying it’s because of [Cultists]. They’re kidnapping people to sacrifice for another summoning. A big one.” 

The guard captain sighed, rubbing at his forehead. Daniel placed a hand on his chin. 

“Do you really think these rumors hold any credence?”

“I don’t know. As far as I know, these are regular monster attacks. People go missing all the time. Can’t differentiate if it’s done by monsters or some crazy Humans.”

“Well, I guess that’s for us to have to figure out, huh Salvos?” 

My Human companion turned to me and I nodded. The guard captain just sat back onto his chair, scratching the back of his head. 

“I didn’t expect the saviors of Silvergrove themselves to come here and investigate these rumors. Man am I lucky. Do you two have like a [Demon Slayer] Class or something?” 

I furrowed my brows. 

“Why would we have [Demon Slayer] Classes?”

“I dunno. Just thought you were like dedicated Demon hunters or something.” 

Daniel and I exchanged a glance and he shrugged. I shook my head, turning to leave the room without a word. My Human companion quickly muttered a ‘thank you’ then followed after me. 

“Is something wrong, Salvos?” 

He asked me after we left the city. I sighed. 

“Nothing. I… if I didn’t look like a Human right now, you Humans would hate me, huh?” 

“Uh… yeah, I think that was established on day one.”

“Well, I don’t think I like that!” 

“Why not?” 

The Human man stared at me, perplexed. I shrugged. 

“It’s nothing. Let’s just go find these [Cultists].”

I couldn’t wait to meet another Haec again.

 

            
57. Breaking In

             
I wasn’t really sure where northeast was. According to Daniel, if you walked to the sun as it rose and broke off to the left, you would be heading southeast. He even showed me a magic compass that pointed north. 

“Apparently, compasses can only work by magic. And it doesn’t matter how far south you go— the method of following the sun always works. Because the world is… flat?” 

I nodded as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.

“Yep.”

“But it can’t be flat.”

The Human man spoke flatly. I cocked my head.

“Why not?”

“Because then how would physics work? How would you be standing here, and be planted onto the ground? How would the sun revolve around the sky? What are the stars then?” 

“I don’t know.”

I shrugged. He wagged a finger as the two of us continued trudging down the dirt road.

“Exactly. So the world isn’t flat.” 

“But why?” 

“I just told you— look, do you see that? The sky is blue. Do you know why? Because the light from the sun is scattered through the world, but blue light bounces off air best. So it becomes blue.”

“Huh.”

I paused, tilting my head up.

“Then why is the sky in the Netherworld red?” 

“That’s because—”

He paused, furrowing his brows. Daniel frowned, bringing his hand to his chin. 

“You’re right. Why is the Netherworld red and always glowing?” 

“I don’t know.”

The Human man contemplated this for a moment. Then he threw his hands up in the air. 

“That doesn’t matter! It’s magic or something, alright? Look, the world just isn’t flat.” 

“Huh. I just realized I don’t actually care.” 

“Haaa…”

Daniel pressed his fingers onto his temples, massaging it slowly. The two of us continued walking in silence; it was only when we encountered more Human travellers did one of us speak. 

“Hello—”

“Hey!” 

I waved a hand in the air, shouting over him. Daniel grimaced and covered his ear. 

“You don’t have to yell.” 

“You don’t have to be so annoying.”

“Uh, that’s… unwarranted?”

I stuck my tongue out at him before running ahead. My Human companion stared after me, confused for a moment, then he hurried after me as I reached the [Traders].

“Have any of you Humans heard anything about [Cultists] around here lately?” 

An elderly looking Human man turned to face me. He wrinkled a brow and stroked his bushy beard. 

“I don’t believe I have. How about you, Smith?” 

“I concur, John. I have not heard anything about [Cultists] around these parts.”

“Oh…”

I deflated. Daniel caught up to me, speaking in an exasperated voice. 

“What’s with that, Salvos? Don’t you remember what Edithe said about being childish? You’re not—”

“Oh!”

Smith snapped a finger.

“Actually, I do remember hearing about such a thing.”

“Really?” 

I perked up and Daniel blinked. The elderly [Trader] continued.

“Yes, why I do remember such a thing. It was… about a Demon, was it not?” 

“That’s right, Smith! Young lady, you best be careful if you’re heading to Falisfield. I heard about a Demon summoned by [Cultists] rampagining there. Although… wasn’t the Demon slain just a month ago?” 

“Hrm, I do believe that’s the case, John. It seems like our age is finally getting to us, huh old fellow?” 

“Wait, so have you heard anything else— anything about [Cultists] here?” 

I stared at them. They shook their heads. 

“Apologies, young Miss. You can ask around in Stanlow. It’s just down this road.” 

I sighed and dejectedly walked past them, heading to the town. Daniel quickly thanked the two and ran after me. He followed me for a little bit before speaking up. 

“Is something wrong, Salvos?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I mean, you’ve been acting weird all day. Are you… upset that Helen, Saffron, and Jaakko left?” 

“What about Zack?” 

I raised an eyebrow.

“What about him?”

I shrugged.

“I don’t know. They left— and sure that’s annoying that everyone keeps leaving. But, well… what do they even think about me?”

Daniel paused midstep. He stared as me and I turned around, flustered.

“What?”

“You’re starting to grow up.”

“Huh?”

He grinned.

“You’re actually caring what others think about you! You’re no longer the selfish, bratty, only-cares-about-herself Demon I met a few months ago. You’ve changed.”

I shrunk back defensively.

“That’s not what I meant!”

The Human man shook his head and chuckled while I tried to explain myself.

“It’s… Humans like you and Edithe. You two are my companions for a reason. You recognize me. And Mistshard and Druma too— Sakura’s nice. But Helen, Zack, Jaakko, and Saffron. It wasn’t the same.”

“I’m sure you’ll figure it out, Salvos. Don’t worry too much about it. You’re still young—”

“I’m a Greater Demon.”

I corrected him with a cross look. He waved a hand dismissively. 

“Anyways, next time don’t run off by yourself. It’s dangerous.”

“They were [Traders].”

“Yes, but some people have Second Classes. Or they might be using a Necklace of Obfuscation like me. You never know what level someone actually is— so it’s better for us to stay safe and stick together. They might have been the [Cultists] responsible for the disappearances, after all.”

Daniel and I continued on to Stanlow together. He was convinced that I was growing up or maturing or whatever weird evolving process Humans went through without leveling. But I knew that wasn’t right.

Something made me upset, and I was not sure how to express it— or even make sense of it. However, I had been uneasy. I knew what made me uneasy. It was what Daniel told me earlier.

You’ve been a lot more… Human.

 

—--

 

Stanlow was not a large town by any means; it was about the size of Maplewell, if I had to guess. Even though Maplewell had been burnt to the ground when I got there, I could still see the rough outline of it. 

Daniel took the lead in asking questions this time— he said I was a bit too upfront about it. Even though we were supposed to be here as Gold Rank adventurers, we had to be subtle. 

“We don’t know who these [Cultists] are. If the townspeople here are the ones responsible for all the disappearances— who knows what they might try to do to us in our sleeps.”

“But I don’t sleep.”

“...good point. Still, just follow my lead.” 

I nodded as Daniel brought me to an inn in the center of town. It wasn’t very crowded. Even the Adventurers Guild back in Silvergrove— as sparsely occupied as it had been, since many had died to Lucerna— had more Humans in it than the inn. 

The [Innkeeper] greeted us with a smile. He uncrossed his burly arms and heartily slammed a mug of ale onto the bar counter. 

“Welcome! My name is Eren, and welcome to the Traveller’s Inn!” 

“What a cliche name.”

Daniel murmured. He quickly steeled himself and walked up to the man, gladly accepting the drink and offering his own coins. The [Innkeeper], Eren, just chuckled.

“Don’t worry, it’s on the house.” 

He picked up another mug and began wiping it down with a piece of cloth. He glanced between both Daniel and I.

“So, what brings you two Gold Rank adventurers to our small town? Let me guess: you’re here about the kidnappings?”

Daniel spat out his drink and I turned to face him. I gave him a judging look.

“So much for subtlety.”

“I forgot people can do that, alright?”

He sighed, pulling up a high stool. I sat down next to him as he spoke with resignation.

“Yes, we’re Gold Ranks here on that job. Why, have others been showing up?”

“Nope! You’re the first ones I’ve seen. But some guards from Warrington dropped by just the other week, asking us questions about the mysterious disappearances. I couldn’t help them, but they didn’t seem like they even wanted to do the job. I assumed they would just delegate it to adventurers after that, and seems like I was right.” 

“Lazy government workers… things are the same everywhere, huh?” 

Daniel shook his head and leaned on the counter. The [Innkeeper] glanced over at me, raising his mug. 

“Want a drink to, young lady?” 

I grimaced. 

“Gross. No.” 

“Your loss.” 

Eren sat the mug down and wiped his hand down with a wet towel. He placed his hands on the counter and leaned over. 

“So, what can I do for you?”

“Uh… do you know anything about these rumors then?” 

“Nope!”

He beamed happily at Daniel. My companion stared at him, then at my expectant look.

“...this is like dealing with another Salvos. Alright, if you want to say something so bad, go ahead.”

I grinned and turned to the [Innkeeper]. Eren gave me a curious look as I spread my arms on the counter, outside of his. 

“Demons.”

“Don’t know anything.”

“[Cultists]?”

“No clue.”

“Kidnappings.”

“Heard some things, but don’t know anything about it.”

“Angry Humans!”

Eren paused. He folded his arms, ruminating over my statement for a moment. 

“Well, if that’s what you’re looking for, I know that Mr Joseph living at the edge of town has been having money problems since his wife left him for some Gold Rank adventurer a few years back. Last I heard, he’s gotten into trouble with debt collectors since he hasn’t been able to support himself or his daughter.”

“Think they might be responsible for the disappearance?”

I raised a brow and he nodded.

“Possibly. I think it’s worth checking out.”

“Alright. Thanks! Come on, Daniel.” 

I got up and nodded back at the [Innkeeper]. He smiled, waving at us as we left the inn. We turned a street from the Traveller’s Inn and Daniel stopped. He stared at me. 

“...how the fuck did that work?”

 

—--

 

After asking for directions, we found ourselves outside of a ramshackle hut right at the edge of town. Apparently, this Joseph Human had grown reclusive and more and more agitated ever since he borrowed gold from some shady individuals.

I was not sure how people who gave shade from the sunlight were involved in this, and Daniel just sighed when I asked him.

The Human man instead just knocked on the creaky wooden door and called out. 

“Hello? Is this a Mr Joseph’s house?”

Silence. There was no response. I frowned.

“Didn’t the people we asked say that he doesn’t usually leave his home?” 

“Yeah, but he could be out in the nearby forest or something. Doesn’t mean they have to be lying. Let’s just knock again.”

I shrugged.

“I didn’t say they were.” 

Daniel rapped on the door once more, calling out with the same words as before; there was nothing. I tapped a foot impatiently on the ground and shouted.

“We’re Gold Ranks! We hear you’ve been having trouble with shades or something! Can you open up?”

“You didn’t have to yell.”

I shook my head, ignoring him as he rubbed at an ear. Suddenly, I heard the sounds of muffled footsteps. It was slow and steady— as if someone had just gotten up from their chair and was coming over now. The wooden boards underneath their feet croaked softly as Daniel and I waited for the door to open. 

The piece of wood barring out paths swung open fractionally. A head poked out, staring at us with suspicious eyes.

“W-what do you two want?”

A Human man— Joseph— gave us a wary look. Daniel gave him a disarming smile. 

“There’s no need to be afraid. As my friend here said, we’re Gold Ranks. We’re just here to investigate the mysterious disappearances that have been reported around the area.” 

“Disappearances? I don’t know anything about those.” 

“Of course. We’re not blaming you for anything, Mr Joseph. But we’ve heard that you’ve run into some… unruly folks? People who are trying to extort you.”

I narrowed my eyes as I watched Joseph bite his lower lip. Humans do that when they’re nervous, I noted. I glanced at Daniel and he seemed to notice it too. Joseph spat at us.

“What kind of accusations is this? Me? Mixed up with debt collectors? Hah, give me a break!” 

He slammed the door shut— but I caught it and pushed it open. 

“Listen here, you’re obviously lying and we’re not stupid. If these people are bad for you, why not just tell us?”

“Tell you? Are you mad? It’s because—”

There was a loud crash from behind the house. I blinked and looked over at the source of the noise. A figure had jumped out of the second floor of the house, carrying a smaller figure over their arms. Daniel’s eyes widened and he reached for his sword.

“Salvos— that’s… his daughter? A kidnapping!”

I cocked my head. 

“You think that’s a [Cultist]?” 

For a moment, the running figure was close enough for my [Identification] to work on them. They were a [Rogue], I was fairly certain of it. But Daniel just dashed forward. 

“It doesn’t matter—”

A hand grabbed him from behind. Joseph tried to pull him back.

“Let them take Rachel! If you bring her back— they’ll come back for more! Let them go!”

Daniel stared for a moment. He was caught off guard, and he had a shocked look come over his face. Then slowly, his brows arched darkly above his eyes. He clenched a fist— and punched the other Human man. Joseph fell to the ground, limp. He was unconscious. 

My companion turned to me.

“Salvos. We need to go after that person. But don’t stop them or kill them— just follow them, alright? Can you do that?”

I turned my gaze to the disappearing figure in the distance. They were fast, and they had a big lead on me. They were only getting further and further away with each passing moment. 

I nodded, shooting him a grin.

“Easy.”

 

            
58. Cultists

                
I dashed through the woods feeling the wind brush past my face; I ran past bushes and trees, ducking under branches and leapt over logs. I watched as the single figure ahead continued their pace, glancing back occasionally at me. 

I dropped another small ball made of fire— smoke rose from the ground as it touched the fallen leaves crinkling the ground, yet they didn’t catch on fire. They simply burned, the heat from the fire orb incinerating the withered plants. Daniel can see these, right? They were quite bright, so they would be hard to miss. 

I turned my gaze back at the figure just in time to see a hail of needles flying my way. 

“Huh.”

[Self Haste]. The rain of metal slowed and I leapt from tree to tree, using the thick trunks as cover from the attack. I ran out from a thicket— 

And my eyes widened. A single black object hovered in the air above me. 

[Bomb - It explodes.].

It exploded.

The figure paused for a moment, waiting for the smoke to clear up. They saw the crater— the burning and falling trees. They scoffed and turned around, continuing their run back to their hideout.

I watched him go from the top of a tree. I shrugged. I guess I’ll just follow him like this.

He was slow. A Level 43 [Rogue]. I could take my time.

 

—--

 

“Is this the place?”

Daniel asked, raising a brow as he walked up to my side. 

“Yep! I followed the [Rogue] here. He entered that cave there. I think this might be where the [Cultists] hideout is.”

“Well, we don’t know if these are [Cultists] or just some brigands.” 

“But [Cultists] like caves!” 

“So do bandits.” 

I crossed my arms and huffed. 

“I think I’m right though.” 

“I’m just saying, we’ll have to see first.” 

The Human man got up, drawing his sword. I created a sickle and a dagger on each hand, both glowing brilliantly in the night. He eyed my weapons.

“With those… subtlety might not be an option here.”

“Was it ever an option with you, Mr noisy [Warrior]?”

I grinned, spinning the sickle and flicking the dagger in the air. I almost didn’t catch it. Huh, maybe I should start raising [Passive - Weapon Mastery]. I could use two daggers just fine— I could use a sickle on its own just fine. But wielding two non-complementary weapons? 

I let the dagger disappear. 

“You’re getting mouthy recently.”

“Mouthy Salvos. But that doesn't mean I’m a Human.”

I walked off ahead of him and he sighed, following after me. 

“Is that what’s been bothering you, that comment? I didn’t mean anything it, Salvos—”

“Oi! Who goes there!”

The two of us strolled up to the cave as a group of masked Humans carrying various weapons blocked our way. One Human at the front raised a large spiked mace. 

“What are you, Gold Ranks here to investigate us? It’s already too late—”

“If you’re wondering whether I liked it? Of course not. Being a Human is limiting. Most of my Title’s buffs are gone! And I still can’t get [Zealous Call] to work.”

“[Zealous Call]? You mean you got a Title Skill?” 

 “Hey, we’re talking to you—”

I snorted, crossing one arm as I waved the sickle in the air. 

“Didn’t you?” 

“No— my Title is pretty generic, I think. I thought only Kings and the like got Title Skills.”

“If you’re not going to listen, just die!”

The man with the mace yelled. He swung it down at me but I just stepped to the left. The weapon shone and it crashed into the ground, knocking up dust into the air. By the time the dust settled, he lay dead on the floor.

“Damn those bastards—”

I brought my sickle up and sliced off an arm. There was a scream as Daniel swung his sword wide and three Humans fell back. 

“Kings get Titles? I wonder if there’s a Princess Title too.”

“Well, it’s not usually just ‘King’. The Titles tend to be King of the Harvest or King of War. I’m not really sure about princes or princesses. It’s kind of rare, but there are a few Barons and Duke type Titles too.” 

He grunted as a blue blade of energy shot out from his sword and blasted five of them apart. I threw my weapon and it struck down two more charging enemies, before I sent a [Scorching Wave] out.

“Huh. Also, see how noisy you  are? I’m far quieter.”

“Oh, shut up. Your mouth is the loudest thing here.” 

My flames stopped pouring out and Daniel brought up his longsword to his back. The last of the Humans attacking us lay dead on the floor— a few ran, but I easily took them out with a few fire daggers to the back. 

“They were mostly around Level 30. I can’t believe we were this weak just before we fought Luccerna.”

“A 10 level difference is a lot. And it’s not like we weren’t already taking on enemies above our levels when we were at Level 30. You’re a Demon— a special Demon— and I’m… well, special too.”

I raised a brow dubiously.

“No, really?”

“I should’ve expected that response. You’re like a child learning about sarcasm for the first time.”

“I’m not a child. I’m Salvos, a Greater Demon.”

 

—--

 

The two of us continued into the cave, fighting the angry Humans as they tried to stop us. Most of them didn’t even have combat Classes; about half of those we had just killed were [Cultists], which confirmed my suspicions.

“I told you they were [Cultists].”

“And I didn’t say otherwise. I was just putting the possibility of them being something else out there.” 

“Well, you were wrong.”

Another [Scorching Wave] blasted apart a group of angry [Cultists]. Their very own fireballs and [Fireballs] were destroyed by my blue flames before it reached us. The smoke cleared up and suddenly a hail of needles came flying at us. 

My eyes widened as they multiplied midair. 

“[Steadfast Stance].”

Daniel called out and readied himself. I spun around, letting my Cloak of Shadows take the hit. The needles bounced off my cloak and bounced off Daniel’s skin. 

I glanced over at him. 

“Since when could you do that?” 

“Since I got my Class evolution. I have… a good Class, alright?”

I shrugged and dashed forward. I saw the [Rogue] up ahead, face no longer obscured revealing an older looking man. He was standing behind a group of archers as they drew their arrows back and loosed. He shouted.

“You’re too late! The ritual has already begun! This is the first of many, and soon our King shall—”

[Charge of Embers].

I sped past the flying arrows and appeared on top of the [Rogue]. He stumbled back from the attack and managed to parry my first swing. He blocked the second too, but the third nicked his wrist, forcing him to drop his weapon. My fourth swing took off his head.

 

Defeated [Cult Acolyte - Lvl. 32]!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels below you!

 

…

 

Defeated [Needlemaster Rogue - Lvl. 43]!

Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up! 

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 48] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 49] 

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

“Oo, I leveled up.”

I turned back to Daniel as he finished off the archers behind me. He glanced up with an indifferent look on his face.

“Ah, congratulations.”

I cocked my head. 

“Thank… you?” 

“What are you confused for?”

“Is it normal to congratulate others for leveling?” 

I stared at him curiously. He shrugged. 

“Dunno. I just said it out of habit, I guess. Let’s continue.”

“Alright.”

…

“So, what do you think [Zealous Call] does?” 

“It sounds like it would make you excited or something.”

“Do you know how I can use it?”

“Have you tried saying its name—”

“Already did that.”

“Ah. Then no clue.” 

We both walked until we reached the end of the stone corridor, finding ourselves in a large cavernous room. There, we saw a large group of [Cultists] gathered together in a circle. 

“That’s a lot of [Cultists]. Far more than when Lucerna and I were summoned.”

“And they’re high leveled too. Think there might be a conspiracy?”

“They are obviously planning something.”

“No— I mean… nevermind.”

I narrowed my eyes as I saw a pile of bodies in the corner of the room; they were white, almost as if they were drained off blood. There was a large summoning circle etched onto the floor— it was made from some red ink. 

In the center of the circle lay a small figure. A girl. She was tied up, unmoving, as a man stood over her. Daniel snapped his gaze at me. 

“Salvos— the girl. Save her!”

I blinked. 

“Why—”

“Just do it!”

I nodded and activated [Self Haste]. I ran forward as a line of [Cultists] stepped up to intercept me. I let my sickle dissipate as I focused on creating another two objects on each hand— a bow and arrow. 

I leapt over the file of Humans barring my path, flipping over a volley of magical spells and arrows from the angry [Cultists]. I nocked the bow midair and aimed at the [Cultist] standing in the circle. He brought a crooked dagger up above his head as he began chanting.

“Oh great [Fiends] of the Netherworld, heed my call. We have offered many sacrifices to you, and let this be the last. Send a Greater Demon to aid us in your King’s cause. The Mortal Realm shall—”

The arrow stuck itself through the Human man’s head. He screamed, stumbling back. He reached for his head and pulled out the lodge bolt— it had barely pierced through his skull. High [Vitality] then, huh? At around Level 60 too. Can’t kill him easily.

A [Scorching Wave] kept me afloat for a moment longer, boosting me past the bulk of the [Cultists] while Daniel ran into them. He swung his sword and a bright light came over it. Half of them vanished in an instant.

I landed lithely amongst a group of armed Humans and easily dispatched them with a few [Fire Strikes]. Then I activated [Ignition], setting my body ablaze— the flames not eating at my clothes— and ran past the rest towards the fumbling head [Cultist]. 

I reached him a moment later before he could plunge the crooked dagger into the little girl. I grabbed her, letting my flames over my body dissipate, before easily dodging an angry punch from him. He was slow. A [Fire Strike] powered kick sent him flying back before I ran back at Daniel. 

Dozens of [Cultists] lay dead at his feet as he continued cutting through the ones ahead of him. With me charging their flanks, the rest were easily put down by us and I found myself standing beside Daniel. 

“Put her down here. I’ll cut the ropes.” 

I nodded and placed the Human girl by his feet. Daniel freed her before quickly placing a hand on her neck. 

“She’s breathing. Still alive. Do you have any Low Grade healing potions? Mine are all High Grade. Just want to make sure she’s fine.” 

I produced one from a small satchel on my side and he took it, pouring it down the girl’s throat. Then he took a quick swig of it and handed it back to me. 

“You don’t need any?”

“They were too slow. I was only hit a few times, but not enough to break my Ring of Lesser Protection. Good thing too— if the protective aura broke, I’d need to find a Dungeon to recharge it quickly. Unless it’ll take another week before I can use it again.” 

“There are tools for that, you know? Some [Enchanters] or [Runesmiths] have magic tools that can restore all of an artifact's uses in a few minutes.” 

“Let’s buy it then!” 

“We don’t have the gold.”

“I mean after we finish off the last of the [Cultists].” 

“Yeah. Speaking of which…”

The two of us glanced over at the remaining Humans in the room. There were only four of them left— one being the head [Cultist] who was glaring at us with bloodshot eyes. He jabbed a finger angrily at us.

“You— you did all this! You ruined everything!”

“How so?”

I cocked my head. 

“We had planned this for months. Ever since he gave us what we needed to complete the ritual. We had a Greater Demon right at our grasps. Now it’s ruined.”

“Huh.”

I tilted my head back as Daniel raised his sword dangerously. 

“We’ve stopped your plans, [Cultists]. I don’t know what you wanted to do, but you shall not kill any more innocent lives!” 

I could see his face burn red as he gave his speech; I patted him on the shoulder and pulled his arm back. 

“Uh, Salvos… what are you doing?”

“Me? Well, he said he wanted a Greater Demon, no?” 

My Human companion furrowed his brows. 

“Wait, you don’t mean—”

“I’m going to give him one.”

I stepped forward and my body twisted. My back cracked as it grew longer, growing more hunched. I found my arms touching the floor as I walked forward, and heard my clothes— barring my Cloak of Shadows— ripping and tearing. Two long crooked horns protruded from my head as my hands returned back to the nostalgic sensation of having claws. 

My face longer and I grinned, baring my sharp teeth at the terrified [Cultists]. 

“You’re—”

I took out my Necklace of Obfuscation and my satchel, tossing it back to Daniel. 

“A [Changeling]. Yes, I’m a Greater Demon.” 

I spoke out in a soft, gravelly voice— each sentence ended followed by a sharp, piercing whistling sound. And I could tell my speech was slightly distorted. 

A [Cultist]— a Level 26 Human woman— took a step back and bumped into the head [Cultist]. She turned to him with a pale face. 

“What do we do?”

He stabbed her with the crooked knife. 

“Oh, Demon King Regnorex, we beseech you, send us one of your great [Fiends]! Help us slay this traitorous Demon for your wonderful cause!”

“Salvos— he’s completing the summoning ritual. Stop him!”

I glanced back at Daniel as the summoning circle— the blood drawn pentagram filled with sigils and symbols— began to glow. I smiled.

“No.”

My Human companion stared at me for a moment, in shock. Then he realized what I was doing. 

“Oh. Right. Well, let’s hope whoever gets summoned isn’t too powerful.”

I stood there, back in an arch, as I waited for the summoning to finish. The empty ground at the center of the summoning circle began to glow, and a name appeared there.

“Yes! Yes! Ignavare, great [Fiend] of the Netherworld, come and destroy this traitor!”

Then there was a flash. The glowing stopped. A thin veil of smoke hung over the air around the summoning circle for a moment, and a figure stepped forward. 

I grinned savagely and stood up as Daniel readied himself.

[Fiend - Lvl. 52]

 

            
59. Ignavare

              
Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)

Species: [Greater Demon] 

Subspecies: [Midday Changeling] - Lvl. 49

General Skills:

[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 2

[Identification] - Lvl. 5

[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1

[Racial Skill: Mortal Form] - Lvl. 1

[Rest] - Lvl. 2

[Title Skill: Zealous Call] - Lvl. 1

Stats:

[Available Stat Points: 0] 

[Vitality]: 51 (+5) 

[Strength]: 36 (+5) 

[Endurance]: 63 (+5) 

[Wisdom]: 67 (+5) 

[Agility]: 100 (+5) 

Skills:

[Available Skill Points: 3]

[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 13

[Charge of Embers] - Lvl. 3

[Fire Strike] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Ignition] - Lvl. 3

[Scorching Wave] - Lvl. 5

[Self Haste] - Lvl. 6

[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 9

[Passive - Deadly Instincts] - Lvl. 6

[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 2

 

I stared down the Level 52 [Fiend] standing before me. Ignavare was his name— and he had a summoning collar wrapped around his hand. That’s what I want. He also had orange-green skin and black hair, with a single horn with a spiral design protruding from his head. He turned two uncaring green eyes towards me and snorted. 

“Human, have you really summoned me to fight another one of my kind? Even if it is a [Changeling], it’s still one that’s lower leveled than me even. And I am not your ordinary [Fiend].”

“Well, I am not your ordinary [Changeling] either.”

I bared my teeth menacingly at him; he shook his head, facing the head [Cultist]. 

“I was under the impression that this summoning was for another reason. Otherwise, I never would have come here for such mere pittance of an offering.”

The [Cultists] paled. 

“No— great Ignavare, we’ve gathered you a sacrifice of blood and bodies. Here lies a hundred dead people, all for your use!”

“A hundred Humans, all ranging from having no Classes to being low leveled. Only five of them were above Level 20. And one was above Level 30. Yet, I did not even gain the full experience from her. Hrmph, I stand by my words. A mere pittance.”

“I-I apologize, great Ignavare. Please forgive us. He did not tell us—”

“Then you have fallen for his tricks. Our King will not forgive you for such foolishness when he warned you of the dangers of working with him.” 

“B-but our King sent him—”

“Hey!”

I called out, waving a hand to grab their attention. The [Fiend] gave me a sidelong glance and the [Cultists] readied their weapons. 

“Are you going to keep talking, or are we going to fight?”

“Uh, Salvos, why didn’t we just attack them while they were talking?” 

“Why didn’t you do that?”

“...point.”

I shrugged, looking away from Daniel as I stood upright and pointed a finger at the [Fiend]. 

“I am not a wild Demon, and I have no reason to attack you at this moment. However, I do want your summoning collar. Plus, that Human is asking you to fight us. So, that could change real quick.” 

“Oh, she doesn’t have a summoning collar. How did she get here if not through the gifts of my King?” 

Ignavare took a step forward, peering at me curiously; he was not too tall, unlike Haec, and he was shorter than me. But he was still taller than Daniel. 

The [Fiend] glanced over at the head [Cultist], causing him to jump. He spoke out in a quivering voice, almost backing away from Ignavare.

“I-I’m not sure. But she has to be a traitor to our cause, right? All Demons who don’t obey our King are traitors!”

“No.”

The head [Cultist] blinked as Ignavare shook his head nonchalantly. He flicked his hand through his black hair, almost playing with it between his fingers. 

“The wild Demons of the Netherworld bow to no one. And our King has no interest in raising those cattle. Even still— you’re not a wild Demon, huh?”

His gaze bore into me as I readied myself. My body burst into flames and Daniel’s sword gleamed with an iridescent light. The [Fiend] stepped forward and his collar suddenly started to shimmer.

“Very well, then I shall accept your contract and dispose of this [Changeling]. Now, show me what tricks you have. Will you transform into a [Hellbeast]— if you’ve seen one— or are you going to play tricks on me and turn into a [Fiend] too? I must warn you, none of it will work on me...”

“Do you want to take care of the [Fiend]? I’ll deal with the [Cultists] for you.”

I glanced back at my Human companion who was giving me an eye.

“Absolutely not. Help me if I’m struggling.”

“Ah. I thought you would want to fight him yourself.”

“What am I, stupid? I don’t want to die. Sure, getting more experience is fine but—”

Ignavare lashed out at us— I wasn’t sure what I was expecting from him, but I certainly didn’t expect his entire form to sink into his own shadow. Daniel rushed forward, charging at the [Cultists] as they braced for him, while I leapt in the air and clung onto the side of the cavern wall.

I watched as the shadow rushed up the wall after me before a dark arm poked out of it. I kicked off the rock wall just in time to avoid a black blade swinging for my neck. What kind of magic is this, shadow creation?

I landed back on the ground with a heavy thud as I faced the shadow, now on the side of the cavernous room. Ignavare slowly rose out from the shadow, standing perpendicular to the wall before pointing a finger at me. 

“[Darkling Toll].”

Behind me, Daniel cringed, although I didn’t see it. I watched as the ground around me began to fade and a mist of shadow form around me. It happened so fast— but I was faster.

[Charge of Embers].

I was on the [Fiend] in an instant— I struck him across the chest and he recoiled back. The ground where I stood burst out into some physical darkness, however I was no longer there. I raised a clawed hand to land another hit on him— a [Fire Strike]— but he hopped off the side of the wall and landed on the ground. I jumped after him, only to find myself striking a dome of darkness. 

“[Dome of Shadows].”

Daniel groaned loudly, and this time I heard him. I glanced up at my Human companion. 

“Do you need help—”

“[Harrowing Dusk].” 

A blast of orange black sent me flying back, extinguishing the flames around my body. I saw flicker— and felt my body curling up in pain as the Ring of Lesser Protection gave out to the attack. 

“Salvos!”

“Hrmph. More durable than I thought.” 

I picked myself up, looking over at Daniel who kicked a [Cultist] into the rock wall.

“I thought you needed help! Why did you make that sound!” 

I growled at him while still keeping my focus on the [Fiend] ahead of me. 

“I, uh—”

The head [Cultist] grappled him from behind and he stumbled forward; I ignored that, bounding forward at Ignavare as spikes made of darkness formed around him. He’s not fast, and he can use a lot of magic— so high [Wisdom] then. Maybe [Endurance] too. Probably low [Vitality]. I quickly surmised what I could as I dodged the hail of shadow projectiles. 

I leapt up into the air and pounced on him. I lashed at him with [Fire Strikes], digging my claws into his body and tearing off his skin. He screamed and pushed my hands off— strong. I tried to nip at him, however he crossed his arms while holding me back. His forearms were held against my neck, keeping me from biting onto him. 

I paused. Then I opened my mouth.

[Scorching Wave].

“Gahhhhhhh!”

He screamed and kicked me off. I stumbled back while the [Fiend] grasped at his face— he was only slightly burned. My Skill was not the strongest I had. But he still turned two hate-filled eyes towards me. 

I dashed forward at him— 

And he sunk back into the shadows. So, he has a cooldown for that Skill then? I just need to wait a little more for— 

I watched as the shadow zipped through the ground away from me. I sent another [Scorching Wave] at him, however the fire just harmlessly splashed off the earth floor. 

“Huh.” 

I created a bow and nocked a Blazing Bolt onto it.

“How about this then?”

I panted, feeling exhaustion begin to set in. I loosed the arrow and it blast the ground open; Ignavare was tossed out of his shadow and out into the air, his body burnt and bloodied. However, he was still alive. 

I charged at him as he held out a hand, creating an axe made of shadows. I brought a [Fire Strike] down at him. He parried the attack— and my eyes widened as I took a glimpse of the weapon. In that moment of distraction, dark spikes rained down on me from above. 

“Urk—”

The dark spikes pierced my arms and shoulders as I shelled up, before Ignavare sliced his axe up at my head. I stepped back, barely dodging the first swing, and managed to create a fire sickle just in time to block the second. 

“What’s wrong, [Changeling]? I heard your kind was strong. But I’m not impressed so far. Why not try changing into something more powerful!”

He grunted and swung hard hard, shattering my weapon. I stumbled back as he walked forward, swinging the axe wildly with one hand as he cast magical attacks with the other. I managed to dodge most of them, but some nicked me, drawing blood. I backed up even more while he continued his assault. 

“Come on! Show me what you can do!”

I stepped back and paused as a wave of darkness came at me. I stared as the attack came— 

Now— [Self Haste]!

I ran around the attack, using all four of my limbs to propel myself as quickly as possible. The [Fiend] screamed, redirecting his dark spikes at me, but they were too slow. 

I reached him a moment later as fire came to life in one of my hands. He swung his axe down at me, but I caught it with what I created. It was not a sword, a sickle, a dagger, or a spear. I created something simple— chains.

I wrapped the fire chains around the axe handle and pulled it away from Ignavare. The weapon was ripped out of his palms, forcing him to stumble forward into my [Fire Strike] fist. His head snapped back and he spat out a tooth. 

“Was that a punch? That barely hurt—”

I sliced his head off with a swing of his axe. 

 

Defeated [Abaddon Shade Fiend - Lvl. 52]!

Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up! 

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 49] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 50] 

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

His head dropped to the ground as I dropped the shadow axe down to the ground, too tired to carry it any longer. I collapsed to the ground, panting and heaving. 

I heard shouts— terrified screams— then the smashing and breaking of rocks with a few groans. Footsteps approached me and a voice called out for me.

“Salvos!”

“Daniel… that was difficult. Why didn’t you help me?” 

“Why didn’t you help me?”

“I’m too tired. And in a lot of pain. I need to [Rest].” 

“He barely cut you. Why are you overreacting like this.”

Daniel stopped just in front of me and crossed his arms. I scowled.

“His magic— it’s better than mine. He was able to create a Medium Grade Weapon. See?”

I pointed at the shadow axe and my Human companion squinted. It was already dissipating— unlike the Spear of Flames that didn’t need to be fed mana constantly to maintain its form, this weapon disappeared without a mana source. 

“How did you know it was a Medium Grade Weapon? Did you identify it in the middle of fighting?”

“[Deadly Instincts] told me to check. It warned me the weapon was dangerous.”

“So, he was some kind of [Mage]?”

I shook my head.

“No. He was an [Abaddon Shade Fiend]. Probably specializes in magic, which was why he can create such a powerful weapon. But he was physically strong too. That meant he had a low [Vitality] though, kind of like me. And I almost died!”

Daniel sighed, shaking his head. He grabbed my bag and took out my second healing potion from it. 

“Sorry I couldn’t help you, but I was preoccupied. Here.”

He splashed it on me and I gratefully accepted it, feeling the most of the wounds all over my body recover slowly. 

“Thanks.”

“It was a tough fight. But now, you’ve got what you want.” 

I glanced past the vanishing axe at the dead [Fiend]. I nodded. 

“Can you help take it for me?” 

“Ugh, fine.” 

I watched as the Human man slowly walked over to grab the summoning collar as I relaxed. Finally, I can see Haec again. It was a nice thought— a happy thought. One which felt particularly cathartic, especially if I ignored how it would probably take me Mortal Realm years to even find him again in the Netherworld. 

Daniel reached for the summoning collar on Ignavare’s wrist— 

And it shone. His entire body glowed an ethereal gray; the ground around him lit up as a thin cloak of mist grew around the body. I shouted at Daniel.

“Stop it!”

“W-what?”

My companion panicked and grabbed hold of the body, but it didn’t matter. The body vanished, and the collar was gone along with it. Even the head of Ignavare had been whisked away.

“Why? Why?! Why did that happen?” 

“Holy shit— I thought it would take me to the Netherworld.” 

I got up and grabbed Daniel by the shoulders. He backed up, face turning white as I glared at him.

“But why didn’t it take you? It grabbed me— it brought me to the Mortal Realm!” 

“I… I don’t know. I think some sort of failsafe mechanism was activated?”

I stared, aghast at where the body had been. I got up onto one knee, eyes wide open. 

“Daniel…”

“Salvos— I don’t think I did anything! I swear!”

I turned my gaze to him— he had been pale, a bit scared. But his face softened once he saw the expression I had on.

“Are… you alright?” 

“I was so close. I could’ve gone back— what went wrong?”

The two of us stood there, unmoving. My Human companion averted his gaze, slowly chewing his lips. There was a silence. He opened his mouth and took a step forward— 

“I—”

 And a small voice interrupted him.

“Uh…”

The two of us glanced over at the side. A figure stood there, looking at us curiously. The Human girl blinked.

“...who are you?”

 

            
60. Rachel

              
“...who are you?”

Daniel and I stared at the Human child standing off to the side with her head tilted to the side; she had dirty brown hair and amber eyes. Her one-piece smock was tattered and bloodied— it might have been pretty sky blue once, but now the color had faded and mixed into a ugly dark gray. 

She was the girl we had saved from the [Cultists]— the one who had almost been sacrificed. We had given her a healing potion when she was unconscious before our fight with Ignavare, and now she was awake. I exchanged a glance with Daniel before he stepped forward.

“Hi, uh, don’t be afraid. We’re here to help you— adventurers. Gold Ranks, see?”

He quickly produced a badge and showed it to the girl. He tried smiling reassuringly while approaching her. The girl did not move away.

“Where’s daddy?”

“Your father—”

My Human companion paused, grimacing as his face darkened. The girl peered at him with a puzzled expression before I slowly walked past him. He blinked and reached out for me.

“Wait, Salvos—”

“Are you talking about Joseph?”

I stopped just in front of her and bent over. I cocked my head and she mirrored the gesture. 

“...I think so.”

“He gave you to these [Cultists]. He didn’t want you anymore.”

“Oh.”

She blinked, then slowly lowered her gaze.

“I see.”

Daniel hurried over with a worried look on his face. 

“Salvos, I don’t think you should be imposing yourself onto her. You might scare her.”

I glanced back at him and frowned. I opened my mouth. 

“Why shouldn’t I—” 

“Miss.”

The girl spoke over me, looking back up.

“You’re… a monster?”

I couldn’t tell if she was asking me a question or making an observation. I shook my head.

“I’m not a monster. I’m Salvos.”

“Salvos? Is that a type of monster?”

“No, that’s my name.” 

“I see.”

The girl spoke softly and nodded. I slowly brought my face closer to her. 

“What’s your name?”

“Rachel.”

“That’s a nice name.” 

“Thank you.”

She said nothing else for a moment; I thought that compliment would have made her feel better, however she didn’t visibly react. The girl looked over at Daniel who was still standing off to the side, then back at me. 

“Will you eat me, Ms Salvos?”

“Why would I eat you?”

“That’s what monsters do.” 

“I am not a monster. I am Salvos.” 

“I see.”

“I don’t think this is going anywhere.”

My Human companion spoke up as he stepped beside me. He got down on one knee and brought a hand out to Rachel.”

“Hi, I’m Daniel. Salvos here isn’t a monster, and neither of us are going to harm you. We’re here to save you.”

“Save me?” 

She stared at him, unblinking.

“Like a [Hero]?”

Daniel hesitated, nearly lowering his proffered hand. However, he steeled himself and gave her a smile.

“Yes. Like a [Hero].” 

“I see.” 

Rachel slowly accepted his hand and held onto it; 

“I’m sure you're hungry. And we’ll find you a place where you can eat without… anything distracting.” 

He glanced around at the corpses scattered around the large cavernous room before looking back at the Human girl. She nodded and followed him as he ushered her away. As he slowly walked away, he turned to me.

“In the meantime, Salvos, you can tie up the [Cultists] over there.”

“You didn’t kill them?” 

I looked over at the collapsed bodies. Two of them lay there, unconscious, while the third— the head [Cultist]— had been smashed into the wall and was now stuck there. 

“No, I… let some of them live. Just in case we needed…”

He averted his gaze, looking over at the summoning circle. I made the connection a moment later and nodded.

“Sacrifices.”

“Yeah…”

“And once you’re done with that— I have some spare clothes too. It’s a bit too big for you, but it should work for now.” 

I cocked my head. His face turned red as he murmured.

“After your transform back to your Mortal Form. You’ll need clothes— honestly, I don’t know why we haven’t bought you your own spares. Or enchanted clothing.”

I shrugged. 

“I don’t see what the problem is.”

“Well, I do! Just please, wear some clothes when you change back.” 

“Why can’t I just stay like this?” 

“For her sake.” 

He gestured at Rachel who was now hugging his legs and staring at me with an odd look on her face. I couldn’t tell if she was suddenly scared or curious— but it seemed that she now fully realized that I wasn’t Human. 

I scowled, sighing.

“Fine.”

 

—--

 

The ropes Daniel gave me were apparently enchanted with some sort of durability spell— it was the same rope he used to get us down to Silkfall’s Crevice. So even the head [Cultist] wouldn’t have been able to rip himself free. 

I tied them up and tossed the three surviving [Cultists] into another room in the cave complex. Then, after turning back to my Mortal Form and dressing myself in his baggy clothing, I found Daniel investigating the rest of the cave— he was in a large room full of bones jutting out of the earth like broken teeth. 

He surmised that this place had been a Lair for monsters once. Judging by the broken carapace and chitin, he thought it might even have been home to the [Rancer Mites] that had attacked us on the way to Warrington. 

There were a few other rooms— ones filled with books and rolls of paper. They were banned books apparently, things [Cultists] used to cast their magic and summon Demons. I quickly grabbed one of them and began flipping through it, trying to figure out how the rituals worked.

After we were finished scouring the rest of the cave, we returned to Rachel who was holed up in a room with a few beds strewn about. She did not jump up and run to Daniel, nor did she give me anything more than a confused look. The girl simply blinked and pointed at me.

“Are you… Ms Salvos?”

I nodded. 

“Yes, and you’re Rachel!”

“I see.” 

She said nothing else as Daniel produced some food for her; she accepted it and ate quietly by herself while I wrinkled my nose in disgust to the side. 

“Gross.”

Rachel paused and glanced over at me. 

“Do you not like food, Ms Salvos?”

“No, I find it disgusting.” 

“Do you like eating Humans then, Ms Salvos?”

I grimaced and crossed my arms. 

“Absolutely not— I’ve tried. They don’t taste nice.” 

“I see.”

Rachel nodded and went back to eating the bits of meat she had been given. I shook my head, carrying the stack of books we found from the cult and placing them down next to a bed. Then I looked back and found Daniel staring at me. 

“You what?” 

“What?”

I cocked my head. He rubbed at his temples and walked off to the side.

“When did you even try to eat a Human before?”

“Oh, just now.” 

He stumbled forward and caught himself. He sighed with resignation.

“I’ll just pretend I didn’t hear that.”

I shrugged.

“I wasn’t in my Mortal Form and I was curious, ok?”


...it is the summoning collar of a Demon that lets them cross to our plane, the Mortal Realm, from the Netherworld and back; it is the same summoning collar that binds them to the sacrifices made by the [Cultist] to form a contract. Only Demons with a collar bestowed to them by our King can make this trip or go back— those who can do so without it are rare exceptions.

However, if a Demon comes to the Mortal Realm and decides the sacrifice isn’t worthy, no contract will be formed and they’ll be able to return to the Netherworld as they please. They will not be able to leave their summoning circle until such a contract is formed, kept back by the magical link between the summoning circles and summoning collars.

 

I leafed through the large tome, reading its contents slowly as I tried to figure out how these Demon summoning rituals worked. Lots of long and big words. Maybe I should try speaking like that! 

I had tried speaking with the surviving [Cultists] and making them tell me how I could do one, but they refused to speak. And Daniel did not let me force it out of them, citing something about how ‘torture’ is ‘unethical’ even if it can be aruged that ‘killing’ is ‘necessary’. 

I did not care enough to argue with him since I realized these books kept by the [Cultists] had all the information I needed. I simply read through it, letting him deal with stupid things like ‘feeding the prisoners’ so they ‘wouldn’t starve’. 

I put down the book I had read through the night and started a new one, more focused on the sacrificial part of the summoning rituals.

 

Demons come to the Mortal Realm for the same reason as Spirits: to harvest mana and experience. And that is why Humans, as a master of mana, are considered the best sacrifices for a Demon in a ritual. No other sapient species— not the Elves or the Kobolds— are born with as much inherent magical potential as a Human. The highest natural Stat of a Human is their [Wisdom], and it is because their [Wisdom] that Demons prefer Humans to be used in their rituals. 

Of course, monsters known for their magic would suffice too. A Mindreaper or a Behulder would offer more mana than even a great [Mage] would. But the difference in experience awarded from sapient beings and mindless monsters would counteract any additional mana offered in sacrificing a monster. Furthermore, due to the sacrificial nature of the rituals, the experience awarded from their deaths would not be lessened by any level differentials between Demon and Human. 

It is, therefore, more practical to sacrifice a dozen low leveled Humans than to sacrifice a single high leveled Mindreaper— 

 

So, if I wanted to carry out a summoning ritual, the best sacrifice would always be a Human. Good thing we have three Humans tied up in the other room. Daniel was open to the idea of using them for me to summon a low leveled Demon so I could just rip their summoning collars off them to return, but he wanted it to be done in a ‘humane’ manner where they were asleep and it was done quickly. 

 

However, having dozens of Humans sacrificed all at once would be impractical in any scenario, and it would be even more difficult if it were a large amount of monsters that were being sacrificed. To commence a ritual without such impracticalities, [Cultists] would have to have all but one sacrifice killed beforehand, and mix their blood and mana signature into the ink used to create the summoning circle. 

This will allow a Demon to… 

 

“What are you reading?”

I glanced up and saw Rachel peering at me; the Human girl had been staying with us over these past few days while I went over everything I needed to prepare for a Demon summoning ritual. I wasn’t going to just give up, after all. 

“I’m reading.” 

She paused, tilting her head up to the ceiling for a moment to consider this. I had expected her to respond with an ‘I see’, but instead she came back with another question.

“What are you reading?”

Slowly, I raised the book up and gestured for her to come closer. She stepped forward and sat down next to me on the bed as I showed her the contents of the tome.

“I’m reading about how to sacrifice Humans to summon Demons into the Mortal Realm.” 

“Aren’t you already a Demon, Ms Salvos?” 

“Yes I am.” 

“So, why do you want to summon another Demon?” 

I cocked my head and she mirrored the gesture. I spoke simply, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

“Because my companion is stuck in the Netherworld.” 

Rachel cocked her head even further. She spoke softly.

“Are you lonely?”

Blinking, I furrowed my brows. 

“No, why would I be lonely?” 

“Because you’re a Demon. There aren’t many Demons here in the Mortal Realm. At least, that was what mommy told me when I was young. Before she left daddy and called him one of them. Since there are no Demons here, I thought you’d be lonely.”

I crossed my arms and huffed. 

“Well, I am not lonely. I have Human and Spirit companions here too! Like Daniel! And they all know that I’m a Demon, so it’s fine.”

“Where are your other companions then, Ms Salvos?”

She looked at me inquisitively— it was not meant to be an attack, just a question. However, I couldn’t help but hesitate before responding to her. 

“They’re… not here right now. But I know other Humans too! Like Helen and Saffron! They aren’t my companions, but they’re… my friends? I think.” 

“Do they know that you’re a Demon?”

I stared at Rachel for a moment, then I deflated.

“No.”

I sighed, slumping back onto the thin mattress. Rachel just looked at me with her big copper-colored eyes. She was curious, and maybe slightly afraid— still not processing that her father had left her. Daniel had told me that it was apparently a big deal for a Human to have their parents leave them. 

I never had any parents so I didn’t get it.

“But so what? They know that I’m Salvos! That’s all that matters, right?”

I threw my hands in the air and sat back upright. I looked at Rachel for confirmation, but she simply stared back at me. 

“I don’t think so, Ms Salvos. Many people knew my name— they knew who I was and who daddy was— but I don’t think they cared. I’ve been gone… missing… with you and Mr Daniel for a while, but before that, daddy didn’t let me go out for a long time. He kept me at home and no one came to see me.”

I watched as the Human girl brought a small hand up and fixed her gaze onto it. Her voice cracked as she spoke, sniffling and struggling to get the words out, but she managed to compose herself by the end. 

I caught a glint of light from Rachel’s eyes— there was water forming at the edge of her eyelids, above the dark circles underneath her eyes. They did not stream down her face like I had expected them to, but instead a single blink sent a tiny splash in all directions before she lowered her hand. 

She was so… delicate. I realized that one wrong word now could break her, just like a flower. She wasn’t a rock that was hard and sturdy— I didn’t need to target her joins to shatter like as I would with a Golem. I had to be careful with her.

I did not know why, but I slowly lowered myself to meet her gaze and offered her a reassuring smile— one that almost reminded me of Edithe.

“I… don’t know what the other Humans in your village are like, but they sound stupid. How can they not see you? You’re like a flower! A pretty flower! Anyone would spot you poking out of the bushes! It makes me want to pluck you!”

Rachel paused, eyeing me with an odd look. I grinned and grabbed her by the shoulders, helping her up. 

“Um, Ms Salvos, what are you doing—”

“I’m bored. I’ve been doing nothing but reading for a week! I have this General Skill— a Title Skill— I want to learn. Come on, let’s go outside and try it out.” 

I took a step forward, pulling her with me. The little girl blinked and followed me, slightly confused. I stopped for a moment and glanced back at her with a smile. 

“Also, stop calling me ‘Ms’ Salvos. I’m Salvos. If you want to call me anything, call me Princess Salvos!” 

“...p-princess Salvos?”

“No— not just a princess. Princess Salvos! With a Title and all!”

“I-I see. Princess Salvos… I—”

Rachel closed her mouth, hesitating. Then she shut her eyes and spoke out louder than she had ever spoken before.

“I think you’re weird!”

I laughed and she giggled, following me. 

“Well, I think you Humans are weird too!”


Daniel had been feeding the head [Cultist]— or well, trying to feed him since he refused to eat— when he heard an odd noise coming from the stone corridor that led out of the cave. He frowned and grabbed his sword. 

What’s that sound, he thought hurrying out of the cave, attackers? More [Cultists]?

He paused mid step as light from the evening sun shone down on him and stared at the chaotic scene ahead. He saw two girls— one young woman and a child— laughing and shouting at each other as they ran around just outside of the mouth of the cave.

Salvos pointed at Rachel as she ran from the little girl.

“Zealous Call!”

“Didn’t work!”

The young man looked on as the scene continued. Salvos easily avoided the little girl as she tried grabbing for her legs, calling out once more.

“Oh yeah, how about this? Title Skill: Zealous Call!” 

“Nope! You’re stupid! You don’t even know how your Skill works!”

“Hey! I’m trying!”

The young woman paused, placing her hands on her hips, and was immediately pounced on by Rachel. 

“I caught you! You’re so slow!”

“No— I caught you!”

Salvos grabbed the girl, and pulled her up into the air. Rachel squirmed and laughed as she was spun around by the young woman. Rachel— the girl that had almost been sacrificed by [Cultists] just a week before. The same girl that had been abandoned by both her parents. 

Daniel had tried everything to get her to even just smile, but she refused. She barely even spoke to him. And now, here she was playing with Salvos, happily beaming and giggling as they rolled on the dirt together in a hug.

“If someone catches you or annoys you, make sure you punch them like this—” 

The young man from Earth shook his head, a smile plastered on his face as he turned around and entered the cave. 

Just like her, huh? Except, a little more childish.

            
61. Double Battle

                
“Alright, I think this is it.”

I got up and wiped the black ink off my hands onto my shirt. Daniel scowled, sighing. 

“That was my favorite shirt…” 

I ignored him, instead beholding my wonderful creation in its full glory; what lay before me was made with my heart and soul. Also my desire to finally get this over with. 

“Summoning circle done! And I did it all by myself.”

“I mean, it’s not like I had to go back to Warrington and buy some ink for you…” 

He murmured under his breath. I looked back at him standing off to the side with Rachel by his side. I cocked my head. 

“But you didn’t want to help me make this.” 

I spoke simply; he opened his mouth, then stopped himself. Slowly, Daniel scratched the back of his head. 

“Sorry. I’m just, uh, a little bit grumpy. About what’s going to happen.” 

He glanced off to the side at the unconscious Human man lying in the corner of the room. He was the head [Cultist]— around Level 60. And I was going to sacrifice him to summon a Demon. 

Apparently, Daniel didn’t like it. He was fine with killing people who were in the process of doing bad things, but he became apprehensive when it came to killing them after the fact. I tried prodding him for his reasoning, however he couldn’t articulate anything that made sense. So, he was going to take Rachel and wait just outside of the cave for me to finish the ritual. 

“Also—” 

Daniel paused right before the tunnel leading out of this [Cultist] lair that wasn’t actually a Lair. 

“When I was in Warrington, I asked around for orphanages and temples— any place willing to take Rachel in. And I think I found a place for her to stay. Where she’ll have good people caring for her.” 

I blinked and the girl tilted her head. 

“A place to take her in?” 

“Yes— to give her a loving home and good food. To keep her safe.”

“But why can’t I stay with Salvos? She can give me all that and more! She’s a Princess, after all!”

Rachel tugged at the Human man’s sleeves; he sighed, rubbing at his temples. 

“I’m telling you Rachel, she’s not actually a Princess. Or even a princess.” 

I stared on as she pouted. Daniel looked at me pleadingly. 

“Salvos, if you tell her it’s fine—” 

“Don’t worry about it!” 

I spoke over him and waved a hand dismissively. Daniel blinked and Rachel stared at me, aghast. 

“I didn’t expect you to accept it so easily.” 

“But Salvos!” 

I hesitated, looking at the little girl as she tried to pry herself from Daniel’s grasps. Nodding, I gave her a reassuring smile. 

“Don’t worry about it now. We’ll figure it out later, alright?” 

My Human companion sighed. He picked Rachel up and hefted the squirming girl over his shoulder. 

“Should’ve known. Fine. We’ll talk later. Come on, Rachel.”

She groaned, but stopped wriggling; I glanced one last time back at the two as they left the room before turning my attention to the task at hand. Time to do this!

I picked up the sacrifice and placed him in the middle of the summoning circle; I held up the sacrificial dagger and closed my eyes. He has high [Vitality], this will take a moment. I brought it down as I remembered the process necessary for summoning Demons. 

The most important thing— and the reason why I was using a high leveled Human— was the level of the sacrifice; I could probably summon a Level 40 or 50 Greater Demon with this Level 60 Human man. However, that was not a good idea for me considering I wanted to fight whoever I was going to summon. 

So, I was not going to summon a single high leveled Demon. Instead, I was going to summon multiple low leveled Demons. There was an important caveat in summoning rituals that I was surprised to find out, and that was: uncontracted Demons could return to the Netherworld at will. 

I prepared myself for that, then, by choosing to summon multiple Demons. Ones that I knew weren’t fast or strong, and only had the advantage of numbers over others. 

The sacrificial dagger finally did its job as the [Cultist] convulsed. Stepping back, I tossed the blade aside and began to transform. Daniel had given me rather loose fitting clothes, so it wouldn’t tear so easily.

There was a rip, and my clothes partially tore, but it was not shredded like my own clothes had been after I fought Ignavare. 

I watched the summoning circle glow a deep red, and the Demons I had chosen finally appeared. Their names magically etched themselves around the center of the ritual, but I ignored it. Because they were all the same thing. 

Legion.

More specifically, they were [Lesser Legions]. Because they were Greater Demons. It was odd— they didn’t exist as individuals. They were all… the same? The books I read was very vague about how it worked, however when I saw them make their entrance, I felt like I understood what it meant. 

A dozen pink creatures appeared before me. They weren’t tall— they stood on two short, stubby legs up to my waist. They had long, bulky arms with square shaped fists at the end, and a weird rectangular-like protrusion on their face. That was… their nose? I had seen an animal with a face like that before— I believed it was called a pig! 

The Legions glanced around the room, looking for the one who summoned them. Their heads turned in the same direction, and they all stopped at me at the same time. They raised their hands and spoke with the same voice. 

“You. Greater Demon. What have you done with the girl who summoned us?” 

I cocked my head innocently. 

“Whoever could you be talking about?”

“The Human who had been standing there—”

They paused. They didn’t speak entirely in sync, so their words slowly cut off one after another. But they all said the same thing, and they all made the same realization. Then they broke out into a babble of different and repeating voices.

“[Changeling]! She mimicked a Human.” 

“She’s given us a fake contract!”

“[Changeling]!”

“We’ve been deceived!”

“She mimicked a Human.”

“She’s given us a face contract!”

“We’ve been—”

I dashed with my [Charge of Embers] at the nearest [Legion]. His eyes widened as I came close, but before I could claw my way through him, he vanished. I clicked my tongue, finding my claws shearing through nothing but smoke. 

I glanced around and saw a second [Legion] disappear. Then a third. And a fourth— 

I thought if there was a group of them, I could get at least one killed before they left. However, it seemed returning to the Netherworld wasn’t as much of a task as coming to the Mortal Realm. My plan was quickly falling apart. 

But I had a backup plan. 

I took a deep breath and bared my teeth, emitting an ear piercing sound. The remaining [Lesser Legions] paused and focused their gazes on me. This was the main reason why Daniel took Rachel out of the cave. It was because… 

[Title Skill: Zealous Call].

The Legions all charged at me in a frenzy. I braced myself, hoping that the two Humans were far enough away that they didn’t hear the shrieking growl I had just made. I first used it on Rachel… by accident. 

We had been playing outside while Daniel was in Warrington, and I was only pretending to use the Title Skill on her. But she pounced on me, forcing an odd grunt from me. And that was when she started hitting me. I was caught off guard— I almost sliced her head off!

But a moment later, she stopped. 

I couldn’t use it again for the whole day. But when I tested it again— this time, on the [Cultists]— I counted the time that passed and knew it lasted for only ten seconds. 

So, I had ten seconds to restrain these Legions. To kill them and grab their collars. I grinned, activating [Self Haste]. I only need five!

A [Scorching Wave] blasted three [Lesser Legions] back before I leapt onto another and chomped on his head with a [Fire Strike]. I tossed the body aside and clawed the next two closest to me. 

Facing the last running mindlessly at me, I created a pair of sickles and threw it at them. They fell— 

 

Defeated [Lesser Legion - Lvl. 21]!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels below you!

 

…

 

Defeated [Lesser Legion - Lvl. 27]!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels below you!

 

And the last of the Legions lay dead at my feet. They had all been around Level 20 to 30. So they didn’t give much experience at all. 

However, I looked at the glinting bits of metal attached to each Lesser Demon. Exactly what I need. I quickly glanced up down the tunnel Daniel and Rachel had gone down. I hope neither heard me use the Skill. They probably were far enough that they didn’t.

I bent over to grab the nearest summoning collar from the body of a dead [Legion]. Then I hesitated. When Daniel did this… I touched the collar with a clawed finger— 

And the body vanished. 

“Huh.” 

I knew that was going to happen, but it still shocked me to see how quickly the summoning collar brought the dead [Legion] back to the Netherworld. How about if I do this. 

I tried using a fire sickle to pry the collar off the body of another, but the same thing happened. I crossed my arms, frustrated. Five more bodies. Five more tries. 

I decided to try a different method this time. Rather than directly touch the collar, I picked up a body of a [Legion]. And he vanished. 

I threw my hands up in the air, exasperated.

“Why isn’t it letting me take off the collars!” 

“Because it’s designed that way. As long as anything disturbs the body of a dead Demon, the summoning collar will activate and send itself and the body back to Regnorex.” 

“Regnorex?” 

“The Demon King.”

“Huh.”

I tapped a finger on my chin. If it’s designed that way, how am I supposed to— I paused and glanced over at Daniel. 

“Wait, how do you know…” 

I jumped back and raised my claws menacingly. 

“Who are you? Why do you sound like Daniel?!”

A red man stood before me; he had long black hair falling down to his shoulders and a pointed goatee on his chin. Twirling a fork-like spear— a pitchfork— he approached me with two black horse-like legs. 

[??? - ???]

I backed up, evaluating him. He had a pair of horns pointed straight up and no clothes, revealing a thin but sculpted body. Fluttering his eyelashes, he smiled and sent a shudder down my spine. His eyes— where are they? 

A pair of endless voids stared back at me, uncaring, unfeeling, like the feeling of nonexistence before I had been born. 

“Whoever could you be talking about?”

I jerked back, hearing my own voice speak to me. 

“Wha— how?!” 

“Wha— how?!”

He mimicked me once again. I grit my teeth, hunching over and placing both my claws on the ground. Why is he here? Is he… a Demon? But no, more importantly— 

“You! Why are you stealing my voice? Who are you?!”

“You! Why are you stealing my voice? Who are you?!”

I growled and the ‘Demon’ laughed. There was a shift in his voice— slowly, the texture of his voice grew more rough, but the pitch stayed the same high it had been when he spoke like me. He shook his head, wiping a nonexistent tear from his eyes. 

“That’s hilarious. Honestly, I hoped you would take longer to notice I was there, but that confusion? Then that scared look on your face? And your reaction after that— steal your voice? That was still quite entertaining. So I applaud you, Salvos. Just for that, I’ll let you live.” 

I blinked. 

“What?” 

“You heard me. I was going to kill you for killing good old John over there. But it seems like you’re interesting, so I changed my mind.” 

I stared at the ‘Demon’ as he waved a hand dismissively. 

“...who?” 

He gestured at the [Cultist] I had sacrificed to summon the Legions. He paused and stroked his goatee. 

“John! Or was it Jacob? He was funny. He thought that Regnorex actually cared about what he was trying to do. Isn’t that funny?”

He giggled to himself as I just looked on, unsure of what to say. I worked my mouth slowly.

“I… uh, who are you? Do you work for… Regnorex? The Demon King?”

“Oh, now that’s hilarious! Hah!” 

The ‘Demon’ guffawed and doubled over. His pitchfork disappeared and he grasped at his stomach. 

“Me? Working for that boy? Funny! You’re just like Johncob, aren’t you?” 

“...thanks?” 

I wasn’t really sure what to say. He sighed wistfully. 

“Anyways, this was fun. But I have to go now. Oh, and I’ll be taking these with me.” 

He wagged his finger and the remaining collars broke off from the dead [Lesser Legions]. It took me a moment to process this, but then I raised a clawed hand. 

“Hey! Those are mine!” 

“No, these are mine. And as I said, trying to grab is a waste of time. You’ll have just failed another four times and disappointed yourself. This way, I’ll just take them and you won’t be sad, see?” 

I narrowed my eyes. 

“No, I don’t see. Give it back!” 

I ran forward and grabbed for the summoning collars. They were hovering in the air above him. But as I got close to them, they simply moved out of the way. 

“Tsk, I told you you can’t—” 

I leapt in the air, activating [Self Haste] and [Charge of Embers]. I aimed for the nearest summoning collar and grabbed it from whatever it was holding it up. I grinned, holding up my prize. 

“I got it—”

And suddenly, I found myself face down on the ground. I tried to get up, but a foot was keeping me down. I heard a sigh as my [Deadly Instincts] screamed in my ears. You’re going to die! 

“I told you, you can’t have them. These are mine.” 

He emphasized the last word as he clinked his finger against the collar I had grabbed, now in the palm of his hands. I craned my neck back, staring terrified at him. 

“W-who are you?” 

He smiled and slowly lifted his leg from me. I stopped up, rubbing at my back, but not standing full in front of the ‘Demon’. He cocked his head.

“Oh, I’m nobody special. But if you really want to know, I’m known as the Devil.” 

“The Devil…?” 

“Wait, you don’t know who I am? That sucks.” 

I slowly lowered my head. 

“I-I’m sorry for attacking you Mr Devil. But can I please have one of the summoning collars. I need it, please.” 

“So you can go back and find your friend, right?” 

I blinked. 

“How did you—”

“Sorry, but no. Anyways, you have more pressing things to worry about beyond going back to the Netherworld or getting one of these summoning collars.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Oh, don’t you know? Your friends outside— yeah, they’re in trouble. Anyways, I’ll go now. Tata.” 

The Devil turned around and the world around him warped. He did not dissipate into a poof of smoke, but instead his body twisted until he was gone. I stared at where he had been. 

“Wait, Daniel’s in trouble…?”


Daniel placed a hand over Rachel as she clung to his leg, making a soft whimpering sound. He held his long sword in his other hand and glanced at trees around him. His eyes darted to the side and he bellowed. 

“Show yourselves!”

The figures moved through the trees. They were fast and quiet. Shadows that moved through the darkness. The young man felt his grip tightening around the hilt of his blade. 

If he had been the only one here, he could have made a dash for the cave. Call Salvos for help. But he wasn’t. Rachel was here too, and he had to protect her. If he ran, they would have killed her. So slowly, he patted the girl on the head. 

“It’s alright. You’re going to be alright.” 

She sniffled, saying nothing. It wasn’t exactly a lie, what he said; he knew it was true— it would be true— as long as he did not leave her alone. Because these weren’t random bandits attacking them. He knew who they were and what they were after. 

No, it was not Salvos they were after. And they certainly weren’t after Rachel. They were here for one person and one person only.

They were here for him. 

 

            
62. Bounty Hunters

                
The gray-brown stone walls of the tunnel turned blurred around me as I hurried my way out of the cave. I wasn’t sure why I was rushing— I didn’t know what I was running into. But that ‘Demon’— the Devil— told me that Daniel and Rachel were in trouble. 

So, I moved. Impelled by my desires to save my companions, my feet quickly pushed off the ground and propelled me forward. 

I turned a corner, then another corner, and I finally found myself entering the outside world; light blinded my vision momentarily, but I quickly acclimated to what I was seeing. To what I was hearing. 

There was fighting. The Devil had been right. Someone was attacking my companions. No— not someone, someones. 

Multiple shadow figures darted out of the trees, leaping around and at Daniel. He blocked their attacks, swinging wildly back at his attackers to keep them back. His sword shone for a moment and a blade of white light shot out, slicing one of his attackers in half. 

He stumbled, panting from whatever energy that Skill took out of him. In that moment, a [Rogue] kicked him from behind. Losing his balance, Daniel fell to the ground and dropped his weapon. Rachel screamed and rushed to his side, but the [Rogue] was already on him. 

The [Rogue]— a masked figure dressed in a dark hooded robe— raised a double bladed dagger— 

And pounced on him from behind. I tore into him with [Fire Strike] after [Fire Strike]. My claws dug into his skin as I bit and scratched him. He struggled, trying to push me off, but he was too weak. 

I knocked away his haladie and pinned both his arms down. I opened my mouth wide and aimed for his neck. But [Deadly Instincts] told me not to go for the kill. Instead, I kicked myself off the ground and bounded away back to Daniel and Rachel. Not too soon after, a hail of ice spears rained down where I had been, killing the [Rogue] without so much of a scream. 

 

Defeated [Harkening Hunter - Lvl. 53]!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

They… don’t care about their companions? It reminded me of the horned Demon— the one who attacked Haec and I back when we were still Infant Demons. Not wild or mindless, but calculating. 

“Salvos!” 

Rachel ran up to me and hugged my leg; she did not even hesitate despite seeing me outside of my Mortal Form. Daniel lurched up, holding his longsword with one hand and grasping his shoulder with another.

“What’s going on? Who are these people?” 

“Bounty hunters. And from the looks of it, they’re the Harrowed Vindicators.” 

“The Harrowed Vindicators?” 

I cocked my head. A [Mage] landed next to the dead [Rogue] and a [Warrior] walked up behind her with a saber in hand. Another appeared behind us— an [Archer]— but he did nothing but stand there. They all wore dark hooded robes with a sigil of a red hand on it, but their faces were obscured. Cloak of Shadows? 

Before Daniel could respond, the [Mage] pointed a finger at the [Rogue] and he stood up. I blinked and the Human man hissed. 

“[Necromancer]! Salvos— take care of her!”

“Sure!”

I bounded after the [Mage] but a glint caught my eye. A volley of glowing arrows came flying at me— the [Archer] loosed bolt after bolt. I weaved through the incoming projectiles, hopping and leaping before clashing with the [Warrior]. 

The arrows halted as I heard a loud grunt come from Daniel. But I couldn’t turn around, suddenly flanked by an undead [Rogue]. The [Warrior] and undead [Rogue] lashed out at me— but I burst into flames. 

The [Warrior] simply stumbled back, however the undead [Rogue] screeched. Huh, it doesn’t like fire. I sent a scorching wave at the undead [Rogue]. The [Mage] spoke a quick word and the ground before the [Rogue] shot up, protecting it from the attack. 

In that moment, I threw myself onto the [Warrior] with the saber. He thrusted his blade forward, striking my shoulder. My Ring of Lesser Protection had been depleted, so it pierced through my skin with little resistance. And if that wasn’t painful enough, I felt another five cuts appear on my body— in places he didn’t even come close to touching. A Skill?

I lashed back at him, but he nimbly stepped away from the attack. His saber began to glow red and he swung it, sending a blade of red energy in my direction. Now a spell?

I dodged the attack and avoided a lightning bolt from the [Mage]. The [Rogue] was now locked in combat with Daniel, alongside the injured [Archer]. If Daniel can hurt them, I can too! 

I swung and missed the [Warrior] as he backed up. I stupidly lashed out one more time, but he quickly countered it with a stab— and I moved out of the way from the slow attack. 

“Wha—”

[Self Haste]. 

I grabbed his arm mid strike and clawed his face, tearing off his hood. The [Warrior] convulsed as I chomped down on his neck. He was dead before the [Mage] could react.

A [Warrior] should be strong and durable, not fast and using magic. 

 

Defeated [Arcane Spellsword - Lvl. 48]!

Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!

 

I turned my attention to the [Mage] now. She spoke a single word and the undead [Rogue] came back to her side. I expected the two of them to attack me. But instead, she spun around and began attacking Daniel while her minion charged me. 

He had been fast— I saw him sneak up on Daniel from behind when I first burst out of the cave. But as an undead… he no longer had any Skills. 

It took me a few moments to finish off the undead [Rogue] before I continued on to the [Mage]— the [Necromancer]. Daniel finally struck down the [Archer], turning his attention to her as well. 

The two of us surrounded her— all her companions now dead. She glanced between us, then spoke the first word since she first appeared. 

“Oh my. A [Hero] and a Demon working together. How… ironic.”

“A [Hero]?”

I cocked my head and I heard Rachel gasp. Daniel grit his teeth and aimed his sword at her. 

“What do you want from me, bounty hunter? If the Elutra Kingdom sent you, go back and tell them I would rather die than go back there.” 

“The Elutra Kingdom?” 

The [Mage] cackled. 

“No, we were not sent to bring you anywhere. We were sent to kill you.” 

The Human man’s eyes widened. He slowly lowered his sword and worked his jaw. 

“...what? Why would they—”

“Don’t you understand? We weren’t sent by your summoners! We were sent by those you were summoned to fight against! And we will never stop coming until our contract is complete!”

The [Mage] brought two hands up and I readied for whatever magic she had. What I wasn’t prepared for however, was the [Mage] combusting into green flames. I ran forward to strike her down— in case it was a trick. But the notification resounded in my head as her clothes flopped to the ground and burned. 

 

Defeated [Reanimated Harkening Hunter - Lvl. 53]!

Less experience is awarded for defeating a reanimated enemy!

 

Defeated [Necromancer - Lvl. 61]!

More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

General Skill [Basic Mana Manipulation] Level Up! 

[Racial Skill: Mortal Form - Lvl. 1] -> [Racial Skill: Mortal Form - Lvl. 2]!

Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up! 

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 50] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 51] 

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

I scowled and kicked the ashen remains of the [Necromancer]. 

“She killed herself so we would get less experience!” 

I shook my head, turning back to Daniel. 

“Can you believe that—”

I paused mid step, realizing how Rachel was staring at the Human man. At the dark look on his face. The girl squeaked. 

“Mr Daniel… are you really a [Hero]?” 

“I—”

He glanced down at Rachel, then up at me. Sighing, he nodded. 

“Salvos. I never wanted to tell you this, but… I am a [Hero].” 

The little girl gasped again, and I stared at him. He slowly averted his gaze as I opened my mouth. 

“Uh… I knew that?” 

...

“Wait, what? For real?”

“For real!”

 

            
63. Revealing Secrets

               
“So, you heard me shout the name of my Skill while fighting Lucerna and surmised that I was a [Hero], huh?” 

I nodded as the fire crackled between us. 

“I didn’t know there was a [Hero] Class— not until Rachel mentioned it the other day.” 

“Rachel…” 

Daniel glanced over at the sleeping girl. Night had fallen, I was back in my Mortal Form, and we were back in the cave now. After the battle finished, she began excitedly asking him a bunch of questions. As he calmed her down, I went through the corpses of the bounty hunter and distributed my Stat and Skill Points. 

 

Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)

Species: [Greater Demon] (Mortal Form - Human)

Subspecies: [Midday Changeling] - Lvl. 51

General Skills:

[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 2

[Identification] - Lvl. 4

[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1

[Racial Skill: Mortal Form] - Lvl. 2

[Rest] - Lvl. 2

[Title Skill: Zealous Call] - Lvl. 1

Stats:

[Available Stat Points: 0] 

[Vitality]: 55 (+5) (-6)

[Strength]: 40 (+5) (-6)

[Endurance]: 63 (+5) (-6)

[Wisdom]: 69 (+5) (-1)

[Agility]: 100 (+5) (-6)

Skills:

[Available Skill Points: 2]

[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 15

[Charge of Embers] - Lvl. 3

[Fire Strike] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Ignition] - Lvl. 3

[Scorching Wave] - Lvl. 5

[Self Haste] - Lvl. 8

[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 12

[Passive - Deadly Instincts] - Lvl. 6

[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 2

 

It seemed that with the leveling of my [Racial Skill: Mortal Form], the debuff to my Stats was less now. That means I just need to level it more— but why did I level it when I wasn’t in my Mortal Form?

That perplexed me. Maybe it required an equal use of both being myself and being in my Mortal Form, and since I had mostly been pretending to be Human, it couldn’t level. 

Whatever the case was, I gladly accepted the level to the General Skill. Other than that, I raised my [Strength], [Vitality], [Wisdom], [Advanced Fire Creation], [Passive - Blue Flames], and [Self Haste]. 

Something inside the fire cracked and small bits of embers and ash burst out. Daniel poked a stick through the fire as his piece of meat continued to roast next to the flames. 

“You know I can just create more fire, right?”

“Oh, right. It’s… habit.” 

“Well, it doesn’t really matter, I guess.”

I gave him a weird look and he glanced off to the side. Maybe when everyone is asleep I should just revert from my Mortal Form. That way I can level it faster! 

“Aren’t you going to… ask anything?”

Daniel spoke up, interrupting my thoughts. I blinked and looked up at him. 

“About what?”

I cocked my head. He waved his hands in the air, exasperated. 

“About everything? Did you not hear what Rachel said? What she asked me about?” 

“No. I wasn’t really paying attention.” 

The Human man sighed, rubbing at his temples. He opened his mouth— stopped. Then changed his mind and decided to speak up again. 

“Salvos.”

“That’s me!”

“Listen to me carefully. I am a [Hero].” 

“Yes you are.” 

I nodded and took a deep breath. He met my haze and continued slowly. 

“That means, Salvos, that I come from another world.” 

I blinked. 

“Huh—”

“No, don’t ‘huh’ me!” 

Daniel shot up to his feet and I stared at him, confused. He gesticulated, trying to show me something with his hands, but it ended up not making any sense. 

“I’m not just from a different plane in this world. I’m not from the Nexeus at all, Salvos. I’m from another world. A place called—”

He spoke a word and I rubbed my ear. 

“Can you say that again?” 

“I said, I’m from a place called—”

“One more time.” 

“Earth.”

He slowly sat down. 

“I’m from a place called—” 

He repeated himself. I furrowed my brows. Huh, that’s confusing. He’s speaking two different languages in one sentence! I couldn’t parse it when he spoke like that.

“So… you’re from this place. What’s wrong with it?” 

The Human man slumped over and sighed deeply. 

“Of course you wouldn't get it. Salvos— my world is nothing like this world. It’s literally completely different. I… never had to fight to survive. I was forced to kill for the very first time when I came here.” 

“And?” 

He shook his head. 

“Nevermind. I just wanted to vent to someone, I guess. Just talk about how ridiculous my situation is.”

“You talked to Rachel, didn’t you?”

“She’s a child. But I guess the same can be said from you. I’m sorry for bringing this up with you.”

I frowned and crossed my arms.

“I am not! I’m a Greater Demon! I can listen and talk, see?”

“Are you actually going to take this conversation seriously?” 

I nodded and grinned. 

“Of course!”

Daniel sighed again. Harder. 

“I’m going to trust you, Salvos. So, I come from another world. This world is very different from mine, and I never did anything of… just any of this, back in my world. But when I came here— when I was summoned here— I was suddenly made into a [Hero].”

I tapped a finger on my chin. 

“Wait, you mean you weren’t a [Hero] before you came?” 

“No. My world is different, as I said. We don’t have Classes. We don’t have Subspecies. No Demons. No monsters. None of that— at least, not in the way it works in the Nexeus.” 

Daniel shook his head and began to continue. 

“[Heroes] don’t come to this world naturally, Salvos. They have to be summoned from another world. The Class is only bestowed through those circumstances. So all the [Heroes] of the past— the God King Alexander, the Oracle of Light Melissa, or even the Quisling Zacharius— they came from different worlds that aren’t the Nexeus itself.” 

I nodded. I don’t know any of those people, I thought. But I said nothing, instead listening to the Human man speak. 

“I don’t know if they came from where I came from. But they came from somewhere else. Just like me. Each [Hero] in history has gone about to do great things— Alexander united all of the Human lands and reigned as king for a long time, repelling the first two Great Kobold Invasions and even subjugating the then Laerob Elves— for a period of time. 

“Melissa was known to be the first and only follower of the Fairy Queen herself. And her task was to destroy any and every temple that worshipped Fairies— which is why there aren’t any Fairy temples now. And Zacharius was summoned to slay an evil [Necromancer]... but he joined her instead, hence his nickname.

“All these people— all the things they’ve done— I can’t do any of it. I am just an ordinary person. I… can barely even handle tragedy without running away. It made me dream of escaping to another world where I’m some kind of hero. But I never actually thought it would happen. And when it did… I ran away. Again.” 

Daniel weakly raised hand and stared at it; his eyes looked hollow. Empty. I was confused, not really understanding anything he was saying. But I knew one thing.

“You’re upset.” 

He snorted. 

“Of course I am. I don’t want any of these responsibilities. I don’t want… this.”

The Human man gestured at his blood stained clothes— at the invisible scars on his body, healed by the last of my potions. He sighed and I gave him a puzzled look. 

“When I came here, I was told I was fighting for a good cause— the Elutra Kingdom was being encroached on by the Inoria Empire. They characterized them as evil. Some sort of evil empire versus a good kingdom scenario. I had attractive women fawning for me. I had more strength than I ever had. More money than I ever had. And more popularity than I ever had.

“Then I fought my first battle. I killed my first person, and I was horrified. But they forced me to fight again, and again. I kept killing and killing even when I didn’t want to. It was all for the sake of the kingdom. For the women. For the gold. But it was all politics.

“The women didn’t care for me. They saw me as a tool to use. The gold given to me was taken from the poor with high taxes. And finally, the cause of the war? The evil Inoria Empire? It was never evil in the first place— the Elutra Kingdom assassinated one of their dukes as he was visiting their country. So they went to war. And it was then I realized everything I had been fighting for was fake. So I ran.” 

Daniel chuckled— it was not a hearty chuckle, but one that seemed almost ironic. As if the subject of the joke was himself. 

“And now I’m here, and it seems people want to kill me now. That no matter where I run to, life always catches up.” 

“The Harrowed Vindicators.” 

He nodded, his brows arching darkly over his eyes. 

“A notorious underworld group— I had only heard about them in passing, but I recognized their symbol. They mostly do jobs like assassinations or kidnappings. I thought the Elutra Kingdom hired them to bring me back, but… it seems they’re out for me, huh? ” 

“But we killed them, didn’t we?” 

I lightly tapped a finger on my chin. There was a pop— and Daniel scowled. He picked up his burnt skewered meat, now charred and blackened. 

“It’s not that simple. Beyond just being merciless and taking up cruel jobs, they also don’t stop until the job is done. It doesn’t matter if the Elutra Kingdom is trying to tie up loose ends or if someone else is after me. They’ll keep sending their assassins and bounty hunters until they exhaust every member they have.” 

He spoke bitterly. I shrugged. 

“Then we just kill them whenever they come after you. I don’t see what the problem is.”

“They have Level 100 members, Salvos. You don’t actually expect to kill them all, do you?” 

I shook my head. 

“No. But what else are we going to do about it?” 

“I… I can run. I can go into hiding. Maybe go to the Beastmen plains. Or the Rainforests of Monsters. At least there, I’ll be safe from their assassins.” 

“And then what?” 

I asked him with a dubious glance. 

“You run, they find you, and you’ll be alone. Then you’ll die. But if you stay with me, we can kill them together. Makes sense, right?” 

“I don’t want to drag you into my problems, Salvos—”

“You’re not dragging me into anything.” 

I spoke simply, crossing my arms. 

“When Haec was in trouble— when Lucerna kidnapped him— I went back for him. I’m not just going to let you deal with this on your own. But I’m also not going to follow you to some forest and hide.” 

“But you’ll—”

“I said: I’m not going to hide.” 

I cut him off and stared defiantly at him. My gaze bore into him and he averted his eyes. He worked his jaw, trying to muster up something to say. I sighed.

“You’re from another world, Daniel? That’s nice. You’re a [Hero]? That’s great! But beyond that, you’re my Human companion. You’ve helped me with getting back to the Netherworld, right? And you’ve never asked for anything in return, like money or favors that other Humans want. So I’ll protect you.” 

It was a promise. Just like with Haec back then. I still had to get back to him, however I wasn’t going to forsake Daniel either. 

I gave him a reassuring smile and waved a hand dismissively. 

“If any of those Harrowed Vindicators come after you again, we can fight them, together.” 

Daniel stared at me, mouth wide open. He tried to speak, but nothing came out. Lowering his gaze, he turned to where Rachel was lying. 

“But what about her? We can’t involve her with this.” 

I hesitated. Then I sighed. 

“We’ll bring her to that orphanage you were talking about, alright?” 

I liked her. But she couldn’t fight like Daniel. She didn’t even have a Class— when I identified her, all I saw was [Human]. That meant she wasn’t Level 10 yet. Or if she was, she still hadn’t accepted a Class since that was when one got their first Class options.

“Right.” 

Daniel stood up, tossing his burnt food aside; he looked at me and I cocked my head. The Human man quickly averted his gaze and scratched the back of his head. 

“T-thanks, Salvos. For what you said. And for saving me earlier.”

I laughed, standing up and stretching too. 

“Don’t worry about it. I told you, you’re my companion.” 

I paused, tilting my head up. 

“And besides, you don’t have to thank me for saving your life. I only knew you were in trouble because the Devil told me. 

He nodded. 

“Right— wait, what?” 

“Oh, didn’t I tell you? Some ‘Demon’ calling himself the Devil attacked me while I was trying to get a summoning collar… Daniel? Why are you giving me that look? I told you that, right?” 

 

            
64. Harrowed Vindicators

               
“Why didn’t you tell me you were attacked?” 

“I, uh, didn’t have the time?”

“And by a powerful Demon too? What was he called— the Devil?” 

“Yep. He had red skin, horse-like legs, a pair of horns, and used a pitchfork—”

“Wait, are you talking about S—”

 “...who?” 

“I said are you talking about S——n” 

“I don’t understand you when you keep switching language mid sentence! Stick with one!” 

Daniel sighed and shook his head. 

“Nevermind. Probably not him. And we’ll deal with that tomorrow. I’m tired.”

And so, another week went by as Daniel, Rachel, and I stayed in the cave, continuing the same activities we did before, but a little more vigilant. I conducted another two summoning rituals— both were at a far smaller scale than the one with the head [Cultist]. 

The first attempt brought an [Imp]. She saw me and immediately fled, before I could even use [Title Skill: Zealous Call] on her. The second summoning went much better; I summoned a [Fiend] that I managed to apprehend before he could flee. However, not only was I unable to procure the summoning collar from him the entire time he was unconscious, he attacked me when he woke up, forcing me to kill him.

Then I tried and failed to take the summoning collar from his corpse.

His body vanished. And my last hopes of going back to the Netherworld disappeared with it. For now, I thought, sighing. 

Honestly, after the revelation about Daniel the day before, I couldn’t help but be worried about leaving him here either. So many people to care about, so troublesome. Daniel and Haec. Both were my companions. And it was not like Edithe leaving— I knew she was fine. 

The Netherworld however, was a dangerous place, even for Haec. And these Harrowed Vindicators were actively hunting Daniel down. For now, I did what I could and helped the one I could. 

I met Daniel and Rachel outside; the two had already packed everything they had while I did a clean sweep of everything the [Cultists] hideout. I took everything I found important and left everything else in the cave. Then I sent a Fireball and collapsed it. 

“When did you learn to do that?” 

“Unlike you Humans who are always idle at night, I’ve been busy doing things whenever you sleep.”

“That’s because we need sleep.”

“Not my problem.”

I shrugged; I spent most nights reading through whatever books or grimoires I could outside of my Mortal Form. And because of that, I learned a Human spell that I could conjure without even using a Skill. 

But while it was useful— the fact that it exploded would help with fighting swarm monsters— it was not very strong. I tested it out, and I was pretty sure it did only half as much damage as a [Scorching Wave]. 

And if I tried to pour more mana into the spell, it would either destabilize and blow up on me, or it would cause only a little bit larger of an explosion. The cost effectiveness of casting it just wasn’t there! 

I grumbled nonverbally to myself as we started to make our way back to Warrington. Daniel glanced over at me, and Rachel peered over from beside him. 

“Is something wrong, Salvos?” 

“Nope.”

“Hm, ok.”

The two went back to facing the front, walking hand in hand under the canopy of trees. Sunlight seeped through the cracks in the leaves— the intermingling foliage not thick enough to blot out the sun. It was a peaceful walk. 

I heard the merry chirping of birds in the distance. Even the buzzing of the insects and flies were audible to my ears; I caught sight of a small, brown four legged animal with a single horn protruding from his head. But he quickly scampered off into a bush, rustling its branches as he made his escape from my prying gaze. 

The light whistling of the wind brushed against my ears; I brought a hand up and brushed my hair back— my dangling bangs blown to tickle my fluttering eyelashes. I smiled, waving at an inquisitive squirrel sitting atop a tree as it snacked on a nut— 

“Why are you with Daniel and not me, Rachel? I thought you were my subject!”

The Human man jumped but Rachel simply cocked her head. 

“Wha—”

“Because he’s so cool! He protected me from those scary bad guys! And he’s from another world too!” 

Daniel blinked, glancing between us. Then he sighed as I emphatically pointed a finger at myself. 

“I helped protect you from the Shadow Vindicators as well! And I’m also from another… uh, not from the Mortal Realm!”

“But he’s a [Hero]! You’re just a Princess—”

“She’s not actually a Princess. Or princess for that matter.”

Rachel ignored him, giving me a sorrowful look. 

“There are very many princesses and queens. But there’s no other [Hero] but Daniel.” 

“Aw.”

I threw my hands up in the air.

“Then what if I told you I was a [Hero] too?”

“You’d be a liar.”

“Why?!”

“Because you’re a Demon.”

The little girl shook her head, scoffing. She wagged a finger as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. 

“Everyone knows Demons can’t be [Heroes].” 

“...that’s where you draw the line?”

Daniel gave her a blank look. She spun around to him and hugged his leg. 

“That’s why I’ll be sad that Mr Daniel is leaving me. I could always summon another Demon…”

“No, don’t do that. You’ll go to jail.”

He sighed, rubbing at his temples. Slowly, he bent over until his gaze was level with Rachel.

“Rachel, you’ll be safe with these people. You can’t stay with us. It’s dangerous. But promise me when you leave us that you won’t tell anyone about me being a [Hero], alright? Or Salvos being a Demon for that matter.”

“But— if you tell everyone, they’ll surely like you! They’ll help you with those evil guys chasing after you! And Salvos—”

She glanced at me and I perked up. 

“I’m sure she’ll be fine if I tell a few people that she's a Demon. She can run very fast after all.”

“Wait, no—”

Daniel began to protest. But I grinned, raising my chin.

“Hehe. Of course! I can outrun anyone who chases after me.”

“I don’t think that’s what you should be focusing on here.”

The Human man smacked his forehead, however I was too focused on the praises she sung for me. 

“Well, fine. I guess I can forgive your betrayal to Daniel’s side since you think so highly of me.” 

“Even if you got mad at me, Mr Daniel will protect me.” 

“Oh really?” 

I stopped walking and turned to face him. Daniel paused mid step, hesitating. We stared at each other for a moment— the air was still. A silence hung over us as I crossed my arms. 

He stepped back and shook his head.

“No way. I’ll die.” 

“Aw, you gave up too easily!” 

“But Mr Daniel—”


“But Mr Daniel, you’re a [Hero]!” 

“And what’s that supposed to mean? I’m not immune to death just because I’m a [Hero]. I mean, maybe if I had [Plot Armor] as a Skill…”

“[Heroes] are supposed to kill Demons… right?” 

“Why are you asking me, I don’t know it works.” 

“Don’t look at me either—”

“Fools.” 

A muffled voice spoke softly. The hooded figure turned to his companions— all of four of them dressed in the same shadowy cloak he was wearing. They all bore masks, and while you could see their levels, that was the point. It was intimidation. 

The hooded figure shook his head. 

“To think that Ashul fell to those three idiots. It seems she was far weaker than even I thought.” 

One of the cloaked figures— one of the ones standing furthest away from him— spoke up.

“But Ven, perhaps we shouldn’t underestimate our opponents. One is a [Hero] after all—”

“Silence.”

Ven locked his gaze back onto his quarry, eyeing them from this distance through the thicket of trees. The [Hero], Daniel. That was who they were hired to kill. It was an open order, so anyone could take it. However, any and every information about him had to be reported back to the rest of the Harrowed Vindicators.

The three figures walked behind some trees for a moment. And it was then, Ven decided it was time to make their move. 

“Target the girls. Force the [Hero] to intercede on their behalf. Then when he’s distracted, we kill him.” 

His five companions nodded, drawing their weapons and spells, preparing for this ambush. They just had to wait for the three targets to walk through the small grove, then they would strike—

“I don’t think I’m the one that needs protecting.” 

Ven turned around and screamed. A burning clawed hand raked through his chest, sending him back towards a tree. He caught himself from crashing through the thick wooden trunk, but his attacker— a feral four legged monster— bounded onto him a moment later. 

Its body was lit ablaze, and the attack tore through the last of his magical protections. A Skill— how? He pushed himself off the monster, landing a few dozen feet away from it while bloodied and bleeding. The monster halted in its tracks as his companions surrounded it. 

It glanced around at the five members of the Harrowed Vindicators. One of the assassins launched a blast of ice at it, and another loosed multiple Nadren Zudo bolts at it. 

The monster suddenly blurred, escaping the incoming projectiles and bounding back into the trees. Ven whirled around, searching for where the monster went, before his eyes widened. 

Slowly, his world began to split in half. His vision darkened and severed. Nothing but a grunt left his lips as he fell, dead. 

“Alright. Leader down.”

Daniel hefted his sword back and up as Salvos landed next to him. 

“Just five more lackies to go.” 


“Aw, you stole my kill!”

“This is not a video game, Salvos. There’s no such thing as stealing someone else's kill.”

“I don’t know what that is.”

“Right.”

“Is Rachel safe?” 

“Hopefully. But after we deal with them she will definitely be.”

That man— whoever he was— had been Level 65. He was quite high leveled, however he had been a [Rogue]. So he wasn’t really the most durable individual. Coupled that with the fact that I had hurt him quite badly through a surprise attack, it was no wonder Daniel’s Skill could finish him off. 

I raised a clawed hand menacingly at the remaining Harrowed Vindicators, letting out a small growl. 

“You— you scared all the animals away.” 

“I think we should be more concerned with them trying to kill me than how they disturbed the natural habitat of a crown horned squirrel rat or whatever.” 

“That’s a thing?” 

“No. It’s a joke.”

“Huh. Well, I like animals a lot, ok?”

Daniel sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. He gestured vaguely at the assassins before us. 

“Can we not do this? Not in front of them.” 

“What’s wrong?” 

I glanced over at the five cloaked figures standing there and staring at us. I waved a hand dismissively. 

“You don’t actually think they’ll take this moment to attack us—”

One of the cloaked figures stepped forward and whipped out a pair of chains with spike metal balls on their ends. He tossed one of them straight at me and I ducked out of the way. I grabbed the chain and yanked it, pulling him towards me. 

As the [Warrior] came flying, the [Mage] and [Archer] stepped into action, both preparing a glowing attack. Daniel deflected the attacks while I struck the [Warrior] with a clawed [Fire Strike] to the face. His mask broke but I found myself hitting rock-hard skin. 

He spun his chains around me, however I hopped out of the way and landed a quick kick on him before flipping next to Daniel. I glanced up at Daniel who was now being targeted by both long ranged assassins, and the two [Rogues]. 

“Duck!”

I yelled and sent a [Scorching Wave] at the [Rogues]. They stepped back while the fire splashed above my companion. I ran past him, speaking quickly as I activated [Self Haste].

“Switch!”

“Got it.”

Daniel ran at the [Warrior] while I charged the two [Rogues]. I created a pair of fire daggers and flung them at the first, while rushing at the next. I bounded on him, tearing into his body before the expected spells and arrows came. 

I leapt out of the way just in time for attacks to kill the assassin. They really don’t care about their companions at all, do they?

I spun past a throwing dagger flicked at me by the [Rogue] as he turned and ran at Daniel. He can handle two. I’ll take care of the [Mage] and [Archer]. 

A [Charge of Embers] sent me straight between the two assassins. The [Mage] was lower leveled, and I bit into his face. The [Archer] loosed arrow after arrow at me— some nicked me. A few even rocked me back. But I picked up the limply fighting back [Mage] and used him as a shield. 

The arrows pierced his body and he stopped moving. Then it was just the [Archer] and I. I swiped a claw at her and she leapt back. It was like the wind itself swept her off her feet and landed her a dozen paces away from me. I growled, about to charge at her, when I heard Daniel scream. 

“Salvos!”

I glanced over at the Human man. What? Does he really need help— 

Then I spotted the injured [Warrior] holding Daniel back with his chains. And as that happened, the [Rogue] was off running the distance. Running towards— 

“Rachel! They’re going to use her as a hostage!”

My eyes widened. And I was distracted for a moment. An arrow struck me on my shoulder, causing me to stumble back. I glared back at the [Archer], then turned to the [Rogue].

Rachel. 

I bounded after him as the [Archer] loosed more arrows at me. 

 

            
65. Eye for an Eye

               
Arrows exploded all around me. These enchanted bolts were bursting into flames, lighting, and ice as they flew over my head or landed behind my back. 

One landed right ahead of me, shooting up dirt and debris up in my way. I covered my face as I ran through the tempest of magic and earth. But I could not lose track of where I was going. 

I saw the [Rogue] running ahead. He was sprinting full speed in a vague direction— was it to Rachel? I had no idea where Rachel was. Nor did I know how he could track her down. But he probably had Skill for that. These were assassins, after all. 

…

I actually didn’t know much about assassins. But from the context Daniel gave me, some kind of [Tracking] Skill didn’t seem too far fetched. 

So I hurried after the [Rogue]. Even as my [Self Haste] finally ran out, I bounded forward on all fours, passing by trees and barreling through thickets to stop him from hurting Rachel. The arrows stopped firing for a moment, and I thought Daniel had bought me a brief reprieve. However, I suddenly found myself being pulled back by chains— the [Warrior] had thrown his morning star at me. 

The metal almost wrapped around me. I threw myself to the side just in time to dodge it— but I wasn’t fast enough. The chains caught my cloak, pulling me back as I grunted. I watched the [Rogue] get further and further away. And I was being held back by… by… this stupid cloak!

Rip.

I tore the cloak, shredding it in half on the spiked ball head of the morning star. I glanced back one last time at the [Warrior], sending a growl his way. Then I turned back and chased after the [Rogue]. 

He was getting away from me again; however, I had already used [Self Haste] to close the distance. And now, I was close enough. 

[Title Skill: Zealous Call].

Both the [Rogue] and the [Warrior] immediately spun to face me. The soft growl, emitted like a high pitched shriek, called them to me for a few moments. And it was just a few moments. They came at me bearing the rage of a Greater Demon stranded in the Mortal Realm. Of a [Djinn] that had nothing else left to live for but destruction and revenge. 

I gladly embraced that hatred and faced them head on. The [Warrior] flung his morning star, and once again the chains extended. I flipped over it and crashed into the charging [Rogue]. 

He whipped out five daggers on each hand, stabbing and cutting into my body. I grimaced and tore the weapons from his hand. I clawed his face and dug into his chest. I felt the heavy morning star strike my back and I nearly doubled over. I glared back at the [Warrior] and bared my teeth. 

The [Warrior] glared back— a hate filled gaze plastered onto his face. Then he blinked. And he whirled around and ran. Effect wore off, huh?

It was fine. I had the [Rogue] apprehended. I just had to trust Daniel to handle himself; I held the assassin down as he tried wriggling out of my claws. I activated [Ignition] and my entire body was lit ablaze. 

He recoiled, although he didn’t scream. Daggers shot out from under his feet and he cut at my leg. I winced, however I took the pain and headbutted him. His mask broke, then with a final [Fire Strike], I finished him off. 

“You alright, Salvos?” 

I picked myself up as [Ignition] ran out— it drained too much of my mana, even if it was useful. I slowly limped and turned to Daniel. I nodded slowly. 

“Yes. He just cut deep into my leg.” 

“That was dangerous. You shouldn’t have taken both of them at once. Your Ring of—”

“I took care of them, didn’t I? It’s fine that its protection was gone when we ran in. But you noticed it too didn’t you? Everything suddenly became quiet too quickly. Then my [Deadly Instincts] screamed danger to me. And we took out their highest leveled member.” 

“Yeah, I guess.” 

I sighed and reached into my bag. Out of healing potions— gave my last to Daniel a while back. I hobbled over next to him as I went over the kill notifications. 

 

Defeated [Wiremaster Assassin - Lvl. 65]!

More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

…

 

Defeated [Hail Sniper - Lvl. 62]!

More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

No level, huh? I lowered my head, disappointed. But it should have been expected since I had just leveled up. Wait— 

I turned to Daniel as his eyes widened. 

“You didn’t—”

“—take care of the [Warrior]?”

The two of us stared at each other for a moment. Then there was the clanging of chains. And a voice broke us from our stupor. 

[Warrior - Lvl. 61]

“No.”

“Let me go!”

Rachel squeaked as the last remaining Harrowed Vindicator held her by the neck. He had her chained by the legs with the extending metal links of his morning star. She struggled, but he lowered the spiked ball of his weapon against her face. She paused and eyed the weapon. 

Daniel tightly gripped the hilt of his blade, although he didn’t lift it. He spoke through grit teeth. 

“What do you want?” 

“Isn’t it obvious?” 

The [Warrior] tilted his head to the side. I narrowed my eyes, ready to activate [Self Haste] whenever it made itself ready. I thought Daniel speaking would stall him, but— 

“Kill yourself. And the Demon too. Do it or she dies.” 

My companion’s eyes widened and his long sword almost dropped from his hand. But he caught it and shook his head. 

“No. I’ll kill myself. But Salvos gets to go.” 

I glanced over at him. 

“What? Daniel—”

“There’s no other choice, Salvos.”

He turned to me with an apprehensive look. Sweat was dripping off the side of his head— mixed with the blood from fighting. He tried to smile. 

“T-take care of Rachel.” 

I opened my mouth to protest, but the assassin snapped and smashed his morning star to the ground next to him. 

“Did I say this was a negotiation? No— both of you end your lives. Now!”

Daniel’s eyes widened and I growled, getting on all fours. [Self Haste] isn’t ready yet, but [Charge of Embers]... if I hit Rachel— 

“Three!”

“Wait—”

“Two!”

“No...”

Daniel spoke helplessly as I got ready to leap forward. The assassin raised his morning star and started to speak.

“O—”

“Hyah!”

Rachel punched the [Warrior] in his nether region. He didn’t double over, nor did he scream. But he was caught by surprise. He let go of her for a moment, and that was enough for me. 

“[Charge of Embers].”

I pounced on the Harrowed Vindicator, knocking his morning star off his hands. The two of us went flying through a tree as Daniel caught Rachel. I grabbed him by the arm and struck him across the face. The assassin screamed— and kicked me back. 

I went rolling back to Daniel and Rachel. The Human man now had his sword drawn and ready for the assassin to come forward. I stood up—- on one feet and two hands since I couldn’t really feel my last leg any longer— and stared defiantly back at the [Warrior]. 

He looked between us, then at his fallen morning star to my left. He shook his head. 

“It seems I lost this battle.” 

“You have.” 

I spoke simply. 

“And don’t you dare kill yourself so we’ll get less experience!” 

“Why ever would I do that?” 

The [Warrior] tilted his head— his gaze behind his mask piercing into Daniel. 

“Not when I can flee and tell my superiors of what happened here. I will be punished, but…”

He trailed off and Daniel took a step forward. My Human companion raised his sword dangerously against the assassin.

“What are you talking about? Doesn’t your organization punish you with death?” 

“No. Not if I brought back something valuable to them. And I did.”

The Harrowed Vindicator smiled, slowly taking off his mask. What was hidden behind it was a decrepit old Human man— his skin was wrinkled and dark, and he stared at us with bloodshot eyes. He broke out into a maniac laugh, his crooked teeth looking like the rustling of the leaves during a storm. 

“But everyone you care and love for will never be safe, [Hero]! You can never have friends, not without fear of losing them! You should’ve listened to me and ended your life there and then!”

[Self Haste]. I leapt after the assassin, but he jumped back. I pressed forward, ignoring the pain in my leg. His eyes widened as I clawed at his face— no mask protecting it any longer— and he kicked at me. 

My claws dug into his left eye right as his legs came into contact with my abdomen. I was sent flying back once again, and as the world spun around me, I heard a blood curdling scream. 

“Ahhhhhhhhhh!” 

The spinning came to a stop anad the screaming went further and further away. I stared up at the orange sky for a moment, unmoving. Then I glanced up as Daniel and Rachel rushed to my side.

“Salvos, are you ok?!” 

“Salvos—” 

I saw the assassin now in the distance, hopping on the trees and whimpering as he made his escape. I just stared at him as he escaped. Slowly, Daniel spoke up.

“Hey, are you…alright?”

He trailed off, giving me a concerned look. I looked between him and the worried little girl. 

I sighed. 

“I should’ve gone for the neck.” 

 

—--

 

“Here.”

Daniel handed me a bottle of a strange yellow liquid. I glanced up at him and cocked my head.

“I don’t drink.” 

“It’s not for drinking. It’s a stamina potion.” 

“A stamina potion?”

“Yeah, it’s like a healing potion or mana potion. But for your stamina.” 

“Huh.”

I accepted the bottle and looked it over. Then I slowly uncorked it and drank it. I grimaced. It tasted terrible! But I chugged more anyway, because I hadn’t spent enough time for [Rest] to help me recover fully. When I felt more energized, I let my lips leave the bottle.

“Gross.” 

“I agree for once.” 

He chuckled and sat next to me. I was in my Mortal Form. And it was night now— the sun had set and we hadn’t reached Warrington just yet. So we were camping out in the dark forest. 

“How’s Rachel?” 

“She’s fine. She’s sleeping now.” 

“That’s good.” 

I commented simply. Daniel had given her some healing potion— he had given the same to the both of us too. It was only a single vial, but it was enough for all of us. Apparently that was how effective a High Grade healing potion. I wanted one for myself, but apparently he was running out. 

The two of us said nothing more as we sat before the crackling campfire. He gave me a wary look for a moment, then mumbled something himself and produced a leatherbound book. He began scribbling something into it and I peered at him. 

“That’s… your book? Your secret book.”

“Right. It’s… a diary.” 

”A diary?” 

“Yeah, it’s a place for me to store my thoughts. I don’t write on it everyday, but if something notable happens I just… vent into it, I guess.”

“Huh. Can I see what you’ve written?”

I tried to peek over his shoulder, but he quickly closed the book and averted his gaze. 

“Uh, sorry. It’s private.” 

“Oh, ok.” 

I sat back down to face the fire, and he nodded. 

“Thanks.” 

He slowly placed his diary back into his bag, then he glanced over at me. I turned back to him. 

“Is something the matter?” 

“I— uh, no. But your clothes. It’s… torn.” 

“It’s not that bad.”

I looked down at the tattered shirt and pants. It still covered most of my body. It just had holes and rips in some places. 

“It’s been like this for a few days.”

“But you’ve had your cloak to cover half of it. And that’s now… torn too.” 

He pointed out the obvious. Nodding, I groused and crossed my arms. 

“That annoying [Warrior]— it’s because of him my Cloak of Shadows is like this. And he almost hurt Rachel too! I can’t believe I let him escape!”

I was so close too! But at the end of the fight, I was tired so I couldn’t think properly. And for some reason, [Passive - Deadly Instinct] didn’t work. I speculated it was because my stamina was low— and after drinking some stamina potion, I was starting to think that was the case. 

“I was so close to killing him. If only I went for his head. And not his eyes…” 

“You did good, Salvos. You’re the reason Rachel is alive. You’re the reason I’m alive.” 

“But I want to kill him! He tried to make you kill yourself!”

Daniel paused. 

“...an eye for an eye makes the whole world go blind.”

“What’s that?” 

“It’s… just a saying. About revenge. I mean, I’m not sure if I entirely agree with it. But I don’t think trying to hurt others just because they hurt you is a good thing.”

“You were fine when Edithe wanted revenge.”

He shrugged helplessly.

“I didn’t really know her then. And I didn’t want to piss her off.”

I scoffed and crossed my arms, turning away from him. He sighed, then paused. 

“Wait. I have...”

“Hm?”

I turned back to Daniel and saw him hesitate. Then he shook his head. 

“One second.”

He reached into his bag once again and rummaged through it. I watched him look through it for a moment, when I noticed a small spike of mana coming from something on his hand. What was— 

“Here. For saving my life.” 

Daniel pulled out a piece of long sleeved garment. It was mainly black, with some blue decorated onto it. I blinked as he handed it to me.

“This. It’s a jacket.” 

“A jacket?” 

I took it in my hands and identified it. 

“It’s mine. And it’s usually what you wear when you’re cold, but this is special—”

“What?” 

I jumped up and held the jacket with trembling hands. I stared at Daniel, working my jaw. 

“This—”

“Yep. It’s a Unique Grade item.” 

“Wha— how?!” 

“Because it’s from another world.” 

I stared at the jacket and identified it again.

[Blue Jacket: Unique Grade Item - A jacket made from another world. Other than being a designer brand that cost Daniel an exorbitant amount of money, it’s nothing special.]  

“Oh. It’s nothing special.” 

“That was before it got enchanted.” 

I lowered the jacket and faced the Human man. 

“What do you mean?” 

“It’s Unique Grade. First thing that means is that no one but the wearer can identify it. And secondly, even if it's worthless, the nobility in the Elutra Kingdom were captivated by it. So they gathered the best [Enchanters] in the country and had them give it a single enchantment.” 

“And that is?” 

I gave him a curious look. 

“It repairs itself.” 

“Huh.”

Daniel smiled and waved a hand. 

“It doesn’t repair instantly. But when it was ripped in half and burnt, I found it back intact the next day.” 

“That’s… amazing!” 

I pounced on Daniel and hugged him. 

“Thank you! You’re giving it to me, right? Right?”

“Wait, Salvos—” 

He quickly pushed me off him and covered his face with one hand. 

“Too close. Personal space, remember? And yes, I’m giving it to you. So if you lose your clothes… like you usually do… you’ll still have something to wear.” 

I grinned and repeated myself.

“Thank you!” 

I threw the jacket around my shoulder. I felt my torn Cloak of Shadows get in the way, so I tossed it over the Blue Jacket. I twirled around and inspected myself.

“What do you think?” 

“Oh, uh, I-I think you look great.” 

Daniel stumbled over his words and I giggled. 

“I have a Unique Grade Item now.” 

I continued giggling and laughing by myself until my Human companion raised a hand and gestured for me to sit back down. 

“Alright, Salvos. That’s enough. Or you’ll wake Rachel.” 

I plopped myself back to the ground with a smile. Then the smile vanished as I glanced over at the girl sleeping soundlessly by the campfire. 

“Daniel.” 

“What is it?” 

“We need to talk about Rachel.” 

He had been emphatically covering his face with one hand the entire time, but now he slowly straightened and blinked. 

“Ah. About that.” 

I nodded.

“She’s in danger.” 

“Right. The Harrowed Vindicators aren’t afraid of hurting innocent bystanders to get what they want. Even if they are children.”

“We can’t leave her alone.” 

“No.”

Daniel spoke, undeterred. I protested.

“But they’ll come after her!” 

“That’s exactly why we can’t drag her into this. If we bring her to Warrington and find her a home there—”

“They’ll still come after her.” 

I met the Human man’s gaze; he hesitated, slowly clenching his fists. 

“But she’ll be in more danger with us…” 

“I know.” 

I sighed, leaning back against a tree trunk and casting my gaze up to the starry night sky. Daniel spoke softly. 

“She was scared for you, you know? After the fight, when I was treating her, she kept asking me about you.” 

“Really?”

I turned to him in surprise and raised a brow.

“Yeah, really. I don’t think… she likes fighting. She grew up in a violent home, apparently.” 

I shrugged. 

“We have no choice but to fight.” 

“Right.” 

I liked Rachel— she was fun! And I didn’t want anything bad to happen to her. I knew Daniel thought the same, however he was wrong in thinking she’ll be safe if we left her alone. Haec is still in danger in the Netherworld just because Lucerna and I aren’t there anymore.

“If… if we bring her with us…”

“She’ll still be in danger too.” 

I agreed with him. So what we needed to do was bring her with us to some place safe. A safe place where we did not necessarily have to separate ourselves from her. A place I could meet her again, as a companion. 

I paused and my eyes widened as I had an idea. I turned to Daniel with alacrity. 

“But she doesn’t have to be in danger. Not if there are others— other high leveled people— to keep her safe while we weren’t there. Then it would be fine.”

“What are you talking about Salvos? What high leveled people would put themselves in danger to help us or a single little girl—” 

Daniel stopped himself, making the same realization I did. I smiled, speaking the name of one of my companions. 

“Edithe.” 

Slowly, I stood up and spread my arms wide. 

“And the Valiant Dreamers Company.” 

 

            
66. Princess

              
The three of us arrived in Warrington the next afternoon. Unimpeded by assassins from the Harrowed Vindicators, we reached the city without any problems. When we walked through the gates, a guard stopped us and looked us over. 

“You are… the adventurers that went to investigate the [Cultists] in the towns northeast from here, right?” 

“Uh, what seems to be the problem—”

“We are!” 

I answered without hesitation; Daniel glanced over at me and stared. He opened his mouth, but resignedly sighed. 

“Right, we are.” 

“Hrmph, well, the captain has been awaiting your return. He told us that you should report to him in the eastern barracks of the city. Tell him what you found out.” 

“We don’t have to go there immediately, do we?” 

My Human companion glanced down at himself. His clothes were torn and bloodied— mine was too, however my Blue Jacket covered it all up. 

“Because, uh, we’d rather not present ourselves to your captain dressed like this.” 

“He didn’t say when. Just told me to deliver you the message.” 

“I see, thanks.”

He nodded at the guard and started to walk off. I followed after him— leading Rachel by the hand— and slowed once I was next to him. 

“You were upset.” 

I pointed out. 

“No, I wasn’t upset by what you did, Salvos. Just would’ve preferred if you weren’t so open about who we are.” 

“Why not?” 

I cocked my head. While I was getting better at reading Humans and their emotions, there was still a lot about them I had yet to learn about. 

“Because we’re being hunted right now. We don’t know how far the reach of the Harrowed Vindicators stretches. If they have some influence in Warrington— and that was some kind of trap to get us arrested…” 

“Hu—”

Daniel shot me a glance. 

“Please don’t say ‘huh’.” 

“...hm.” 

Sighing, he rubbed at his temples. 

“I’m just telling you, Salvos. We have to be a little more careful next time, ok?” 

“Sure!” 

“I agree with Princess Salvos!” 

Rachel piped up from next to me; I grinned and triumphantly held up her hand— she chose to walk with me over Daniel this time— and showed it to the Human man. 

“My subject and I will be careful. So there’s no need to worry! As long as you follow me, you’ll never be in trouble, right Rachel? It was because I taught you how to punch an annoying person, grumpy Daniel is still alive.” 

She happily nodded her head with me. 

“I’m telling you, she’s not even a… nevermind. Just don’t teach her to punch me down there, and we’ll be solid.” 

“But we are solid. See?” 

I tapped my hand, showing how my skin took the impact of my finger. Then I cocked my head and Rachel copied me.

“You know that’s not what I meant. And can we be serious for a moment? We have other things to discuss.” 

“Like what?” 

“The Devil.”

We were passing through a busy market with voices drowning out any single conversation from being heard, yet Daniel spoke in a hushed whisper. He faced me with a dark look; his eyes were shadowed over, fear and worry written all over his body. 

“If this person… is actually able to beat you just like that. And appear anytime he wants. What if he comes back for you— like when you’re trying to collect summoning collars again.” 

I huffed and waved a hand off. 

“He told me he liked me. He found me funny! So he wouldn’t kill me.” 

“You don’t actually believe that, do you?” 

“...nope.” 

Daniel gave me a judging look but I just shrugged. 

“Anyone can die at any time. So why worry about someone who can just teleport behind me and cut off my head before I can even react? It’s fine!” 

“I know… I’m just thinking about what you said last night, you know?”

“About the Valiant Dreamers Company?” 

He nodded. 

“Yeah, they may be good people and good fighters— according to Edithe— but that’s exactly why I don’t want to give them too much trouble. If they get targeted by both Demons and the Harrowed Vindicators because of us… I don’t want that.” 

“Well, if you really want, I can get Saffron to help us—”

I began to reach into my bag, but Daniel grabbed my hand and stopped me. He gave me a pleading look. 

“Please don’t. Once again, we don’t know who they’re affiliated with. And I don’t know if we can trust a noble.” 

I frowned. 

“But she’s nice!” 

I protested as I walked next to him— then slowly felt something lightly tugging at my hand and came to a stop. I turned to face Rachel who was standing still. Her arm was extended, pulling me back. 

The little girl’s gaze slowly spun around the busy market. She went from stall to stall, looking at shops and food stands, her eyes bulging and her mouth watering. I bent over next to her and peered past her shoulder. 

“Do you want something, Rachel?”

She jumped and faced me. 

“Me? I— no.”

Rachel’s gaze slid off my face and to the ground. She spoke shyly as she shuffled her feet. 

“I-it’s just my first time in a big city. Daddy… never brought me to one, but mommy would always tell me stories about it. And there’s so many things that she talked about here. I was just… awed. That’s all.”

“Do you want anything?”

I gave her a curious look. She backed up and waved her hands in the air. 

“No, no, no! It’s fine! I was just looking. We can continue!” 

I exchanged a glance with Daniel and he gave me simply wrinkled his brows. I spun back to her and gave her a thumbs up.

“I told you, I’m a Princess. I’ll get you whatever you want.” 

Rachel slowly perked up. Her eyes widened and she stared at me with those orange-yellow irises of hers. She hesitated for a moment, but eventually spoke up in a squeak. 

“Then— then I want that!” 

The little girl pointed at a doll being displayed at the front of a small shop set up on the side of the street. I beamed back at her, nodding. 

“Of course!”

Then I turned around.

“Daniel, can you get that for her?” 

“You… haaa…” 

The Human man shook his head.

“You can’t even buy her a cheap doll and yet you call yourself a Princess…” 

“Listen! From what you told me, Princesses get people to do things for them!” 

“I mean, fair. But you can't just make promises you aren’t able to deliver on.” 

“But I can deliver on it. I’ll just ask you to buy it, see?” 

“You’re lucky the [Cultists] had some spare money for us. Otherwise, we’d be broke right now.”

“Didn’t we just get paid by Saffron?”

“We used the coins to buy healing potions, remember?”

“Huh.” 

The three of us went to the stall and bought the doll from the shopkeep. Rachel jumped up in the air and spun with it. She stared into its black button eyes, rustled its curly blonde hair, and fluffed its purple dress. Then she hugged it.

“I’m going to name you Princess!” 

I blinked and Daniel snickered. 

“Hey! Wait—”

“Regret your decision now, Salvos?” 

I scowled and crossed my arms. But Rachel did not even notice me, continuing to play with Princess, waving her in the air. 

“Hmph! It’s fine, but I’m sure she knows who the real princess here is. Since I am the one who bought it for her, after all.” 

“I’m sure she does.” 

The girl giggled, twirling the doll around and stopped. She sniffed the air as a scent wafted its way to us. Her stomach rumbled and her face turned red. 

“I, um—” 

Rachel looked over at us but did not say anything. I realized what was going on too late; Daniel smiled and stepped forward, bending down to meet her gaze. 

“What’s wrong, are you hungry?”

She nodded slowly and Daniel beamed. 

“Well, that’s alright. Come on, thanks to Princess Salvos, you can have anything and everything you want to eat here in the market. Don’t be afraid to just point out any food stand you think looks yummy and you can have it.” 

I stared on, aghast, as the two conspired about having food. I caught Daniel glancing back at me with a wicked face, reveling in his vengeance against me. I jabbed a finger accusingly at him.

“Whatever happened to an eye for an eye makes the whole world go blind?” 

He shrugged. 

“I’m not G——i.”

…

“Who?” 

 

—--

 

After spending the whole day walking up and down the market of Warrington, Rachel left the street fully satisfied, hugging Princess and patting her tummy. Meanwhile Daniel and I glared at each other, both of us swearing to settle this grudge match at a later date. 

For now, we found our way to the captain that had called us to the guard barracks back during the afternoon. It was now evening, and while Daniel was not too ecstatic to make a report despite not getting any rest, he was almost out of money and we were supposed to get paid for our mission. 

The guards led us to a small office located on the second floor of the building; there, the three of us entered the room and found the same Human man from before. 

“You’ve returned. And with a… friend. I take it this means you’ve found something?”

“Yeah. We found the hideout of the [Cultists].” 

He nodded grimly. Daniel opened his mouth to continue, but the captain raised a hand and cut him off.

“Please spare me the details. I… don’t want to know what kind of atrocities they committed.” 

His eyes stayed off of Rachel— even though we had bought her new clothes, she was still dirty and slightly bloodied from the fight with the assassins. 

“I just want to know if they’ve been taken care of and where my men can find proof of this.” 

“Right.”

Daniel walked up to the captain's desk and began pointing out on a map the rough location of the cave from the town where the Traveller’s Inn was located. 

“There’s a collapsed cave there. You won’t be able to find much evidence since a lot of things were destroyed in the fighting—”

He was lying. 

“However, if you go to the town here, you’ll find a man who goes by the name of Joseph. The people there know about him— or you can ask about him from an innkeeper named Eren— they’ll lead you to him. He worked with the [Cultists] and even gave his own daughter up to pay off his debts to them.” 

“I see.” 

The guard captain nodded and smiled gratefully. 

“Thank you.” 

Daniel stepped back and raised a brow. 

“So, where’s our payment?” 

“Your payment… yes.” 

“Is something the matter?” 

I turned to my Human companion while Rachel continued to play with Princess behind me. He folded his arms.

“I just realized we never negotiated payment for this job.” 

“That you didn’t.” 

The guard captain stood up and reached for something at his waist. Daniel and I tensed, however, he just produced a small bag. 

“This.” 

I blinked. 

“What is it?” 

“50 gold for the investigation and destruction of a cult. It’s your reward.” 

I saw the glittering coins sticking out of the pouch and grinned. I walked up to accept it. 

“Thanks—”

But Daniel interrupted me. 

“Isn’t that too little?” 

Cocking my head, I paused as the guard captain lowered his hands. My Human companion stepped past me and placed his hands on the wooden desk. 

“I believe I just explained to you— we not only helped find this cult that has been disturbing the peace of your city and the surrounding towns, but we destroyed it and killed the Greater Demon they summoned. Don’t you think that should be worth more than 50 gold? It’s 5 platinum— I can go to the Adventurers Guild and do five easy Gold Rank jobs for that much.” 

The guard captain opened his mouth, slowly bobbing it as he struggled to find his voice. 

“I-I’m sorry.”

He finally mustered up. 

“Pardon?” 

Daniel blinked and I just glanced between the two with a puzzled look. 

“I said I’m sorry. But I can’t pay you more than that. This was never a job put up by the lord of Warrington. He isn’t even in the city right now! I put up the job myself— and you’re right, I omitted the payment from the contract. Because this was all I could gather. I dipped into our city’s budget and my entire savings for this.” 

The guard captain bowed and my Human companion took a step back. 

“I—”

“Please.” 

He pleaded with a shaky voice. 

“I can’t offer you anything else. I am sorry.” 

Daniel stared at the guard captain— at the wrinkled man with gray hair as his body trembled and shook. Then he clicked his tongue. 

“...keep it.” 

The [Hero] turned around and began to leave. The guard captain stared, eyes wide and jaw hanging as he walked out of the room. 

“Come on, Salvos, Rachel.”

The little girl hurried after him— and stopped. 

“But Salvos isn’t coming.” 

Daniel glanced back at me as I stood in the center of the room, head tilted up facing the ceiling. I tapped a finger on my chin. 

“Uh, Salvos, what are you doing? Let’s go—”

“I don’t want to.” 

He stared at me.

“What?”

“Not yet, at least.” 

I turned back to the guard captain and pointed at him.

“You.”

He nearly jumped back as I spoke out. 

“Y-yes?” 

“You can’t pay us because you don’t have the money, right?” 

“I-I can! I have 50 gold right here—”

“But according to Daniel, that is not enough.” 

I looked back at my companion for confirmation and he slowly nodded. I beamed and pointed back at him. 

“And you. You don’t want to accept the gold because you’d feel bad or something or another.” 

“What are you getting at, Salvos?” 

He narrowed his eyes as I clapped my hands together happily. 

“Then why don’t we just come to a compromise?” 

“A… compromise?”

The two Human men spoke at the same time. This time, they were the ones that were puzzled. However, I just explained myself. 

“So if he can’t pay us enough in coins and we can’t accept it because Daniel is too uptight, why don’t we just get paid another way?” 

The guard captain hesitantly raised his hand. 

“W-what is this ‘another way’ of payment you speak of?” 

“Easy.”

I leaned forward in his desk, right until my face was before his. And I smiled happily. 

“Give us a carriage.” 

“A… what?!”

He sputtered, spit flying past my face. 

“Our city doesn’t own any carriages— every carriage we have available is owned by the lord! We can't possibly give you what isn’t ours!” 

“You don’t have to give it to us.” 

I leaned back and snorted. 

“You just have to lend it to us. Let us use your carriages to go somewhere. Then we’ll return it. That’s it.” 

“But the lord would never permit—”

“He doesn’t have to know, does he? After all, he’s not even in Warrington right now as you said.” 

“I…”

The guard captain trailed off and slowly sat back down. He’s starting to get it. I smirked and turned back to Daniel. I knew I had to explain myself to him too. 

My companion frowned. 

“Salvos, what are you—”

“We’re going to the Sunmere Republic. To Viechester.” 

“You don’t mean…”

His eyes widened and I nodded. 

“We’re going straight to the Valiant Dreamers Company.” 

He looked at me with dubious eyes. 

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 

“Well, I think it is. You don’t have any better plans, do you? Or are you just going to worry over unseen enemies as we wander about aimlessly with a target in our backs.” 

“I…” 

Daniel sighed. 

“You could’ve at least given me more time to think about it.” 

“Fine. You can think about it. In the meantime, I’ll ask Rachel what she thinks.”

I walked over to the girl holding the doll to her chest and she cocked her head. I placed my chin between the palm of my hands and met her gaze. 

“Want to ride on a fancy carriage with me? We’ll all be like princesses.” 

Her eyes sparkled and she danced on both legs. 

“Yay! I want to be like a princess with Salvos and Princess!” 

I turned back to Daniel. 

“Now it’s your choice.” 

I smiled. He shook his head, muttering under his breath. 

“You’ve really gotten good at this whole people thing, huh?” 

“I’m still learning!”

I happily supplied. He inhaled deeply and acquiesced. 

“Fine. Next time however, please give me more of a heads up. I’m not good with things like this so suddenly.” 

“Will do.” 

I shot him a thumbs up and turned back to the guard captain. I placed my hands on my hips as he scratched his beard. 

“Viechester… the Sunmere Republic. Certainly that’s not too far away. With a good driver and well-trained horses by a [Beast Tamer]... a fast carriage should be able to go there and back in two weeks. The lord might return by then, however..” 

I raised an eyebrow. 

“So, what about it?” 

The guard captain nodded. 

“For the saviors of Silvergrove, and now the saviors of Warrington? I’d gladly take the risk.” 

I exhaled deeply, releasing a breath I didn’t know I was holding. Then I was pounced at by Rachel from behind— she hugged me tightly with Princess still held around her arms. 

“Yay! Thank you Salvos! We’re going to be princesses!” 

I hugged her back and laughed.

“I told you, I’m already a Princess!”

…

“...don’t they realize that a lowly lord’s carriage is nothing compared to what a princess would ride—”

“No, don’t tell them.”

            
67. Road Trip

                
“Are you… Miss Salvos and Miss Rachel?” 

“It’s Princess Salvos and princess Rachel.” 

I spoke haughtily as I walked forward, chin up and back straight. Rachel strutted alongside me, her nose held high and a light smile plastered on her face. 

“And princess Princess too!”

I eyed the doll in her hand with a disdainful look and huffed. 

“Very well, and princess Princess too.” 

The carriage driver raised a brow and slowly nodded. 

“Uh, right. Well, just hop on in and we’ll be good to go…?” 

He seemed uncertain— unsure of his station. Of course he would be; when faced with such majesty, one couldn’t help but tremble in awe before my presence! 

Rachel and I entered the coach as our servant stopped and began conversing with the carriage driver.

“Yeah, I’m not with them. Yes, Daniel— thanks for doing this. I know it was a favor from the guard captain, but we really appreciate it...” 

The two Human men paused and eyed us with envious looks from the outside. Daniel sighed wistfully, shaking his head— obviously entranced by the rich garments I adorned. 

“Right, I know they’re a bit dirty, but we’re a bit low on money right now. We’ll try not to leave a mess. Thanks.”

With that said, our servant finally decided to step into the carriage and join us. He sunk into the seat opposite Rachel and I, his presence actually shrinking from being before us. Averting his gaze in reverence, he spoke softly. 

“Salvos, you’re embarrassing.” 

“Wha—”

 I sputtered and leaned forward.

“What did I do?” 

“The way you were acting. That’s going a little bit too far.” 

“What do you mean? I was just behaving the way a Princess would!” 

“But you’re not a Princess. And you’re being rude to the carriage driver. It was kind of embarrassing.”

Daniel sighed again, rubbing at his temples. I protested as the carriage began to get moving.

“I didn’t do anything Rachel wasn’t doing. Why am I the embarrassing one?!” 

“Rachel is a child. You’re a Greater Demon. There’s a difference.” 

I harrumphed and crossed my arms. 

“At least I’m not being a grumpy Human man.” 

“I’m not being grumpy— just look at yourself, Salvos.” 

I glanced down at my regal dress: the tattered cloak, the torn and cut pants, and the Blue Jacket that did not exist anywhere else in this world. I shrugged. 

“What’s wrong with it?”

“You look like a beggar.” 

I pouted and turned my head to the side, facing away from Daniel. 

“Hmph, it is expected of the common folk to lack the same pristine taste of the nobility. I think I look wonderful.”

“You don’t even understand how fashion here works.”

“Neither do you!” 

I pointed an accusing finger at him. He opened his mouth to retort, but bit back his tongue. I grinned triumphantly. 

“See, you know I’m right—” 

Something cut me off. I felt a light tug and turned to face the little girl staring up at me with wet eyes. 

“Salvos… Mr Daniel… please don’t fight. I-I’m sorry—” 

Rachel sniffled, wiping at her face with her doll. I blinked and Daniel bit his lower lip.

“We— we weren’t actually mad at each other, Rachel. Look, it’s fine.” 

He reached over and patted her on the shoulder. Rachel sniffed, but more tears ran down her cheeks; her face was entirely red, and snot and saliva was eeking out of her nose and mouth. I grimaced, however Daniel whispered to me. 

“Salvos, help me comfort her!”

“What do I do? I don’t know what to do!” 

“Just… do something!”

I hesitated. And then picked Rachel up and hugged her. I said nothing, just holding her crying continued. Daniel opened his mouth but I placed a finger on my lip. 

“Sh.”

He slowly nodded and sat back down. The carriage ran into a bump as we finally left Warrington, and I continued to hug Rachel for a while longer. I wasn’t really sure what I was doing. This was what Edithe did to me to make me feel better when she told me she was going to leave. It made me feel better for some reason, and for some reason now, I wanted to make the girl feel better too. 

And eventually, she did. Rachel stopped crying and began giggling when I took Princess from her. 

“She’s mine now!” 

“Stop! The Demon has taken Princess! Do something, [Hero]!” 

“Wait, you want me to join in?” 

I laughed, holding the doll up to the ceiling of the coach. 

“Of course… if you dare.” 

I gave him a dangerous smile and he gulped. It was meant to be a joke, however he quickly looked out the window of the carriage and firmly planted himself onto his seat. 

“I’m good here, thanks.” 

 

—--

 

The ride was fun, with Rachel and I playing with each other, and Daniel and I engaging in some harmless jokes. In other words, it was relatively uneventful, and one week flew by before I knew it. 

“We’re here.”

I glanced out the window, staring ahead at the city before us. Rachel was excitedly trying to sneak a peek behind me, however I was blocking her way since she took Princess back from me. 

“Let me see!” 

“There’s nothing for you to see. It looks just like any other city.” 

Indeed, the Sunmere Republic had been no different from Nixa. When we crossed the border, I was expecting some kind of change of landscape, or a change to the sky. However, the sun remained up above, the night was still dark, and the stars remained twinkling, unmoving in dome overhead. 

“I still want to see!” 

Rachel protested, crossing her arms with a pout. I sighed and picked her up. 

“Fine, if you want to see the city— here!”

“Woah.”

The walls of Viechester lay ahead of us— a pristine, white barrier that separated the settlement inside from the world of monsters beyond. I saw nothing special about it, and yet both Rachel and Daniel gaped at the sight before us. 

“What’s so ‘woah’ about it?”

“That’s… banclite.”

“Ban...clite?” 

I cocked my head and Daniel turned back to me, nodding. 

“A rare mineral found only in the Motharis Mountain Range in the Human Lands. It’s like marble in its texture, but stone in how durable it is. But most importantly, it has powerful anti magic properties. Meaning that having a wall built out of it renders any magical siege nearly useless. Even a Level 100 [Mage] would have some difficulty tearing down that wall.” 

“What about 150? Would a Level 150 [Mage] be able to destroy it easily?” 

“I mean… probably?” 

I shrugged. 

“Then I just have to be Level 150 then.” 

“You… haa… you say that like it’s so easy, but knowing you you’ll actually go about and do it.” 

He slumped back into his seat and Rachel had me move her around to get a better view of the city. 

“You’ve been keeping up with my leveling, Daniel, haven’t you? Even if I weren’t in my Mortal Form, I don’t think I’d be able to beat you in a fight very easily.” 

“But I have a General Skill. A cheat Skill, I guess, since I’m a [Hero].” 

“And that is?”

I quirked an eyebrow. He gave me a helpless look. 

“[Hero’s Skill: Bonus Experience]. Everything I do grants me slightly more experience than it would a normal person. It’s… really not fair.” 

I stared at Daniel for a moment. Then I raised an angry fist and waved it at him. 

“You can say that again!” 

“Hey— I can’t see, move me to the left.” 

I did as Rachel told me, and turned back to my Human companion with a glare. 

“So you’re saying that you can be leveling faster than me if you work harder to level up, but instead you choose to spend every night sleeping instead of fighting?!” 

“That’s… I still need sleep.” 

“But you still could outlevel me and you don’t!” 

“...how do you know I haven’t outleveled you? 

I narrowed my eyes and identified the grinning man. 

[Warrior - Lvl. 10]

I scowled. 

“Good point.” 

Daniel shook his head and cast his gaze out the window. 

“I know I can do so much more with my Class, Salvos. It’s just that… sometimes, when I try to do something right, things just go horribly wrong. Like when I met you for the first time.” 

“You attacked me!” 

I happily pointed it out. 

“R-right. And I made a dumb mistake. Sure, terrible things happen without me doing anything either, like with Lucerna. However, I was the reason tens of thousands of lives in the Elutra Kingdom were made worse. I don’t want to be responsible for something like that again.” 

I nodded slowly, deciding that this was not the time to openly speak my mind. Rachel continued admiring the city as the carriage rolled its way through the open gates. Daniel remained solemn for a moment longer as I finally decided on what to say. 

“So, what do you want to do, Daniel?” 

“What do I… want to do?” 

He repeated after me dumbly. I cocked my head. 

“What is it that you want?” 

“That’s…”

He hesitated, then he mustered up a chuckle. 

“That’s oddly philosophical for you.” 

I shrugged and cast his gaze down to the palm of his hands. He stared at it and spoke with resignation. 

“I don’t really know what I want. They expect you to know everything you want to do in life by the time you’re 18 years old, and I’m 20, but— I’m just lost.” 

“You’re lost?” 

“I don’t know what I want to do. I guess, if you’re talking about the near future, I’ll be helping you get back to your home. Then after that… who knows?”

I nodded slowly. 

“I see.”

There was a lull in the conversation as we went through the gates without being stopped— apparently, traveling was not as difficult in the Sunmere Republic. Then Daniel spoke up, meeting my gaze.

“What about you, Salvos?”

“Me?” 

“What do you want to do… with your life, I guess? Any goals, aspirations?” 

I beamed and answered instantly. 

“I want to find Haec. I want to be with my companions, and maybe make more companions. I want people to recognize me. I want to continue to be Salvos. And I want to level more and more!” 

He blinked. Then he laughed.

“I shouldn’t have expected anything else from you. Honestly.” 

He shook his head and smacked his forehead. I grinned as he sighed. 

“But why do you want to level, Salvos? Is it something… ingrained within you? An instinct? Or do you have an actual reasoning behind it.” 

I actually had to pause to answer his question. I tilted my head back and thought over his question carefully. Then the words came out from my mouth slowly, thoughtfully.

“Right now, I’m Salvos. But I’m… incomplete. I’m not the Salvos I can be.”

“You’re not the Salvos you can be? Sorry, I’m not really getting it.” 

Rachel exclaimed and pointed at a group of well dressed adventurers marching down the streets of Viechester. I elaborated.

“I am Salvos, but I can become a more complete Salvos if I level and evolve. I can feel it— whenever I change, whenever I level, whenever I evolve— I become more… complete.” 

“So, it’s an instinctual desire then?” 

Daniel gave me a curious look. I simply shrugged. 

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t think… it might be the System having an affect on you, do you? To make you think that way. To want to level.” 

“The System?” 

“The world.”

He quickly corrected himself. 

“Or the voice in your head that isn’t actually yours but is there. From when you level.”

“I don’t think the words that appear in my mind aren’t mine. They’re as much mine as my thoughts are.” 

“But… don’t you think it’s strange that the world is intruding on your head? That when something happens, it’s received in your mind?” 

“No.”

I spoke simply, giving Daniel a puzzled look. 

“I don’t get how it’s different from touching a rock and feeling its texture. You feel it with your hand, but your mind perceives it too, right?” 

The [Hero] from another world paused. He rubbed his chin and narrowed his eyes. 

“I… never thought about it like that. I guess it’s like a new sense. A… sixth sense? But still, I just find it kind of… like what if it’s making you want to level. That it messes with your mind to feel that way.” 

The coach rolled to the stop and Rachel excitedly jumped in my arms. I plopped her down back next to me as she spoke excitedly about exploring Viechester. I turned to Daniel and grinned.

“Maybe? But that’s who I am, and I wouldn’t be Salvos if I didn’t want to be more Salvos!” 

“Now that, I agree with.”

 

            
68. Viechester

              
“Bye! Thanks for the ride!” 

I waved at the carriage as it rolled down the street, having dropped us off at the Adventurers Guild of Viechester. Rachel was ogling the city around us— everywhere we turned, we could see the high walls of the city surrounding us. The white banclite rose up to at least 50 feet, standing taller than any city wall I had seen before. 

In fact, this city was large; it was nothing like Silvergrove or Hazelbury. If Rachel had been captivated by Warrington, a small city on the border of Nixa, she was mesmerized by what Viechester had to offer. 

“Woah…” 

She gasped as her gaze glazed over the scenery around us. I couldn’t help but be impressed too. 

“I didn’t know Humans lived in such large cities. If Lucerna had attacked this place…”

“He would have died.” 

Daniel finished my sentence for me. I nodded, tapping a finger on my chin. 

“I wonder why he never attacked a place like this. Didn’t he want to die?” 

“He probably wasn’t fully resigned just yet. Sometimes, people feel like they want something, but they can’t fully commit to doing it just yet. If he really wanted to die, he would’ve just… you know?” 

“No, I don’t know.”

I turned to the Human man with a confused look. 

“What do you mean?” 

He stumbled over his words.

“You know… if he really wanted to die, he’d just have… d-done it himself.” 

Blinking, I slowly registered the implications of his words; then I took a step back and stared at Daniel, horrified. 

“Why would you do that?!” 

“I don’t know— can we change topics?” 

“Look at that! Look at that!”

Rachel piped up over us, hopping up and down excitedly. We turned to her as she pointed at a Human woman waving a small wooden stick— a wand— in the air. Suddenly, a smokey white bird poofed into existence and took off into the sky. Then it circled back and disappeared into a tall, black hat. 

“How is she doing that?”

The little girl faced with wide eyes. I scratched the side of my head.

“Uh, magic?” 

“More specifically, illusion magic.” 

Daniel added from the side. 

“She’s a street performer. She’s casting simple prestidigitation kind of spells to do that— nothing above our levels.” 

I identified the street performer and found her to only be at Level 18. 

“Huh.”

“Yeah, look, you can see a few other [Mages] and some [Rogues] showing off tricks down that street too.” 

He gestured at another road, full of busy pedestrians crossing through as other Humans lined up the sides, performing different kinds of flashy and dazzling tricks. A [Rogue] juggled half a dozen daggers, an [Archer] shot an apple mid air, and a [Warrior] carried a huge rock. 

Not all of them were impressive— many passersby didn’t even give them a second look. It mostly drew looks from the children. And Rachel was especially locked to the scene before us. I was staring too, until I noticed this. 

I crossed my arms and loudly harrumphed. 

“I can do that too. It’s nothing amazing.”

“Yes, but you’re Salvos.”

She spoke simply, giving me an uncaring glance. I threw my hands in the air. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“I mean, is she wrong though?” 

“Well, no— but… I guess there’s nothing wrong with that. I am Salvos.” 

Daniel laughed and Rachel tugged at his shirt, pointing at a food stand. 

“Can I… can I have that?” 

“But we don’t have enough…” 

The girl instantly deflated and nodded understandingly. 

“Oh, I see… I’m sorry for bothering you Mr Daniel.” 

He glanced at her, then at the judging look I was giving him. He sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose.

“Let’s get that real quick. Then we’ll go to the Adventurers Guild, alright?”

“Yay! Thank you!”

Rachel beamed and we headed over to the stall. And when we left it, she was munching on a piece of burnt fish stabbed through by a wooden stick. I ignored that and faced Daniel. 

“Why are there so many street performers here? I don’t think I ever saw one before.” 

“That’s because it’s banned in Nixa. They find it hard to tax and regulate these street performers because of the way they earn their coins. So they don’t allow it.” 

“But it’s allowed here?”

I raised a brow, perplexed. He shrugged. 

“The Sunmere Republic doesn’t think it’s a bad thing. I don’t know, never been here before. Everything I know comes from what I was forced to learn when I… came here.” 

Daniel pushed the door of the Adventurers Guild open, letting Rachel and I into the large hall. A few faces turned to us, and I raised my chin, expecting to hear some shocked reactions. I was a Gold Rank adventurer after all! 

But other than a few nudges and a few glances, there was no reaction. 

Blinking, I took a good look around the room and realized that we weren’t the only Gold Ranks around. In fact, there were some that were even higher leveled than me! And they were the ones getting all the attention in the room. 

I frowned as Daniel walked by me with Rachel by his side, chewing on bits of food. 

“Something wrong, Salvos?” 

“It’s nothing.”

I grumbled and marched forward. 

“Let’s ask them about Edithe.” 

He exchanged a glance with Rachel but she pulled away from him and hurried after me.

I sourly walked up to the receptionists desk with Rachel now by my side, holding my hand. The receptionist— a young Human man with an odd object made of glass rested on his nose and clinging onto both his ears… glasses— looked up and almost through me. 

“Name?” 

“I am Salvos.” 

“Salvos, I don’t believe you’re local to this guild, are you?” 

“Nope. I came from Warrington, but before that I was from Silvergrove and Hazelbury.” 

“Right, so you’re not a local then.” 

The receptionist spoke bluntly and I scowled. He doesn’t even know my name! Everyone around Falisfield knew my name! 

“Adventurer’s badge?” 

“Here.”

I produced my Gold Rank badge and he nodded, scribbling onto a piece of paper. I waited for a reaction, but none came. 

“...aren’t you going to say anything?”

“No, why would I?” 

He looked up at me with a bored face. I scowled.

“Alright Miss Salvos, what do you need from Viechester’s Adventurers Guild?” 

“...” 

I said nothing, completely demoralized and defeated by the dismissive attitude of the guild. Daniel stepped up behind me, taking over. 

“My companion and I were looking for a local company. Or… it’s a rather big one, but it’s located here. I believe it’s called the Valiant Dreamers Company.” 

“If you’re looking to sign with the Valiant Dreamers Company, I don’t believe they’re holding an admission test today. And don’t bother trying to haggle Baris to let you in just because you two are Golds. He won’t do it.” 

“Baris?” 

I cocked my head and turned to Daniel. He shrugged. 

“Probably someone from the company— look, Sir, we’re not trying to join the Valiant Dreamers Company. We just have a friend who’s part of the company, and we’re looking to find her.”

“Her name’s Edithe! She has red hair, about as tall as me! But she isn’t me, of course.” 

I happily supplied, raising a hand. Rachel copied my gesture, holding up the now-empty wooden stick. 

“Uh huh.” 

The receptionist made a sound and strummed his finger on the table. 

“Very well then. If you want to get to the Valiant Dreamers Company, it’s a rather large warehouse located in the western part of the city. Once you go out of the door, turn right and head straight past the city square till you’re halfway to the gate. You can ask for better directions when you’re there.” 

“Thank you.” 

Daniel nodded gratefully at him. Then my Human companion paused and glanced over at a bulletin board to the side as he shifted uncomfortably on his feet. 

“By the way, are there any, uh, open jobs I can take a look at?”

“Sure. These are the ones we have for the week. But they’re mostly minor tasks, would a Gold Rank like you even need to do this job?” 

He laughed nervously and I quickly led Rachel out of the guild. 

“Well, reasons…” 

 

—--

 

The three of us walked through the busy streets of Viechester. Rachel was enamored by the street performers and other displays of the city, such as a magical fountain that spewed colorful water in the air. 

I stopped to stare at it too, analyzing the way the strands of mana in the air were interrupted by some magical sphere within it. Whatever magic enchanted it was not efficient— it did not draw any mana from the surroundings at all! 

Saffron’s basic lessons on mana theory really are helpful, I mused, turning to Daniel. 

He was leafing through the pamphlets and pieces of paper we had been given by the receptionist. Apparently the jobs he had taken were ordinary jobs— something that was meant to be done by new Silver Ranks. 

“So, we have a gathering job that requires us to head over to the nearby forest and pick out some zorth mushrooms, an extermination job for giant rats in the sewers, or a simple day guard job where we patrol the nearby roads for any monsters. What do you think?” 

“They all sound boring!” 

I answered truthfully. Daniel didn’t even blink. 

“I know you think they’re boring, but these are part of their weekly jobs, Salvos. It’s good to make some quick money, especially since we have none right now. As opposed to taking a… I don’t know, a job that requires us to go to the Plaguelands and retrieve the Sacred Sceptre of Nhirad.” 

My eyes twinkled and I turned excitedly to him. 

“That sounds interesting! Can we do that?”

“No.” 

He spoke simply.

“That’s a job for Diamonds. Certainly not for us.” 

“Aw…” 

I deflated, but I knew when things were too hard for me to do. It would be like if I were an Infant Demon all over again and I decided to attack a Greater Demon. I most definitely would die.

“I guess we can look for those mushrooms…”

“I’d have thought you’d prefer to exterminate the giant rats.” 

I wrinkled a brow. 

“Why would I do that? They wouldn’t give me much experience, and fighting them would be boring. But these zorth mushrooms— I wonder what’s so special about them.” 

I cast my gaze to the sky, trying to imagine what these mushrooms were like. I had seen mushrooms before, especially when in the Silkfall’s Crevice Dungeon, and they came in all kinds of shapes and sizes. Is this a big one? Or is it small? Or does it at first seem like a bunch of small little ones gathered together but is actually a very big one? 

“They’re just mushrooms. A common ingredient used by [Alchemists]. Very good absorbents of mana.” 

“Huh.”

Being told what it was took out all the fun behind it. I shrugged.

“Then can we just live without money?” 

“No, we can’t. We wouldn’t survive without food or shelter.”

“But I can!” 

Daniel ignored that comment as we rounded a corner. He stopped as we came face to face with a large warehouse building. It was fenced in on all sides by brick walls, however I noted a disruption in the flow of mana going through its perimeter.

I wanted to walk up to it and touched it, but Daniel led me to a metal gate instead. It was not as big as the gates on the walls of the city, but it was about twice my current height. 

Two Humans stood there. One was a brown haired woman with her hair tied into a ponytail, while the other was a bald man dressed in dark clothing that revealed his abdomen. 

[Mage - Lvl. 58]

[Rogue - Lvl. 61]

“Halt.” 

The bald man called out, stepping forward. 

“Access to this building is authorized only for members of the Valiant Dreamers Company. Produce your guild pass or be turned away.”

He gave us a menacing stare— a glare. And Daniel and I exchanged a look. Rachel quickly hid behind me, hugging Princess tightly as she peered out the side of my legs slightly to see what was going on. Daniel opened his mouth to speak, however the brown haired woman elbowed him and pushed him aside. 

“Why do you have to be so rude, Ian— can’t you see they have a child with them? Hey! Sorry for my friend. And you, little girl, don’t be afraid. He may look scary, but he’s actually a really nice guy.” 

Rachel peeked out a little more, but stayed silent. She did not look scared, however her eyes were almost expressionless— it reminded me of the first time I met her. The [Mage] realized she wasn’t going to get a response from her and cleared her throat. 

“So, are you new recruits or adventurers looking to join the company? Sorry, we don’t recognize your faces, and we’ve been a bit on edge lately.” 

“Oh, we’re not part of your company.” 

I replied honestly. She nodded, as if she expected it.

“I see, I see. Well, if you’re new recruits looking to join us, we’re not currently holding any admission tests. We’ve had… problems. We used to hold them every two weeks, as I’m sure you’ve heard, but things have been… happening.”

The bald man, Ian, grunted from behind her. 

“Trouble. And I dislike trouble. If there’s trouble, I stab it.” 

“Hey, me too!” 

I nodded respectfully at him. 

“Well, sometimes I cut them too. Or slice at them. But stabbing is very effective as well.” 

He just stared at me, not saying anything. The brown haired woman cleared her throat and gave me an uncertain look. 

“So, uh, unfortunately we’re going to have to turn you away. Sorry.” 

“Oh, but we’re not here to join your company.” 

“You’re not?” 

The [Mage] frowned and the [Rogue] tensed. 

“Then why are you here?” 

I opened my mouth— but Daniel spoke over me, pushing me back. 

“We’re here to meet with a friend of ours. She’s with your company. A Gold Rank.” 

The brown haired woman gave us a dubious look, narrowing her eyes. 

“And who exactly is your friend?” 

Daniel began to reply. 

“Her name is—”

“Edithe!”

I shouted over him, stepping forward. My other Human companion was talking to a man as they strolled out of the building beyond the gate. 

The [Mage] and the [Rogue] blinked, turning back to face the red haired woman. Before either of them could speak however, I ran past them and hurled myself over the gates. I rushed forward and leapt at Edithe. 

“It’s been so long! It’s me, do you remember me?”

“...Salvos?”

The Human woman blinked as I threw my hands around her. I kept my arms wrapped around my companion, clinging onto her for a few passing moments while her eyes widened. Then, as if she realized what was finally happening, Edithe slowly hugged me back and smiled.

"How have you been?"

 

            
69. Cringe

                
I held Edithe in my arms for a moment longer. In the past, before I had evolved, I probably would have only reached up to her neck on my tip toes. However now, I rested my chin lightly over her shoulder— since we were close to the same height, it was not difficult at all. 

“I’ve been good! 

I beamed and finally let her go. Edithe stepped back, returning my smile. 

“Seems like you’ve been busy. You’re already at Level 51. Just a few more levels and you’ll be past me too.” 

I placed my hands on my hips and raised my chin. 

“Of course! I’m Salvos, and I haven’t been idle since we last saw each other.” 

“And Daniel is with you too. He’s leveled quite a bit as well… wait, who’s that girl?” 

I glanced back at past the gates— past the two adventurers that had been standing guard trying to open it in a panic— and at Rachel. 

“Oh her? She’s Rachel! A girl we saved from some [Cultists] that had been trying to summon a Greater Demon near Warrington.” 

“Sounds like you have quite the adventurer, huh?” 

I nodded my head eagerly. 

“We did—”

A sound interrupted me. The gates swung wide and the two adventurers rushed in with their weapons drawn. Then the door to the building burst open and more adventurers poured out, all prepared to fight. I blinked as they surrounded me. 

But before anything could happen, the Human man that had been with Edithe tapped a wooden stick— a cane— on the ground, drawing our attention. 

“Excuse me, Miss… Salvos, but you’re trespassing on the property of the Valiant Dreamers Company. I do recognize that you’re Edithe’s friend, but I must ask that you do not climb over our gates, triggering our barrier runes by tearing through them, and sending everyone inside into a panic, just to meet her.” 

I stared at him for a moment, then at Edithe.

“Uh… did I do something bad for Humans?” 

“Other than what Baris just said? Not really.”

“Oh good.” 

Edithe laughed. 

“I was being sarcastic, but I’m sure you know that.”

I grinned and hugged her again. The man, Baris, sighed. 

 

—--

 

Daniel, Rachel, and I found ourselves led to a room somewhere in the building with Edithe at first, just chatting, catching up. After quickly reprimanding Ian and the other girl, Paige, for not stopping me, Baris had to get an [Enchanter] to repair the runes built along the walls, so he was not with us. However, he said he would come to speak with us when that was finished.

“So you felt something blocking your way as you climbed over the gates, but you just went through anyway?” 

“It was a little bit uncomfortable, but I was so excited to finally meet you again that I ignored it!” 

“You should be a bit more conscious about these kinds of things in the future. The barrier set up was never meant to be a deadly one since we’re in the city— however, if you had been trying to break into our training base a few miles out… it could’ve been dangerous for you.” 

I shrugged, leaning back next to Rachel who was snacking on some nuts. 

“I’m sure I’d have been fine. I noticed the one here wasn’t bad! And I have a Ring of Lesser Protection, see?” 

I lifted up my finger and showed it to Edithe. The red haired woman shook her head. 

“I know you have one— but still. You worry me with how reckless you are sometimes.” 

I laughed and scratched the back of my head; Daniel muttered under his breath as he sipped from a cup of a yellow drink— tea. 

“Imagine what it’s like looking after her nonstop by myself since you left.”

“Indeed— which reminds me, has Daniel done or said anything weird to you, Salvos?” 

He nearly spit out his drink while Edithe gave me a questioning glance. The Human man opened his mouth, but I spoke over him, tapping at my chin. 

“I don’t think so? If you’re talking about the things you told me to watch out for from men, Daniel hasn’t tried any of it at all!” 

“Good, good. It seems like you really were trustworthy after all.” 

Edithe shot him a teasing grin and he just sighed. 

“Can’t believe you thought that lowly of me.” 

“Better safe than sorry— anyway, so you found this girl while trying to find Salvos a way back to the Netherworld, correct?” 

I nodded as Rachel stopped munching on the food and glanced up. She saw Edithe looking at her and sidled over to my side, grabbing my arms and giving the red haired woman a wary look. 

I patted the girl on the head and smiled. 

“Edithe’s fine, she’s my companion. Don’t be scared. And yes, we were hunting some [Cultists] and we found her. She was going to be used as a sacrifice to summon that Demon!” 

“Ignavare, right?” 

“Yep! And he was strong. But not as strong as me. I killed him myself and leveled up!” 

“Of course you did.” 

Edithe shook her head with a smile. She then turned her gaze to the girl by my side and leaned over the table. 

“And Salvos saved you, didn’t she?” 

Rachel gave her a curt nod, but otherwise said nothing. Daniel spoke apologetically to Edithe. 

“Sorry, I think she’s a bit shy with strangers. She had a rough life, even before she was taken by the [Cultists].” 

“That’s understandable. It must’ve been hard on you, huh? I’m sorry you went through that.”

Edithe turned to Rachel with a sad look. It was almost empathetic. As if she understood how the girl felt. 

Daniel nodded and took a deep breath.

“Yeah, actually, she’s the reason why we’re here too.” 

“What do you mean?” 

The Human man hesitated, but opened his mouth to explain himself— when the door shot open. Baris finally arrived, dragging in another man— a younger man with the same blonde hair and blue eyes as him— into the room. 

“Hadrian, I’m warning you— if you don’t speak with our guests, I’ll make you fill out all of the company’s accounts for the next year by yourself.” 

“But dad, you know I can’t do that! I can barely even count to ten, let alone deal with all that stuff!”

“Then shut up and do your job!” 

The younger man, Hadrian, was thrown by Baris onto the couch. He landed right next to Edithe, with his arms and legs sprawled wide. He paused, blinking as Rachel, Daniel, and I stared at him. 

His gaze paused right on me while Baris folded his arms and sat down next to the man. The older man opened his mouth to speak, but Hadrian interrupted him.

“This is my—”

“Oh, I do apologize for the mess I’ve presented myself in. It seems father failed to inform me that one of the adventurers visiting my company was of the upper class. My name is Hadrian, and I am the leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company. We are truly honored by your presence, Miss, ah, I mean lady…?”

He stood up and slicked his hair back. Bowing before me, he dropped to one knee and held a hand out. Daniel blinked then sat up in protest. Edithe smacked her forehead and Baris frowned. 

I grinned.

“Hehe, so you recognize that I am a noble then? Well, I’m not just any noble. I’m Princess Salvos—” 

“No she’s not. And don’t try that with her. All you’ll do is encourage her even more.” 

Daniel spoke over me and eyed him. However, the blonde man cast a dismissive glance to my Human companion and huffed. 

“Ah, a jealous rival. But I do apologize, Sir, I wasn’t talking to you but the lovely lady here.” 

“That’s enough, Hadrian. Sit down and show some respect to our guests. And you.”

Baris glanced over at me.

“Do not lie to people you’ve come to request help for. It will only hurt your cause, even if it is a good one.” 

I scowled and crossed my arms, sinking back to the couch as the older man proceeded to glare at his son. Hadrian shrugged helplessly. 

“I apologize if I mistook her beauty as a sign of a noble heritage. It was my mistake, father—”

“Alright, that’s enough from you. Sit down before you embarrass yourself further.” 

Baris spoke with finality in his voice. The younger man took a seat with a scowl. Edithe sighed and rubbed her temples. 

“Alright, now that Hadrian has humiliated both himself and the company, may I begin, Baris?” 

“Yes. You said that these three were here seeking help from the Valiant Dreamers Company?” 

“They are. And in fact, both Daniel and Salvos are the ones I’ve told you about.” 

“You’ve told them about us?”

Daniel raised an eyebrow dubiously. She nodded and glanced over at him, then me. 

“They’re both adventurers who were only Silvers when I first met them, and yet they’re both Gold now in such a short amount of time. They have potential. And Salvos is the one who wants to find a way to the Netherworld, because her friend is stuck there.” 

I blinked.

“Wait—”

“I know your friend was kidnapped by a Greater Demon, right Salvos? He was dragged into the Netherworld and you couldn’t stop it from taking him. So that’s why you’re interested in finding a way there to save him.” 

The red haired woman gave me a look and I slowly nodded, picking up on her cue. 

“That’s right. My friend is stuck in the Netherworld, and I want to get back to him.” 

I didn’t necessarily lie, however, I certainly wasn’t telling the whole truth. Edithe smiled, turning to Baris and Hadrian. 

“And that’s why I’ve been asking around about it— doing research.” 

“Hm, I see. But I don’t believe that’s why they're here now, correct? Otherwise, you’d have been informed of their coming.” 

“No. I am not aware of why they are here. Or why that child, Rachel, is with them.” 

Daniel nodded, taking it as his turn to speak up. 

“We came here because… we’ve run into a little bit of trouble. We rescued Rachel while we were hunting [Cultists], as Salvos mentioned earlier, and unfortunately, we’ve also run into some other issues that puts her in a lot of danger from being associated with us.” 

“What kind of issues?” 

Hadrian asked, first time talking since he sat back down. His face was more serious now, however, he still made sure to shoot me a wink after he asked his question. 

I cocked my head. Is he trying to get me to lie about something too, like Edithe was? 

“It’s a rather problematic one, but we’ve heard good things about the Valiant Dreamers Company. That you guys are good people. That you care about helping the weak, and that you have the strength to stand up to those hurting them. Is that correct?” 

“Yes, we do.” 

Hadrian smiled, this time focusing only on Daniel. 

“It seems like you have a dire problem. How can we help?”

“We’re being hunted by the Harrowed Vindicators.” 

My Human companion admitted. Rachel glanced up at him, her face contorting at the name, while Edithe, Hadrian, and Baris blinked. The older man started, working his jaw. 

“You mean the underworld group notorious for assassinations and kidnappings?” 

Daniel nodded grimly.

“That’s the one.” 

None of them had anything to say— they took a moment to process this information. Hadrian crossed his arms and furrowed his brows while Baris scratched at a stubble on his chin. Daniel continued.

“We’re not asking you to help us. But please look after Rachel. We think they might target her to get to us. She wasn’t involved in this at all— and only got involved because we saved her.” 

“What happened while I was gone?”

Edithe sighed, shaking her head. The older man tilted his head up and spoke to his son.

“Hadrian, as the head of the Valiant Dreamers Company and an adventurer yourself, I’m sure you’re aware of the terrible reputation the Harrowed Vindicators have, yes?” 

“Indeed, father. I am very much aware of their reputation and how they stoop to dirty tricks to achieve their goals.”

Daniel bit his lower lip as he glanced over at me. I gave him a shrug back. 

“I can take care of Rachel myself, you know? I’ll just beat up those assassins like I did last time.”

The girl nodded eagerly and clung to my arm, but before he could retort, Baris resumed his monologue. 

“Hadrian, you remember the reason why I started this company three decades ago, do you? I made sure to drill it into your head when I had you take over. Or don’t tell me you’ve already forgotten.”

“Of course not, father.” 

The younger man— the leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company— stood tall and proud. He fluttered his eyelashes, a smirk spreading across his face as he bellowed in a deep voice. 

“We are the Valiant Dreamers Company: when the world is bleak and unjust, we shall fight for those who are oppressed. We will keep on dreaming, with a valor that will triumph over any evil that stands in our path!”

He turned to me reassuringly. 

“Do not worry, Princess Salvos, we shall keep Rachel safe with us, even if assassins, Demons, or even Kobolds siege us, we will not waver!”

I jumped up and turned to Rachel excitedly. She gave me a blank look. Then I turned to Daniel— and he was cringing. Edithe had her face buried in her hands, and Baris was pinching the bridge of his nose. I blinked.

“Uh, am I not supposed to be excited about this?”

“No, Salvos…”

Edithe sighed. 

“He’s just embarrassing, but yes, we’ll protect Rachel.”

The red haired woman— my other Human companion— smiled at the little girl. 

“Don’t worry, we’ll take care of you.” 

Rachel peered over my side, apprehension still written all over her face. However, she was more relaxed than before now. I nodded at her. 

“Edithe is a good person. She’s very kind.” 

The girl slowly sat back, but not begrudgingly. She spoke softly. 

“...ok.” 

“It’s settled then. Rachel will stay here, right?” 

“She will.” 

Baris spoke as he stood up. 

“My son may have been too… excited, with the way he said it. But we are certainly not like those companies which put only their own interests over all else. I am aware you've encountered the Iron Champions Company before, and I assure you, we are nothing like them.” 

“Those guys sucked! And Stephen is scary!” 

“Well, I have heard of this Stephen from Edithe. And while my son here may not seem all that reliable, he certainly can take on a measly Platinum.” 

I blinked and identified the two blonde Humans. First the father, then the son.

[Mage - Lvl. 81] 

[??? - ???]

“Huh. Both of you are high leveled.” 

Hadrian flashed me a grin, but it disappeared as he was smacked over the head by Baris. The older man began reprimanding him for the way he was acting as Daniel watched on, a scowl plastered on his face. 

He almost looked… jealous. I shrugged and turned to Rachel. But she was patting the Human man on the shoulder. 

“It’s ok… he’s a weirdo.”

She whispered softly. I was about to ask what was so odd about Hadrian that kept garnering this reaction from everyone else when Edithe tapped me on the shoulder. 

“Salvos.”

“That’s me!” 

“It is you. And I’m sure Mistshard and Druma would want to see you again too.”

She laughed as I brightened. 

“They do?” 

“Of course they do. But I’m a little busy today, got to run errands and stuff. So, tomorrow, you and Daniel should meet me at the Sanctum of Elements— it’s the flashy temple close to the city square. I’ll be there with Druma and Mistshard at around noon.” 

I opened my mouth, but Edithe leaned over my shoulder, whispering quietly to me. 

“I’ve got some information to tell you about the Netherworld.”

 

            
70. Summoning Ritual

                
Daniel and I were given our own rooms to stay by the Valiant Dreamers Company, with permission from Hadrian. Rachel was going to be staying in Edithe’s room since she volunteered to take care of the girl once we left. She had to get used to not being around us. However, she was rather shy around the red haired woman, and mostly hung around my room for that day. 

But it was fine since we weren’t in any rush to leave.

On the day after, Rachel was introduced to other members of the company such as Ian, the [Rogue] who had been guarding the gates, or Paige, the [Mage] that had been with him. Daniel and I left her with them to head down to the city’s sewers for the job he had taken from the Adventurers Guild. 

I wanted to collect the zorth mushrooms. But because we were meeting with Edithe in the afternoon, there was apparently no time for that. Gathering jobs would take up a whole day to even be worth the effort put into it.

It was a boring task— killing these weird, big creatures. These giant rats looked kind of like Ground Cravers, except they scurried around on all fours while making these squeaking noises. They were very aggressive though, so I had no qualms with fighting them. I was pretty sure they were even less intelligent than wild Demons. 

I got no levels from them, however it wasn’t a completely worthless excursion. Not only did Daniel make the money he so desperately wanted, I was able to test out and experiment with my magic during the time we spent down in the sewers. Strumming my fingers across the strands of mana that were in the air, I tried to create a kusarigama. 

I knew I could create a sickle, and I knew I could create chains. But they had to be weighted properly. There was a heavy ball at the end of Jaakko’s kusarigama— I could almost remember the feeling of holding it and his sickle. But when I conjured it up myself, the feeling was all wrong. 

I threw the fiery chains but the weighted ball sunk straight to the ground. It wasn’t that I didn’t toss it hard enough, it just wasn’t counterbalanced right. I frowned and experimented with it— however, I couldn’t figure it out in the end. But there was something else that came from it…

 

General Skill [Advanced Mana Manipulation] Level Up! 

[Advanced Mana Manipulation - Lvl. 2] -> [Advanced Mana Manipulation - Lvl. 3]!

Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!

 

Maybe I need [Weapon Mastery] to be at a higher level to create a kusarigama. One thing I realized from raising that Passive was how it made me intrinsically understand how each weapon worked better. And while Saffron had told me my mana control was still unrefined, it didn’t feel like the whole reason why I couldn’t create more complex weapons. 

It was something I lacked. And when I brought it up to Daniel, he shrugged. 

“Probably education. You’re uneducated, so you don’t understand how it works, I guess.”

“Hey! Are you calling me stupid?” 

“That’s not what I meant— but I do think you’re pretty dumb.” 

He grinned and I scowled, crossing my arms. The two of us had just left the sewers and got paid in the Adventurers Guild. Now we were heading our way to the Sanctum of Elements. 

“Well, I think you’re weak! Aren’t you supposed to be a [H—”

“Alright! Alright! I take it back. Don’t say that out loud, please.” 

Daniel gave me a pleading look. I smirked and raised my chin. 

“Don’t say what out loud? You mean the fact that you’re a [H—” 

“Salvos! You’re being a real Demon right now, aren’t you?” 

“Hey!”

“Two can play at that game, you know?” 

The two of us exchanged quips all the way until we reached the temple. The moment we arrived, we stopped a [Priest] dressed in luxurious blue robes with golden linings. The elderly Human man blinked. 

“Ah, you must be Edithe’s friends. She told us that you’d be arriving here.” 

“You know her?” 

He smiled. 

“Of course. Young Edithe has been coming to this temple ever since she was a little street rat running around and causing trouble.” 

Daniel and I exchanged a glance. The [Priest] extended a hand. 

“I’m William. It’s good to meet you.” 

“I’m Salvos!” 

I snatched his hand before Daniel could take it. My Human companion sighed and shook his hand after. 

“I’m Daniel. Apologies if she’s a bit rude— she wasn’t really educated on manners when she was a child.” 

I glared at Daniel but he ignored it. William laughed. 

“It’s fine, it’s fine. I’ve dealt with far more bratty children in my time. Come, I’ll bring you to your friend.” 

He began leading us through the gilded halls of the temple; it was unlike the Sanctuary of Fauna with its plain, white walls that reminded me of the dull Netherworld. It was decorated— there were statues and paintings lined along the walls, and the walls themselves were colorful too. White, yellow, brass. Vibrant colors that almost shone down at me like the magical lamps that illuminated an iridescent glow. 

“So, you know Edithe?” 

Daniel asked, turning to the [Priest] as he continued ahead of us. 

“Indeed I do. I’ve known her for many years. I’ve seen her at her lowest, and I’ve seen her at her highest. She is almost like a daughter to me.” 

“Almost like a daughter… what about her real parents?”

My Human companion almost hesitated, but he spoke up anyway. I cocked my head, confused at why he would ask the question.

“Yes, the girl never knew her father. And her mother had been a prostitute, working hard to provide for her. Unfortunately, because of that line of work, her mother frequently got sick and had to stay at the temple to recover.” 

“Couldn’t she just use healing potions or [Rest]?”

I piped up, raising a brow. 

“No. Ailments and illnesses can only be remedied by medicine or cure spells.” 

“Cure spells?” 

“Yes, the magic which us [Priests] specialize in. We are not [Mage Healers] who can fix a broken arm, but we are able to tend to the sick and weak. Not all of us, of course— but by the nature of our Class, we are not combatants. Not even specialists in magic. Simply supporters. Helpers. Hence why we help cities relay [Short Range Messages] between cities and towns where our temples reside.” 

“And you helped Edithe’s mother?” 

Daniel was the one to speak. William shook his head. 

“We did what we could.” 

“I see…” 

My Human companion trailed off. I wasn’t exactly sure what that meant— did that mean her mother died? That was what it meant, right? But it didn’t seem appropriate to ask, so I said nothing.

We passed through various hallways until we found ourselves in a large room— one that reminded me of the summoning room I first met Sakura in back in Hazelbury. But unlike the simple layout of a circular building with a circular pool in the middle, this room was almost octagonal. It had jagged edges around its perimeters that divided its walls into eight sides, and up above hung a domed roof. One that let light leak in from the sun above.

It was made entirely of glass, but it was not the transparent ones I was used to seeing in inns and shops. The glass was… tinted. It was stained in various different colors from blue, to red, to green, to yellow. Rays of sunlight streamed down through these different lenses, coloring the summoning pool in the same hue as the glass ceiling. 

Edithe stood there, just before the summoning pool. She had Mistshard hovering above her, and Druma further behind, standing in a wet mess. The [Elemental] and the [Yaksha] both turned as Daniel and I entered the room. 

“Edithe! Druma! Mistshard!”

I exclaimed, running forward. I hugged Druma as the four armed Spirit glanced down at me with curious eyes. Then I tried to jump at Mistshard but she flew out of the way. 

“Hello, Salvos. It has been a while. It seems you have surpassed even my level.” 

I blinked and identified the Greater Spirit. 

“You’re right— you’re only Level 45! And Druma is Level 41! But I was already higher leveled than him the last time we met. But wait… why do you look the same?” 

“He is waiting to get better evolutions. Without any direct threats or dangerous battles to be fought, he thought it wise to get an evolution that suits him rather than settling for what appears best at the moment.” 

“You can do that?” 

I stared at Mistshard, aghast. Edithe patted me on the shoulder, smiling. 

“Of course. It’s the same with how our Classes work. You don’t get a new Class choice with every level after you’re first given the chance to advance, however if you continue meeting requirements you will be given more and more options.” 

“Then what’s stopping you from just doing that until you get the perfect Subs— I mean, Class?” 

I glanced at the [Priest] standing to the side then turned back to Edithe. 

“A lot of people do, but a lot of people don’t either.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because if you’re a Level 45 [Warrior] who hasn’t advanced his Class yet, you’ll probably be very easily killed by a Level 40 [Warrior] who has a bad advancement. That’s just how it is.” 

“Huh.” 

I nodded slowly. The red haired woman stepped back and waved at Daniel, quickly greeting him. Then she faced William and lowered her head. 

“Thank you for your help.” 

“Of course, Edithe. Anything for you.” 

He smiled kindly at her and took a step back. 

“I take it you wish to have some privacy now?” 

“Yes, please.” 

The [Priest] receded back into the hallway we came from. His footfalls disappearing as he vanished from view. Then it was just me, Daniel, Edithe, Mistshard, and Druma. I found my lips curling up as I glanced between my familiar companions. 

The red haired woman nodded. 

“So, I’ve done quite a bit of research on [Cultists], Demon summonings, and the Netherworld since I’ve returned to Viechester— oh, also don’t worry about speaking your mind here. William is trustworthy, and he assured me no one will eavesdrop on us here.”

“You know how to get me back to the Netherworld?”

I piped up excitedly. She shook her head. 

“Not exactly.” 

She turned around and walked up to the summoning pool. She ran a hand through the water, disrupting the water’s surface. 

“Do you see this? The lines inscribed onto the ground beneath.” 

“I can see trace outlines of a ritual circle. Why?” 

“It’s a result of space magic. It’s in the same vein as dimensional magic. But dimensional simply reshapes the world around us— like creating a Bag of Holding. Meanwhile, space magic alters its very essence. It lets you do things like teleport from one place to another, send messages to far away locations, or even open a hole through the world itself.” 

“Like a summoning ritual.”

Daniel spoke softly. I raised my brow at the way he said it, but Edithe didn’t even blink. 

“Yes. Like a summoning ritual. And while the Spirit Plane, the Netherworld, and the Mortal Realm all exist within the same world— the Nexeus— they do not exist within the same… level. Or plane. And a summoning ritual temporarily bridges the gap between the Mortal Realm and either two.”

“What do you mean?”

I frowned, a little bit perplexed. She explained.

“I think an easy way to understand this is to think of the world as a house. In this house, there is a first floor, a second floor, and a third floor. Let’s say the Netherworld is the first floor, the Mortal Realm is the second floor, and the Spirit Plane is the third floor. And let’s say you’re on the first floor, Daniel and I are on the second floor, and Mistshard and Druma are on the third floor. However, there is no stairway that connects any of the floors. How do we meet each other?” 

“You dig a hole!” 

I raised a hand, grinning. Edithe paused. 

“I guess you could dig a hole. Or in more practical terms, build a stairway between the floors. Unfortunately, in this scenario, none of us are good enough at earth magic to build a stairway between the floors. And let’s say only someone who is good at earth magic is able to do that. Then what do we do?” 

“Uh, I don’t know.”

“You get someone who is good at earth magic.” 

She replied simply. Slowly, I began nodding. 

“That is, every time we try to create a stairway between floors— or in other words, carry out a summoning ritual— we are borrowing someone else’s earth magic— or space magic. In the case of the Spirits, the one who does this is the Spirit Lord, and for Demons, it’s the Demon King. 

“I don’t know this arrangement came to be for Demons, but for Spirits it has been this way since ten thousand years ago, when the Immortal King Alexander made a pact with the Spirit Lord to connect our planes, permanently making Humans and Spirits allies. Of course, they weren’t able to create a permanent portal between the Mortal Realm and the Spirit Plane, not that they wanted one either. 

“So whenever a summoning ritual is done, we simply tap into the Spirit Lord’s power, pouring our own magic into executing it on our side so that Spirits are able to come here. But ultimately most of the magic comes from the Spirit Lord himself, otherwise each Spirit summoning would be far more costly to us than it otherwise is.”

I crossed my arms and tapped a finger on my chin. 

“More costly than it otherwise is?” 

“Seems like you picked up on it.” 

Edithe pulled her hand back from the summoning pool as water dripped off her fingertips and onto the marble ground. 

“Yes, it becomes more costly to us than it otherwise is. Meaning, we can do it by ourselves. Just that it isn’t easy. You told me yesterday that you weren’t able to grab the summoning collars off the dead Demons, right?” 

“I tried! But that stupid Devil didn’t let me.” 

I paused, glancing around the room. I quickly corrected myself, just in case.

“I mean Mr Devil didn’t let me.” 

“Right. You met… the Devil.” 

“Do you know him?” 

“I’ve never heard of him until I started researching Demons and [Cultists]. But there’s not much information on him. Not like the information there is about the Demon King.” 

“Regnorex.”

“Right, him.” 

Edithe walked up to me and looked me over.“Thing is, Salvos, you don’t need those summoning collars to make your way back to the Netherworld— you don’t need the help of the Demon King to do it. You can do it on your own if you master space magic.” 

“And how do I do that?” 

She took a deep breath.

“To master space magic to the extent you can cross back and forth between the Netherworld and the Mortal Realm? I’d say it’d take you… a hundred years.” 

“A hundred years?” 

I sputtered. I glanced down at my hands and began counting my fingers.

“One… two… three… that’d be forever!” 

“Right. But unfortunately, that’s how it is when it comes to learning a magic your Class is not specialized in. For every level of a [Mage] you want to equal without actually having the Class, you need a year of training.” 

“So I have to be a Level 100 [Space Mage] to be able to do that?!” 

“Correct.” 

“But I can’t even be a [Mage]... I have to… I have to… wait a hundred years to see Haec again?”

I looked up at Edithe, eyes wide. She smiled. 

“You have to study for a hundred years. But that is only one way to do it.” 

“What other way is there?”

I faced her desperately. Edithe spoke a single word.

“Fairies.” 

I blinked and she raised a finger. 

“Fairies. The only of the Spirits that never joined the pact the Spirit Lord made with Humans. They say it’s because they’re loyal only to the Fairy Queen, and she refused to partake in it. But despite not being part of this pact— despite not being able to be summoned to the Mortal Realm by Humans— Fairies still appear and roam around this plane.” 

“But… how?” 

“Because of their magic.” 

Mistshard spoke up, floating down next to Edithe. I looked up at the [Elemental] as she continued.

“I know very little about the nature of Fairies— anything beyond their name and existence has always eluded me. But not to my brothers and sisters. I have asked them, and they tell me of the magic that Fairies wield— the very same space magic that only powerful Human [Mages] can use. But Fairies are not inherently beings of space magic, so why can they use it?”

“I don’t know!” 

“And that’s exactly what you have to ask them.” 

Edithe nodded at me. 

“Is it because the Fairy Queen lends them her power? Or is it a special spell or some kind of cheat Skill? You have to figure it out by asking them.”

“How do I even find them?” 

I spread my arms around the room. 

“I don’t even know where they are!”

“But I do.” 

Mistshard spoke simply. Edithe nodded.

“And she told me. I can tell you right now too where they are, but that is only the second option for you to take.” 

“Only the second option?”

“Yes, there is a third option for you to go back to the Netherworld.” 

“And what is that?”

I blinked and she inhaled deeply, placing a hand on the ruby pendant hanging around her neck. 

“The third option is for me to change my Class. Restart from Level 10. Lose all the progress I have ever made and train to become a Level 100 [Space Mage]. Or hit Level 100 and unlock my second Class, and then train to become a Level 100 [Space Mage]. Both will take time. A lot of time. Although the second one will take even longer. And while I’m more apprehensive about doing it the first way, if that’s what you want, I’ll do it.”

I opened my mouth, but before I could say anything, Daniel jerked and furrowed his brows.

“You can’t be serious, Edithe. If you do that, you’ll lose all the Skills, Stats, and everything you’ve ever worked for until now. You can’t just revert back to being Classless. That’s insane!” 

“I’ll still keep my General Skills. And I’ll only lose the Stats I gained from leveling up. I won’t lose everything.” 

“Still, why would you do that?”

“To help Salvos, of course. When I swore revenge against that [Djinn] for killing my friends, I had never expected to accomplish that task. I assumed I would die trying. Or it would at least take me a long time to do it. That’s why my contract with Mistshard and Druma had been for six months. But in only two months, she helped me grow stronger and get my revenge.” 

Edithe closed her eyes and slowly bowed her head at me. 

“That’s why I’m willing to do it for you, Salvos.”

“But—” 

“Wait.”

I blinked, glancing between the two arguing Humans.

“You can do that?” 

“Yes. I just have to get a high leveled [Priest]— a [Bishop] to do it for me. They have a Skill for that. With the consent of an individual, they can help anyone go back to when they were Level 10, before they picked out their first Class. It’s a kind of chance to restart. People who fought in wars and suffered great trauma tend to be the ones who request for this. But if you want, Salvos, I’ll do it.” 

Edithe stared at me with determined eyes. The same hazel-green eyes that used to look at me with hate. She was really willing to do this for me. She was willing to lose her Class as a Level 55 [Summoner] for me. 

Daniel opened his mouth— but I was the one to speak. 

“No.”

I shook my head and placed my hands on my hips. Edithe tried to say something, but I didn’t want to hear it.

“No, Edithe. I will not ask you to do that for me.”

“Why not? I know it sounds bad, but I just have to work hard and—” 

“That’s not it.” 

I spoke insistently, planting my feet on the ground. I looked at Edithe— then I looked at Mistshard and Druma. 

“First of all, if you do that, you’ll be very weak. Who will protect Rachel if not you? You volunteered to keep her safe, right?” 

“I did, but—”

“Secondly.”

 I cut her off. 

“If you lose your Class, Druma and Mistshard won’t be able to stay in the Mortal Realm. They’ll be forced to go back. Then two more of my companions will be gone again! I’ll be trading one for two! I don’t want that!” 

Edithe worked her mouth. She looked over at the two Spirits but neither said a word. Then I finished.

“And lastly!”

I inhaled deeply and closed my eyes.

“I don’t want to wait that long! I’ll just find Fairies now— it’s faster!”

I opened my eyes and saw myself in the reflection of the red jewel resting just above her chest. I met Edithe’s gaze and waited. The Human woman’s eyes darkened.

Then she laughed.

“Honestly, I don’t know why I tried to take this so seriously. I should have known that would be the main reason why you’d be against it.” 

“Hey! It’s only one of three reasons why!” 

Edithe wiped a single tear from her eye— was that from laughing? 

“Fine. I guess I’ll tell you where you can find some Fairies to speak to. But be aware, they aren’t always so… nice. And it’s a dangerous place.” 

“If it’s dangerous, I’ll just have to level up and then I can go there!” 

I happily opined. The red haired woman— my companion— nodded. 

“Well, I do wonder about that. The place where you have to go is up in the Motharis Mountain Range. It’s just north of Viechester, actually. You can’t see it from here, but it’s not that far off. With how fast you travel, Salvos, I don’t think it’ll take more than a week for you to get there.” 

“Wait, Edithe, you don’t expect us to search the entire mountain range for Fairies, right? It’s over a thousand miles long!” 

Daniel protested. She shook her head. 

“No. The place you’ll be going isn’t some unknown spot in the mountain. You can actually get a map to the exact location of it from the Valiant Dreamers Company. It’s called the Brilsum Ruins—”

Edithe hesitated, glancing between both the Human man and I. She sighed, rubbing at her temples. 

“And it’s also a Platinum Rank Dungeon.” 

 

            
Side Story 01: Survival of the Fittest

             
NYEVETII was scared.

She did not know what being scared meant, or what that feeling even was. But she knew she was scared when she reached the edge of the world. 

A dark abyss threatened to swallow her— it pulled at her forever. Her being was tugged, then pressed. She wanted this moment to end, yet it continued. 

Her thoughts were clouded in fear. She pleaded for some sort of reprieve. And after an eternity passed, she got it. 

 

—-- 

 

Nyevetii woke up to the sound of splashing. She had been… not alive? And now she was. 

Existence came and took her like a strong current, pushing her into the waterfall of red against her will. She did not know where she was, just that darkling clouds loomed over her in her little puddle. 

The storm continued, a pattering of black precipitation flooding the white landscape around her. The sea built up— the vast ocean of darkness that held her grew bloated. Until finally, she managed to wriggle her way to land.

 

Nyevetii

Species: [Infant Demon]

Subspecies: [Demon Larva] - Lvl. 1

General Skills:

[Identification] - Lvl. 1

[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1

Stats:

[Available Stat Points: 0]

[Vitality]: 5

[Strength]: 5

[Endurance]: 5

[Wisdom]: 5

[Agility]: 5

Skills:

[Available Skill Points: 0]

[Unused Skill Slot] x5

 

I am… Nyevetii, she thought to herself. That was… her name! I am Nyevetii!

She excitedly flopped out of the sable water, unsure of what everything else in her head meant, but happy to be herself anyway. The black raindrops covered her body, still falling, but slowly fading. It did not bother Nyevetii. This place— wherever she was— was far better than the place she had been before!

Nyevetii glanced around, finally deciding to take in her surroundings when she spotted the first of the others. Slowly making their way out of the same dark water that held her were a myriad of oddly shaped creatures. They looked like writhing masses of flesh, of different colors but roughly the same oval shape. 

She found herself curiously crawling her way towards them. As the first drew itself to land, Nyevetii couldn’t help herself but approach it. She peered at it— peered at it curiously. 

It stared back up at her, confused. It had peculiar green eyes and a dark blue body. It did not move when Nyevetii looked at it. Only when she turned away did it pull itself ashore, following her. 

Nyevetii moved on from the dark blue thing to a more vibrant, yellow thing with black streaks running through its body. Again, she looked at it casually, and again the thing stopped moving. She moved on after a moment, to the next of the things! 

How strange, why are they acting like this? 

She wasn’t entirely sure what these things were, although she really wanted to find out. And she eventually got her answer, right as she went up to one of the things with only a single eye. She inspected it, trying to parse what it was— 

[Demon Larva - Lvl. 1]

Nyevetii jerked back. What? She backed up as the thing— the [Demon Larva]— hauled itself onto the land, undeterred by her presence unlike the others. Watching it make its way up to her, Nyevetii paused to think for a moment. They’re… like me? 

She tried to look down at herself— she tried to see what she looked like. And sure enough, her body was just like theirs. She was a [Demon Larva] too. 

They were like her. She was like them. 

Casting her gaze around, she saw more and more of these things— these creatures like her— pop out of the dark water. They were being birthed, just like her, and had the same Subspecies as her. 

Something swelled up inside of Nyevetii. She felt a shiver run through her body— the feeling, the knowing that something else was like her… 

It made her excited!

Nyevetii danced around the shore of the black sea, identifying each and every other Demon that made its way up. Each time, she took their information with the same previous excitement, and each time, they produced the same results.

[Demon Larva - Lvl. 1]

[Demon Larva - Lvl. 1]

[Demon Larva - Lvl. 1]

[Demon Larva - Lvl. 1]

[Demon Larva - Lvl. 1]

And yet, this did not deter Nyevetii in the slightest. She was happy— excited! She had thought that she would return to being alone in that void of nothingness, but now she was free from it and surrounded by others just like her! 

This was a wonderful place!

 

—--

 

General Skill [Identification] Level Up!

[Identification - Lvl. 1] -> [Identification - Lvl. 2]!

Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!

 

General Skill [Identification] Level Up!

[Identification - Lvl. 2] -> [Identification - Lvl. 3]!

Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!

 

General Skill [Identification] Level Up!

[Identification - Lvl. 3] -> [Identification - Lvl. 4]!

Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!

 

Subspecies [Demon Larva] Level Up!

[Demon Larva - Lvl. 1] -> [Demon Larva - Lvl. 2]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 1 Skill Point!

 

Subspecies [Demon Larva] Level Up!

[Demon Larva - Lvl. 2] -> [Demon Larva - Lvl. 3]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 1 Skill Point!

 

Nyevetii wasn’t sure how much time had passed since the others gathered around her, puzzled by her excited demeanour. But she identified each and every one of them, earning her two whole levels in both her Subspecies and her General Skill! 

She distributed her Stats without much thought, and somehow became more. She stretched out the nub-like protrusions that she had just grown as the others gathered around her, mesmerized by the sudden change to her being. 

Trying to explain how she leveled without words, she eventually helped a few of them reach a higher level, although most remained stuck at Level 1. Then their journey began! 

They travelled through the tumulous landscape, wandering around with the same excitement she felt, surely! The rain continued— until it didn’t. And the rocks pricked at her skin… until she got used to it. 

There wasn’t much to see, much to explore. But when she saw something new, she felt the excitement within her return. Apparently, they weren’t the only [Demon Larvae] in this world! 

She encountered more— one of them was Level 3, just like her! 

It had been scared. Afraid of her. But when she approached it, reaching one of her limbs out. It slowly relaxed. 

It grew out of the rock it was hiding under, and followed her along with the rest of her group. And they pressed on! 

Another [Demon Larva], one with light red skin, milled about in the hazy, white sea. But when Nyevetii approached it, it was drawn to her. It followed her, just like everyone else! 

There were many others. Of all kinds of shapes and colors. One of them nearly blended in with the white, its silver color too similar to the pure background!

Nyevetii found herself cheerfully approaching each new [Demon Larva] she encountered. They always joined her. They always followed her. It was such a wonderful world, after all. 

This place… is paradise! Nyevetii thought to herself as she made her way towards the base of a hill, the other [Demon Larvae] following behind her. There, a large figure blocked the way. At first she had thought it was a rock. But as she got a closer look, she realized it was another [Demon Larva]— Level 5! 

It was a welcome surprise. 

Nyevetii scuttled up to it without a second thought. After all, why would she think twice about doing what she had done a dozen times before? This was just another [Demon Larva]. 

It would look back at her as she peers into it, until eventually deciding to join her too! In her journey through this great place. Unlike that terrible place she had been before. The place where she was alone— where time seemed to last for an eternity and a moment at the same time. 

She raised a limb and offered it to the large Demon, happy thoughts flying through her head. Her head lost in the sky as the large Demon raised its head. This place was so unlike where she had been before. There were so many things here for her, and it was so wonderful, she would never go back! 

Squish.


VULGUS watched as the Level 3 Demon was crushed by the Level 5 Demon. He did not move at first, perplexed at what just happened. What happened to her…? Then a Demon next to him moved— a Level 2 Demon. 

She charged with an intensity that drew him forward. Just like how the Level 3 Demon had drawn him from the dark water when he had been about to pull himself ashore. The dark blue skin of Vulgus stood out in the red sky as he threw himself at the Level 5 Demon. 

His attack bruised at its skin, leaving marks and swellings. Another two Demons, Level 1 Demons, joined them. The combined attacks of the three pushed the Level 5 Demon back. 

The Level 2 Demon rushed forward, radiating an anger that did not need to be said. Her emotions could be felt by Vulgus. And that fueled him. It made him mad too! 

And she was crushed. 

The Level 5 Demon swiped at Vulgus, battering his body. He flew through the air once more, but this time, nothing more than a broken mess. 

The dark blue Demon was squashed and left for dead a moment after.


IGNOM knew the large Demon was trouble the moment he saw it. He wasn’t a fool. He had encountered its kind before. Back when he was with his own companions. 

They had been slaughtered, and he somehow escaped then. Only to run into the foolishly chipper Level 3 Demon that suicided into the large Demon. Perhaps he should have felt a sense of loss over her death. But right now, all he could think was to save himself. 

He turned and ran. And that was the right move. 

Four other foolish Demons attacked the large Demon, only to be killed in mere moments while the rest stared on in shock. Then the shock that held them broke, and they made for a break for it as well. 

However, Ignom was a ways ahead of them. And he left them all behind, letting the large Demon slaughter the rest. He had to live. They didn’t matter. 

Not to him.

 

—--

 

Ignom ran and ran and ran. Not just from the large Demon, but from the other wild Demons he would encounter. They would assail him— assail a group he was in. And the group would always try to fight back.

Foolish, he thought. 

Fleeing once more, Ignom escaped death for another moment. There was no use fighting back against these wild Demons. Especially not the [Hellhounds] that tore apart [Demon Larvae] like they were nothing. 

Unfortunately, those [Hellhounds] proved to be enemies he couldn’t run from. 

They chased after him and caught him with ease. They began ripping and tearing into his body as he curled up, desperately trying to escape death. That was until they were all blown apart— incinerated by flames that did not touch him. 

A figure loomed over him. A blue Demon with a crooked horn. Ignom tried to identify him, but couldn’t. 

All Ignom knew was that the Demon with crooked horns spoke a word and he was seized. Several pairs of hands carried him and threw him to a group of [Demon Larvae]. But unlike the other groups of [Demon Larvae] he had been a part of, he realized that these ones were like him. Not foolish.

Afraid.

 

—--

 

Ignom was herded alongside the other [Demon Larvae], not knowing where they were being brought to. However, he stayed in line, the words of the Demon with crooked horns gripping him with fear. 

“Keep on moving! If you break, you will be killed!”

Or at least, that was until the other [Hellhounds], [Hellbeasts], and wild Demons showed up. A swarm of them attacked their procession, and Ignom knew what would happen next. They would be overwhelmed— there were so many of them, they came like a wave. 

Ignom watched hesitantly at first as the wild Demons charged. But when it became clear they were outnumbered, he did what he would usually do. The smart thing. 

He ran. 

Ignom broke and fled, along with a number of other [Demon Larvae]. Not foolish, he thought, confirming his assessment from before. 

He made the right decision, the only intelligent choice, and ran from the horde of wild Demons. They would be overwhelmed and slaughtered, after all. That was what always happened. Or at least, that had been the deluded thoughts of Ignom.

Then reality hit him like a spear. It pierced through his skin and skewered him to a wall. His vision turned black, like the blood that poured out of his dying corpse. Confusion had taken him for a moment, but a voice broke him from it, making him realize that in the end, he had been the fool.

“I had warned you! I warned you you would be killed! Learn this lesson, the rest of you—”


TABURAS did not understand. 

She had wandered the world aimlessly— her birth was not accompanied by any others. She saw rocks and black pools forming, and understood not how the rocks were made or why the dark rain fell. 

Everything made little sense until she encountered the other Demons like her. And while she perceived their existence, she did not know why they existed. Nor why she existed in the first place. 

That was, until she saw the large Demon. At first, she had been surprised. When the Level 3 Demon was squished, she did not know what to do. It was out of the ordinary. Such a thing had never occurred before. 

But after fleeing and running into more Demons. More of her kind. Now she understood.

 

Defeated [Demon Larva - Lvl. 2]!

Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!

 

Defeated [Demon Larva - Lvl. 3]!

Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!

 

Defeated [Demon Larva - Lvl. 1]!

Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!

 

Defeated [Demon Larva - Lvl. 5]!

Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!

 

Subspecies [Demon Larva] Level Up!

[Demon Larva - Lvl. 2] -> [Demon Larva - Lvl. 3]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 1 Skill Point!

 

Subspecies [Demon Larva] Level Up!

[Demon Larva - Lvl. 3] -> [Demon Larva - Lvl. 4]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 1 Skill Point!



Subspecies [Demon Larva] Level Up!

[Demon Larva - Lvl. 4] -> [Demon Larva - Lvl. 5]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 1 Skill Point!

 

Taburas saw Demons killing each other, and so she followed. With each level she gained, she felt more complete. With each Demon she killed, she reveled in pleasure. 

Life had a simple meaning, and it was to simply kill and kill and kill and kill—

And she never once thought that an enemy would be too strong for her. 

“What’s this? Another wild Demon?” 

The blast of ice from the tall, green Demon sent her flying back. She tried to get up, but realized her entire body had gone numb. It was supposed to be painful— every other time she had been hurt, she had been in pain. Yet, her body felt nothing. 

The other Demon— a gangly red one with a pair of wings— laughed. 

“Of course it’s another wild Demon. Did you really think finding any survivors after the Advent would be so easy? You should’ve joined me in hunting for them before the Desolation came.” 

“As if a Lesser Demon like me would survive that. Whatever, let’s just finish her off and go—” 

Taburas struggled to get up. She glared up at the two Demons, not even registering her as a threat. Her instincts drove her forward— or was it what she learned from watching how the Netherworld worked? The ideas instilled in her by her surroundings. 

She did not know. 

But she pushed forward and everything went dark.

HAEC wondered why the others had to die. Why did his group have to be slaughtered. It was a thought that sat in the back of his mind as he fled from death.

He had been useless. Helpless to face the large Demon. And he ran like a coward. 

That pained him for some reason. It made him feel… worthless. Like he had no reason to live. He grappled with that feeling, trying to survive. He fought the wild Demons he could— escaped the fights he wouldn’t possibly win. 

But still, he found himself lost. Without a goal. Eventually face to face with the harsh reality that he, too, would die. 

He had been resting at the bottom of a hill when the wild Demon jumped him. He did not know where it came from, just that it struck him from behind. His [Vitality] was high, but this wild Demon was higher leveled than him. 

It clung onto him, smashing him as he struggled to break free. He tried to push it off, however it held on and smashed him again. And again. And again. 

Why? 

The single thought crossed his mind. 

Why do I even have to live?

He wanted the question to be answered, but there was nothing to answer it for him. So eventually, he stopped struggling. He accepted that he would die, just like the others. He let his vision grow dark and the cold take over him. 

His life ended here— snuffed out and put to rest. 

 

.

 

.

 

.

 

Then there was fire. 

A blaze of hope lit up inside him as he watched a silver Demon come and defeat the wild Demon. She stood over him, the red sky shining down on her— the wisps of flames around her fading slightly, but she was victorious. 

The wild Demon lay dead. 

And Haec found a reason to live.

 

            
71. Minor Harassments 

                
“And it’s also a Platinum Rank Dungeon.” 

Edithe looked at me with serious eyes. Her brows arched darkly over her forehead. There was a moment of silence— no sounds filled the room except for the beating of Mistshard’s wings as she flitted in the air above the Human woman.

I glanced at Daniel and he slowly nodded. I smiled, turning back to Edithe. 

“Tell me where.”

She sighed.

“I knew you would say that. It’s going to be dangerous, Salvos. I know you’re Level 51, and you’re a Demon, but fighting monsters 20 levels above you— and not just swarm monsters like Giant Spiders or Shade Swarmers at that— is dangerous. This won’t be like our excursion into Silkfall’s Crevice. You could actually almost lose your life.” 

“I know.” 

I scoffed, shaking my head as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. I pointed a thumb at myself. 

“I grew up in the Netherworld, Edithe. And every passing moment in that place was a threat to my life. Every wild Demon I saw? They almost killed me. I would have to lie in the same spot with Haec for what’s the equivalent of the Mortal Realm’s days before [Rest] could even let me move again.” 

Edithe blinked. 

“Are you serious?”

“Yep. I didn’t realize how much time passed at first. Everything was so new to me— moments passed like it was nothing. But now. Now that I’ve spent time in the Mortal Realm…”

I paused, staring between my companions all gathered in the room as my remained curled up.

“I realize that time is precious. That’s why I will go to the Brilsum Ruins. I will find these Fairies. And I will make them tell me how I can travel between planes. Teach me their secret Skill or spell or whatever.” 

“So you’re doing this for your Demon friend. Haec?” 

“And for you and Rachel too.” 

The Human woman gave me an odd look; I simply explained my reasoning. 

“Ever since we killed Lucerna, my leveling has slowed. And Daniel? I don’t know about him. But I’m pretty sure he’s not anywhere closer to being stronger than me—” 

“That’s true. But I’m not insane like you.” 

“However, if I go to this Platinum Rank Dungeon— if I level just like I did before we fought Lucerna— I’ll be stronger. More powerful. Maybe I might even get my next evolution… I’m not sure what I’ll become then. But I will be able to fight and defeat any of those Harrowed Vindicators that will come after you.” 

Her eyes slowly widened. I spoke definitively, doing my best to reassure her. She glanced down at the marble floor and opened her mouth. 

“You don’t have to worry so much about me, Salvos. I’m a Gold Rank adventurer too, you know?” 

“I know, I know. But I care about you. As do I care about Mistshard, Druma, and Rachel.” 

“What about me?”

Daniel piped up from the side. I gave him a stinky eye. 

“Huh? Who are you again?”

“Ok, I was just asking for that.” 

“Shouldn’t have called me stupid!” 

I grinned his way. He sighed and Edithe laughed. I laughed with her as Daniel crossed his arms with a scowl. 

“Are you on her side now? Aren’t we both Humans here?”

“Well, yes, but Salvos and I are both women.” 

“So gender is more important than Species then? Alright, fine! Druma, back me up!” 

The [Yaksha] cocked his head, confused by what was going on. I giggled and walked up to Daniel, hugging him from behind. He backed up, sputtering. 

“What are you—”

“I was joking.” 

I spoke simply, patting him on the back. Then I let go of him before he would get mad and push me off. 

“I care about you a lot too.” 

He averted his gaze and covered his face. 

“T-thanks.” 

I turned back to Edithe, smiling happily at her. 

“So, don’t worry about us. Just give us a map. We’ll go to this Platinum Dungeon and be back as soon as we can.” 

The Human woman shook her head, huffing.

“It’s not like you’ll listen to me if I tell you not to go, will you?”

“Nope!”

I cheerfully rebuked her. 

“And here I thought I was going to be losing my Class and breaking my contract with Druma and Mistshard today. Alright you two, you can return to the Spirit Plane. I’ll call upon you later.” 

Druma stood up, nodding and stepped into the summoning pool. Edithe raised a hand and mana coalesced around her fingertips. I watched as a large strand of mana was pulled— and the pool began to glow. 

“Don’t you need a [Priest] to do that?” 

“Only to start a summoning ritual. Sending them back is far easier.” 

Mistshard flapped her wings, slowly descending down next to the [Yaksha]. I waved at them. 

“Bye Druma! Bye Mistshard! See you next time!” 

“Goodbye, Salvos. I will miss your presence until then.” 

The summoning pool shone brighter— and an image appeared on the other side. The two sunk through the water and suddenly they were no longer here. A moment later, the image vanished. 

Edithe took a step back and clapped her hands together. 

“Well then, let’s go back to the Valiant Dreamers Company, shall we?” 

“Yay! I’m going to be leveling again!”

I turned excitedly to Daniel. For whatever reason, he was not happy about it as I was.

“Yay… more near death experiences.” 

“At least it’s better than a death experience!”

“Well, yes. Because I’d be dead.” 

 

—--

 

Edithe, Daniel, and I left the Sanctum of Elements after briefly speaking with William. The [Priest] smiled kindly at the Human woman and spoke with her as Daniel and I descended down the steps of the temple. 

“I’m glad you’ve found more people who care about you.” 

“Thank you.” 

“After you came back— when you told me about Paul and Hana…”

“It’s alright.”

She cut him off. 

“I’m fine now. Thank you, William.” 

The red haired woman nodded at him and he paused. Slowly, he bowed his head. 

Then we were off. We passed through the city square, heading back in the direction of the Valiant Dreamers Company. Until we weren’t. 

I saw the building— the same warehouse that we left in the morning, which even had Ian and Paige guarding out front— but we didn’t enter it.

“Hey, Paige! Have you seen Baris?” 

“He’s at the training grounds. Left just an hour ago. Are you looking for that map you mentioned this morning?” 

Edithe nodded. 

“We are. Does he have it?” 

“Brought it back with him from the Adventurers Guild, but since you weren’t here he brought it with him so he wouldn’t lose it. Those damn assholes came back again today, you know?” 

“They did?” 

“Tried harassing us, but Ian chased them off. Bunch of Silver Ranks. What even is the Iron Champions Company doing sending such idiots to mess with us?” 

I blinked and turned to Edithe. 

“What’s happening with the Iron Champions Company?”

“Nothing in particular. Just some harassment. A bit of vandalism and theft. Nothing too bad.” 

I stared at her for a moment. She tried to brush it off, but I still picked up on it.

“Is this because of what I did— because I stole that map?” 

Edithe hesitated, chewing her lower lip. I gave her a worried look and she sighed. 

“It is. But it’s not your fault. The Iron Champions Company and the Valiant Dreamers Company have never gotten along. And don’t forget, the reason why I was in Hazelbury was to do exactly what you ended up doing. Just with a little more subtlety.” 

She grinned and I scowled, throwing my hands up.

“You didn’t specify!” 

“Well, you know better now, at least.” 

“I do! I think…”

“That does not inspire any confidence in me.”

Ediothe laughed as I hesitated. She patted my shoulder. 

“It’s fine. The Iron Champions Company won’t try anything else. They’re just trying to intimidate us, that’s all.” 

“Yeah! Nothing more than a couple of low levels trying to make some extra silver has come to bother us!”

Paige raised an arm, grinning. Edithe nodded.

“There you have it.”

“If you say so…”

We continued past the warehouse— the Valiant Dreamers Company’s headquarters— and made our way out of the city. I turned to the red haired woman, raising an eyebrow.

“Where are we going?”

“To our training grounds. It’s just outside of the city— that’s where the bulk of our lower leveled members are.” 

“The receptionist at the Adventurers Guild did mention something like that.”

Daniel mused out loud. 

“We’re a big company. Spread out across multiple countries, although we’re biggest here in the Sunmere Republic. And especially here in Viechester— we get a lot of new recruits every year.” 

“Huh.”

I nodded slowly as we trudged up a hill. We soon arrived at a large complex— no, it was more than just a single complex. There were multiple different buildings of different shapes and sizes. One was a long rectangular shaped building with quite a few people going in and out of it— probably where they slept since Humans loved sleeping— and another appeared to be the main structure in the training grounds. 

“Is everyone here part of the company? Because there are a lot of Humans. This is like a small village!” 

“In a sense, yes. Half of the people here are trainees. They aren’t exactly part of the company yet— not until they graduate.” 

“So this is like an academy?” 

“Kind of. But not really. Anyway, once you graduate, you become a full, true member of the company. And that’s it— we’re not very hierarchical. All members are dreamers.” 

“More sleeping.”

I groaned. Edithe chuckled and led us through her company’s training grounds. Quite a few gazes turned to us as we made our way through— some young looking Humans pointed, and others whispered. It wasn’t adoration, however. More simply people pointing out a rare sight.

Like if I picked up a black rock instead of a gray rock. 

“The other half are mostly people hired to work here. To cook, clean, and maintain the training grounds. And the rest are volunteers from the company.”

“You guys don’t get paid to do this?” 

“We don’t get paid to do a lot of things, Daniel.” 

“Ah, right. I forgot that was your whole shtick.” 

“It’s more than just a shtick. It’s a principle. If we all just live for the sake of ourselves and our own advancements, we’d be no different from the Iron Champions Company.” 

“You really dislike them, don’t you?”

“I used to only dislike them a little bit. Now though— after their constant minor harassments— I dislike them a lot more.”

“Of course.”

Edithe shrugged and entered the main building, followed by Daniel. I was a step behind them, taking a moment to observe some people swinging at each other out on the other side in a field. 

“Why are they attacking each other? Are they enemies?” 

“They’re sparring, Salvos. Training each other to be stronger.” 

The Human woman replied.

“Huh. Why would they do that when they can just level?” 

“It helps train General Skills. And sometimes you might gain an additional Stat bonus. But also, it’s the whole concept of bad advancements I told you about. People do this to level safely or meet better Class advancement requirements without putting themselves in danger.”

“Oh! Then they can become some kind of [Super Warrior]!” 

“In a way, yes. We also have books— records— on what kind General Skills or Class build would lead to certain better Classes. But they’re hard. So it takes time.”

My gaze glazed around the large hall— it was some kind of dining room mixed with a hall— and stopped at a Human who was staring at me rather intensely. I cocked my head at him, and he quickly turned away. What’s with him?

“I wasn’t really a part of the Valiant Dreamers Company— or at least in any meaningful way— until I became Gold. So because of that, I didn’t have a good Class advancement. Honestly, a part of me had been hoping you accepted my third offer earlier.”

“For you to revert back to a Classless Level 10?”

“It would have let me get better advancements. Right now, I’m not really anything special… not compared to you and Daniel.” 

The Human man blinked and raised his hand defensively. 

“I’m not special either, Edithe. Salvos is, but certainly not me.”

She snorted.

“Learn some humility and just accept the compliment, will you? Anyway, we’re here. Baris is over there talking with some of the trainees.” 

I saw the old, blonde man standing on some elevated platform— a stage— as he spoke loudly to a group of Level 10 to 20 adventurers. They listened to his words as he lectured them on the values of the company and how they should always strive to uphold them. 

“...and I know many of you are young, and unfortunately, life will trample over you one day. It may be now, or it may be decades from now. But—”

“Let’s spar while waiting!”

I suggested to Daniel who was grabbing a piece of bread from a nearby table that had food strewn all over it for anyone to take. He gave me a blank look.

“Absolutely not.” 

“Baris is giving a speech, but he’ll be done soon. Plus, you’ll draw too much of a commotion. Just wait a moment and we can grab that map for you.” 

Edithe chewed on a mouthful of food as I grimaced. 

“Fine! But I won’t eat!”

“You sure? It’s delicious.”

She held up a grilled piece of meat stuck onto a wooden stick. I turned away and stepped back. 

“No— oops.”

I bumped into a man passing by. He had been carrying a tray with drinks on it and almost spilled it. Somehow, he caught it midair and glanced back up at me. 

“S-sorry.” 

“No, that was my fault… wait aren’t you—”

He quickly looked up and murmured another apology before hurrying off. I blinked. 

“Huh.” 

“What’s wrong, Salvos?” 

“That man just now, does he work here?” 

“Not sure. Seems like a helper. Why?” 

“He was giving me a weird look earlier.” 

Edithe frowned and Daniel’s gaze snapped at me from the apple he was eyeing. 

“What? Are you saying he’s a creep? Did he try to touch you?”

She walked up to me and gave me a worried look. I narrowed my eyes as there was a light applause in the background. 

“...and don’t forget to dream on!”

“No, it was a strange look. It seemed like he was… trying to identify me. But why would he do that?” 

He had only been Level 13. In a non combat Class at that. However, he seemed wary of me. Or was he aware of me?

Daniel’s eyes widened.

“You don’t think he’s part of the Harrowed Vindicators, do you?” 

Edithe frowned. 

“Not a chance. Not only is an Obfuscation artifact like that expensive, we only get new hires around the same time we get new trainees. But we haven’t gotten any new trainees since the Iron Champions Company began ramping up their petty thefts and—”

There was a thud, followed by a scream. Voices of panic quickly spread throughout the hall. Edithe gasped as she turned to see the source of the noise. 

Baris lay collapsed on the ground. Someone shouted for a [Healing Mage]. The man from earlier ran across the room, heading for the exit. 

All was chaos. Everything was moving so quickly. There was not enough time to register what happened.

And I activated [Self Haste].

 

            
72. Caught!

              
Baris lay collapsed on the ground with a spilled drink next to him as he clasped at his neck. He was turning and writhing while someone shouted for a [Healing Mage]. Another hurried over with a potion, calling and pointing at a quick moving figure running through the room. 

The man from earlier— the ‘Level 13 non combatant’— was speeding through the room. He hopped over tables and chairs with ease, moving past the low leveled adventurers as if they were moving in some kind of slowed state. 

Daniel reached for his sword and Edithe raised a hand. But they, too, were very slow. In fact, the man, whoever he was, was not moving very fast either.

After all, I had activated [Self Haste]. 

So, he’s not that much higher leveled than me, huh? He had to have been hiding his true Class and levels. And while he was ‘quick’, he either did not specialize in speed, or his level was close to mine. That means not much experience, but…

I glanced over at my Human companions. They were speaking! Not as fast as they usually did. But I already knew what they were going to say. 

[Deadly Instincts] did not inform me of what they were going to tell me; it did not make me prescient, and it mostly helped me out in combat situations such as alerting me of threats or vital spots to target. However, I had gotten used to being around Humans. So I knew they were going to ask me to stop the man. 

And I did!

[Charge of Embers] sent me flying forward— even faster than I could with [Self Haste] alone. I brought my right hand out, trying to strike him with my arm to catch him. However, just mere moments before I reached the man, his eyes widened and he turned fractionally back to face me. 

I swung— and missed. He went under the attack and I narrowed my eyes. A Skill? It had activated at the last second, allowing him to move out of the way at insane speeds even I couldn’t match. However… can you do it again?

The blue flames covering my body vanished and I spun around, sweeping at the man’s legs. He hopped over it, trying to stumble forward and away from me. A kind of diamond shaped dagger appeared on his right hand as he glanced my way. 

But he did not expect to see burning chains swinging for his head. 

The man managed to move out of the way in time to not get tangled in the magically created bindings, however I twisted it and pulled down at his hand. The chains caught his dagger and pulled it from him, disarming him before he could strike me. 

Then, just as he pulled away to flee, a bolt of lightning zapped him in the back. The man staggered right into a long sword’s slash. The weapon was caught in his clothes— it was enchanted— but still it tore open and left a gash across his chest. 

He jumped back from Daniel’s followup attack and dodged another spell from Edithe. And I kicked him. 

I was on him in moments, [Self Haste] still active, letting me wrestle him onto the ground and knock another dagger off his hand. Then as I created my own fire dagger, he produced another dagger, and it was then my [Passive - Deadly Instincts] blared in my head. 

He was so close— the tip of the blade so near to me— it could nick me even if I was stronger than him. And if it touched me… 

Baris groaned in the background as I exploded into flames. [Ignition] burned the man as he tried to stab me. But whatever it was that had been on his dagger no longer worked. The flames burned it off. 

I brought my own weapon down. Once, twice— 

And he stopped moving. I frowned. 

 

Defeated [Poisonviper Assassin - Lvl. 55]!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

“Huh.”

That was not enough to kill him. Did he… I stood up, stepping away from the body. Daniel walked up to my side as Edithe tried to calm the crowd of onlookers— the adventurers here were all low leveled. And the sight of a corpse sent a few reeling back. 

“An assassin… think he was part of the Harrowed Vindicators?”

“I don’t know.”

I shook my head.

“But he killed himself.”

“What?”

I nodded as Daniel stared at me. 

“He didn’t want to be caught. He did not even want to fight. And the moment I got him… he stopped struggling.” 

The Human man looked down at the dead assassin and frowned. The [Poisonviper Rogue] had been struck by lightning, burned, and cut multiple times. Yet, his eyes were rolled back— his head hanging crooked as his mouth foamed open. 

“He poisoned himself.”

Daniel observed and I agreed. 

“The Harrowed Vindicators did not do that. And they would have no reason to attack Baris.” 

“Then who do you think did this?” 

Edithe spoke up from behind me. The red haired woman was breathing relatively heavily— she hadn’t done much, but she had a panicked look on her face, constantly casting glances at Baris who was now receiving treatment from someone. 

“The Iron Champions Company.”

I replied simply. She bit her lower lip, clenching her fists.

“And why do you think it is them?”

I tilted my head up, remembering Stephen. The threat the Platinum Rank had given. He reminded me so much of the horned Demon— way back when I was still trying to get rid of Haec. So… ruthless.

The only concern there was for his own interests. Even if it meant acting like a wild Demon. That was it.

“Because that’s how they are.” 

That was all I said. Edithe and Daniel somehow understood what I meant; I thought they would be weird and be confused, but they accepted it. 

 

—--

 

“Dad!”

Hadrian burst into the room, speaking hurriedly as he glanced at the bed Baris was lying in. Daniel, Edithe, and I were standing in a corner as a [Healing Mage] tended to the older blonde man. 

The leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company rushed to the side of his father, not even glancing so much at the three of us. The [Healing Mage] held him back. 

“He’s alive, but sleeping. Don’t touch him, or you’ll wake him up. He needs the rest now.” 

“What happened? Who did this?”

He whirled around and turned to Edithe. The red haired woman hesitated. 

“An assassin. We don’t know who did it, but we think it might be the Iron Champions Company.” 

“The Iron Champions Company? Are they insane— are they trying to start a war with our company?” 

“A war? You can’t be serious, Hadrian.”

Edithe sputtered, stepping forward. 

“You know what happens when adventuring companies go to war, right?”

“It’s nothing compared to a war between nations. We do not attack civilians, and only target their members. Take their jobs. Run them to the ground.”

“But innocent people will still get hurt. Or do you think a fight between two companies of our size won’t affect anyone uninvolved? Baris wouldn’t want this.” 

Hadrian clicked his tongue and turned away. Neither adventurers said anything. I cocked my head, facing Daniel to ask a question. But before I could say anything, there was a cough. 

A voice croaked as a rustle accompanied it. 

“D-don’t talk about me as if I’ve already died, brat.”

Hadrian blinked and all faces turned to Baris. He sat up, coughing into a hand. The [Healing Mage] spoke hurriedly.

“Sir, you shouldn’t be overexerting yourself—”

“I’m fine. I know what I can and cannot do.” 

“I-I… yes.”

The older blonde man shook his head, coughing once more. He took in a pained breath and sighed. 

“What’s this about a war, huh?”

He looked at Edithe and she blinked.

“I, uh, didn’t suggest that. It was Hadrian.”

“Yeah, dad, I think you mixed us up.” 

“Well, my age must be getting to me. But if that’s the case, then Edithe is right. Do not go to war with the Iron Champions Company. You know what happened when the Forsaken Company and the Remembered Order Company fought each other.” 

Hadrian hesitated.

“But—” 

“My word is final, boy. You may be in charge right now, but I take care of everything else. If you go to war, I will die right here.” 

“Dad!” 

The younger blonde man sputtered, but Baris just laughed. 

“And it’s not like you have proof either, do you?”

“We don’t… but the assassin—”

“What happened to him?” 

He shook his head, and turned to me. 

“You apprehended the assassin, didn’t you? I saw— you moved fast.” 

“I did!” 

I exclaimed, happy that my actions were recognized. Even though I had preemptively acted knowing that Daniel and Edithe would ask me to do something, neither praised me. 

“How did you see me? I thought you were hurt!”

“Bah, I was caught off guard. I realized a moment too late that the drink was poisoned. I spat some out, but it took effect quickly. I’m guessing the assassin didn’t plan to give as much of a dosage as he did.”

I tapped a finger on my chin, remembering how I accidentally bumped into him.

“He probably did. He messed up, didn’t he?”

“Pretty bad. This is a slow working poison. The kind used to get around [Passive - Poison Resistance]. So it’s a good thing he botched his attempt. Where is he now?” 

“He killed himself. We didn’t catch him, however I got this though!”

I held up a necklace. It was similar to the necklace I had around my neck. Except, it was even better. 

[Necklace of Greater Obfuscation: High Grade - Used to disguise Classes, Levels, and even Subspecies or Species from most appraisals.] 

I was pretty sure this was what Daniel had. 

“It’s probably very expensive.” 

“Hrmph. May I see it?”

Baris grunted, rubbing his chin as I handed it to him. 

“You can’t keep it though. It’s mine.” 

“Of course.” 

He nodded without much of a reaction. He flipped it around and eyed an inscription at the back of it. His lips curled up.

“Ah, there it is.”

“What is that?”

I peered over his shoulder, moving past the [Healing Mage] who tried to pull me back. Hadrian stepped behind me too.

“Dad, what’s wrong?” 

“This is certainly the work of the Iron Champions Company. They’re a gaudy bunch. Very arrogant. And they like to mark their creations— after all, that was how they rose to fame.” 

“That’s—”

“Their mark. See? Three stripes, like bars of iron. For all the goods and artifacts they produce, they inscribe it somewhere onto it.” 

“Then this is enough proof, isn’t it?”

Hadrian glanced down at his father. 

“This isn’t just any ordinary item. It’s expensive. And it’s not something they’d normally produce. This proves it was them.” 

“And what are you going to do?”

The older man raised a brow. 

“Edithe is right. We can’t go to war with them.” 

“But we can’t just sit idly by after they did this.”

“And we aren’t. We just have to hit back where it hurts—”

Baris coughed and spat out some blood. Hadrian called out in a panic, but the [Healing Mage] was on the older man in an instant. 

“This is why I said not to overexert yourself…”

The [Healing Mage] sighed. Baris coughed again, 

“Urk, this poison is still in my system. Only Gabriel will know how to get it out.”

“Gabriel?”

I inquired with a curious look. Edithe nodded at me.

“Our company’s highest leveled [Alchemist]. But he’s not here right now. He went to the Motharis Mountain Range, didn’t he? To gather ingredients.” 

“Yes. He always had terrible timing, urk—”

Baris collapsed onto the bed and the [Healing Mage] quickly began casting a spell. 

“I can’t remove poison. That’s not my specialty.” 

“Then we just need to send someone to get Gabriel back.”

Hadrian spoke through gritted teeth. 

“If we get Ian or Paige… but then who’d be protecting our headquarters. If the Iron Champions Company decides to try something else—”

“We can do it.” 

Daniel cut him off. The blonde man blinked, taken aback. And I was too.

“Wait— what?” 

“Think about it, Salvos. We were planning to go to the Motharis Mountain Range, weren’t we? And they’re helping us already, aren’t they? We need to pay them back somehow. This is how.” 

“But we don’t even know who this Gabriel is, or where he’s at!”

I protested. Edithe stepped up. 

“Neither do we. But we have [Rogues] and [Mages] specialized in tracking. We just have to find him and protect the trackers. We don’t even have to bring him back ourselves. He can protect them and head back with them once we’ve found him.”

“Wait, don’t tell me you want to do this too? I know Daniel is weird, but not you too!” 

“This my company, Salvos. I—”

“You’re not going anywhere.”

Baris interrupted her, craning his neck up. She turned to him with a surprised face. 

 “Baris—” 

“Didn’t you make a promise to your friends?”

“What?”

Blinking, Edithe turned to ask. She pointed at herself.

“I did?”

“Yes. You told them you were going to protect the girl, weren’t you? Rachel.”

“I…”

She trailed off. I nodded eagerly. 

“Exactly! And I need to go find some Fairies! So we definitely can’t do this!” 

“But it’s the right thing to do, Salvos.”

Daniel spoke up from the side. I stared at him, sputtering.

“But why?”

He shrugged. 

“Because that’s just how I am. I don’t just act out of my own selfish self interest. And you don’t too, do you?”

I hesitated. I glanced down at the lying old man, then at Edithe who wore a worried look on her face. Hadrian was nothing like the man I met just yesterday now, instead clenching his jaw as he held his head in his hands. 

I’m not a wild Demon, am I? I was not ruthless. And neither was I going to only serve my self interest if it meant being mindlessly tied to what I wanted. I sighed.

“Fine, we’ll do it.”

 

            
73. Going on a Trip

              
“He won’t fully recover until he gets an antidote made to directly counteract the poison in his bloodstream. Even with his levels and his Skills aiding him, it’s a losing battle.”

“But you’re a [Healing Mage], aren’t you? Can’t you do anything about it?”

“Best I can do is delay the inevitable. And one way I can do that is by ensuring he doesn’t force himself too much like he did yesterday.”

“So, what you’re saying is that all we can do right now is wait for Gabriel to return and cure him?”

The two Human men craned their necks in my direction, giving me a quick glance. The [Healing Mage], Stannis, nodded.

“Yes.”

That was all he said. He let the words sink in, leaving Hadrian alone by himself as he took his leave and exited the room. Daniel and I were waiting off to the side— we were once again outside of Viechester, at the Valiant Dreamers Company’s training grounds located a few miles away from the city.

Hadrian had sent for us— he wanted to check on his father one last time before we embarked on our job. And that was to head to the Motharis Mountain Range with trackers from their company to find a high leveled [Alchemist] named Gabriel who was gathering ingredients there.

Supposedly, it was convenient for us to do this because we were heading to a Dungeon deep in the mountain range in the first place. But from my point of view it only made it inconvenient!

Sure, I could understand Daniel’s argument when he told me we had to do something that went beyond serving our own self interests— especially since the Valiant Dreamers Company had opted to help us with protecting Rachel. I also could somewhat see what he meant when he said it was the right thing to do.

But it was anything but convenient!

We weren’t even sure where this Gabriel was, so we had no idea if he was on the way to the Brilsum Ruins— our destination— or far off in the opposite direction! We just knew he was somewhere in the Motharis Mountain Range. Which was a large expanse of land that stretched a thousand miles!

I did not fully comprehend its size, but I knew I couldn’t run the entire way without resting. So that had to be pretty long, right?

Hadrian approached Daniel and I after the [Healing Mage] left, rubbing his temples as he sighed.

“I still can’t believe this happened.”

“You did not expect the Iron Champions Company to do this?”

I cocked my head and he nodded.

“I did not— and neither did my father. We were always opposed to them, however to think they would target Baris… they want war.”

“And you won’t give it to them.”

I spoke simply, remembering the conversation from yesterday.

“We will not.”

Hadrian glanced between me and my companion— we were both dressed to leave, although we still had to return to the city to say our goodbyes to Edithe and Rachel. The blonde man was apprehensive.

“Ms Salvos, Mr Daniel—“

“I’m Salvos. Or Princess Salvos. There’s no in between.”

“Right. Salvos. I am putting my trust in you two to save my father. We’ll have a [Mage] specialized in scrying spells to accompany you to track Gabriel down. And a [Hunter] too. Honestly, it would be a lot easier if we just had a high leveled [Scryer], but the best ones we have in the Eastern Kingdoms, helping out the Remembered Order Company. It would take a relay of [Short Range Messages] that takes days to get there, and they’ll be too far too effectively pinpoint Gabriel’s location in a way that is more effective than if you just go now.”

Hadrian aired a lot of information at once. Daniel blinked and I simply gave the leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company a blank stare. He glanced between us and shook his head.

“Sorry. Been very stressed lately. Just know that you’re doing us a massive favor by doing this. We’re incredibly short handed right now and we can’t just spare our Gold Ranks by sending them to the Motharis Mountain Range. The Valiant Dreamers Company will be in your debt for this.”

He bowed deeply and Daniel placed a hand on his shoulder. They locked gazes as the [Hero] spoke resolutely.

“If anything, we owe you for what you’ve already done for us. And we’ll just be paying back the favor. Don’t worry, we’ll find Gabriel and bring him back.”

Hadrian straightened, looking more reassured now. He chuckled as he walked out of the room, us following behind him.

“You don’t have to bring him back. Just find him and tell him to return. He can hold his own.”

“Wait, isn’t he an [Alchemist]?”

The blonde man winked.

“A high leveled one.”

 

—--

 

We arrived in the city of Viechester soon after, returning to the Valiant Dreamers’ headquarters. There, we met Rachel and Edithe waiting just outside of the gates with Ian and Paige standing guard as usual.

Hadrian entered through, telling us that he would fetch the two adventurers who would be accompanying and helping us find Gabriel. As he left, I walked up to Rachel and Edithe— the former of which was struggling to break free from the latter’s grasps.

“Salvos— you aren’t actually going to leave me here, right? Please bring me with you!”

I stared at the girl as she desperately fought to get to me. Daniel stepped up behind me.

“You can’t come with us, Rachel. It’s too dangerous for you.”

“But I was with you when you fought that Demon! And when those mean assassins came for you! Please… take me with you!”

Rachel pulled with all her might one last time— and finally gave up. Edithe might have been a [Mage], but she was still Level 55. Her [Strength] very easily quadrupled Rachel’s who was a Classless [Human] according to my [Identification].

The little girl sniffled, and turned a pleading snot-covered face to me. I bit my tongue.

“I—"

I really wanted her to come. However, that was what I wanted. It was not safe for her to follow us. Especially if we were to enter a Platinum Ranked Dungeon.

She would surely die.

“I’m sorry, Rachel.”

I spoke softly, lowering myself to meet her gaze. She blinked— not realizing what I said for a moment. Then she broke out into tears, wailing and crying as Edithe held her in a hug.

I glanced up at the red haired woman.

“Please take care of her.”

She nodded.

“Don’t worry. I will protect her with my life.”

I shook my head.

“Protect yourself too. The Harrowed Vindicators are tough and the Iron Champions Company is ruthless. Don’t let your guard down.”

Edithe’s eyes widened slightly. And she took a deep breath.

“Right. We’ll be fine.”

“I trust you. You’re my companion.”

I smiled and hugged her once again. Then I stepped back and let Daniel say what he had to say too. He tried reassuring the girl that we would be fine, then he hugged Edithe too. And just as he was finishing, Hadrian returned with two adventurers following behind him.

The leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company stopped before me, nodding back at the Level 38 [Archer] and the Level 35 [Mage] with him. High Silvers, I observed. Aren’t they supposed to be cowardly or something? Are they being forced to come with us?

“This is Sophia and Cless. They’ll be the ones searching for Gabriel to bring him back. You just have to keep them safe from the high leveled monsters in the Motharis Mountain Range. Think of it like a kind of escort mission.”

The two Humans— a woman and a man respectively— greeted me without meeting my eyes. I frowned, realizing that they didn’t look particularly pleased to meet me. So they are being forced! I deduced with a snap of my fingers.

They glanced up at the sound and I waved a hand.

“Hello! I’m Salvos.”

“Right— Sophia, Cless, this is Salvos and Daniel. They are Gold Ranks. And not just any ordinary Golds. They’re quite famous adventurers in Nixa.”

“Well, I wouldn’t say we’re famous. More like famous in one small part of it, and somewhat known in the rest of the country.”

Daniel walked up beside me and held out a hand.

“It’s a pleasure to be working with you.”

I had thought his greeting wasn’t unusual. In fact, he seemed to be politer than usual. However, neither of the other Humans seemed to take it too kindly.

Sophia clicked her tongue and Cless slowly shook Daniel’s hand without so much as looking his way.

“Cless. Likewise.”

“Are we going to waste anymore time on saying hello? Or are we going to get going before Baris croaks from old age rather than the poison.”

The [Archer]— or rather, she was supposed to be some sort of tracker [Hunter]— stalked ahead with her arms crossed. Her companion grunted in agreement and followed after her only turning around to give us a look as if to ask us to hurry it up.

Hadrian laughed strangely and scratched the back of his head.

“As you can see, they’re a bit… overexcited about this. And I can’t blame them for wanting to rush. I’m worried about my father too. I do hope you make this trip with haste and find Gabriel before anything worse happens.”

I nodded cheerfully, my face brimming with a smile.

“I have [Self Haste]!”

“That’s not what he meant, Salvos. But yes, we’ll try to get to this [Alchemist] of yours as soon as possible.”

Hadrian bowed his head once again.

“Thank you.”

And with that, Daniel and I were off. Rachel was no longer crying— although she was now being carried by Edithe and clinging to her shoulders. The two waved at us as we made our way down the street, following the two Silvers out of the city.

It was only when we left Viechester did I turn to them.

“So, you two are good at finding people, huh?”

“Mhm.”

“We are.”

Sophia made a sound and Cless curtly nodded. I tapped a finger on my chin as the two suddenly sped up, walking ahead of Daniel and I in a faster pace down the sinuous dirt path cutting through a thin forest.

“Hypothetically speaking, if I wanted to find someone in… the Spirit Plane, would you be able to find them?”

I stopped right in front of them and they exchanged a glance. The [Archer] harrumphed and quickly stalked past me while the [Mage] frowned.

“I don’t believe that’s possible. Please don’t ask us to do impossible things.”

“Huh.”

Cless hurried after his companion as Daniel slowly made his way to my side once again.

“Salvos, are you irritating them on purpose? Or are you just being dense again?”

“What do you mean? I think they like me!”

“No.”

He spoke simply. As if it were an axiomatic fact of the world.

“They do not like us.”

“Aw. Why not?”

“Don’t know. But I can pick up on simple social cues such as trying to avoid us, unlike you.”

“Hey! I’m getting better!”

“To be fair, you really are.”

I sighed, looking ahead at the two Silver Ranked adventurers as they entered under the canopy of trees, now covered by a light shadow as they were obscured from the sun. I squinted.

“I think I know why they’re unhappy.”

“Because they woke up on the wrong side of the bed?”

“I’d be pretty upset too if I had to sleep! But— no, it’s because they’re being forced to go on this job.”

Daniel looked at me dubiously, but I insisted he listened to my point before making a snarky comment.

“Look, Silvers are pretty cowardly, right? That’s what I’ve been hearing since I came here. The very first Humans I met were complaining about Silvers!”

“…man, people really hate Silvers, don’t they?”

“And since they’re Silvers, they’re probably scared of dying to some monsters stronger than them—“

“I’m pretty sure everyone’s scared of dying to a monster that’s strong than them—“

“You get my point, right?”

I crossed my arms and faced my Human companion. He glanced ahead at the two adventurers far off in the distance. They were nearly gone from view— almost out of sight. Then he slowly nodded.

“I think I get it. You’re saying they don’t actually want to do this.”

“Exactly! They’re either being forced or they have no other choice!”

Daniel rubbed at his chin understandingly as I beamed. We both spoke up at the same time.

“That means we should—“

“—leave them be and just go to the Brilsum Ruins instead!”

The Human man stared at me. I blinked innocently back at him. But he continued staring.

Finally, after a moment, I scowled and threw my hands in the air.

“...or we can be nice Humans and tell them we’ll protect them and ensure they don’t die.”

“Good girl.”

“Don’t make me punch you.”

“I was joking. Please don’t. I’d like to have kids one day.”

 


 

Sophia glanced back at the dirt road behind her and Cless, seeing no one was there. The brown haired woman nodded to herself then turned to the [Mage].

“I think we lost them.”

“Good.”

He grunted, not even looking away from the path ahead of them. It made sense that the two adventurers would be able to lose those Gold Ranks that were following them. In the first place, they weren’t even being reimbursed for the job, so they probably were only doing this half-heartedly.

In addition to that, Sophia and Cless both had high [Agility]. They might not have been as fast as a [Rogue] at their levels, but they certainly could move faster than any clunky [Warrior] on the battlefield, even if they were Gold Ranks.

Neither of the two were specialized for combat. And that meant the only way they could survive outside of the city was moving quickly and nimbly, avoiding monsters and supporting their allies from the back.

But right now, neither of them really wanted to have anyone else with them.

“I still can’t believe that that idiot Hadrian didn’t listen to us when we told him we could find Gabriel on our own. What does he think of us as— babies? We don’t need babysitters to accompany us. Especially not anyone from outside of the company. We’re almost Gold Ranks ourselves. We can survive a quick trip to the Motharis Mountain Range.”

“He’s still incapable as a leader. Don’t forget that he was only handle the mantle of being the head of the Valiant Dreamers Company just recently, because his father was starting to see signs of his old age catching up to him.”

Cless nodded in agreement as Sophia huffed, arms crossed.

“I bet it was his fault this happened to Baris too. What kind of incompetent idiot doesn’t pass background checks on the servers and chefs we’re hiring to work at the training grounds of all places! One poisoned barrel of ale, and the entire company would have been crippled.”

“Indeed. We’re lucky the Iron Champions Company themselves aren’t the most intelligent either.”

“We just have to get this job done and tell Baris of our deeds. Then maybe he will finally promote us to Gold.”

Cless wrinkled a brow and turned to her. She blinked.

“What?”

“Nothing. I was just wondering why you haven’t been promoted just yet. You’ve already advanced your Class, haven’t you?”

“I have. When I hit Level 35. And only Baris and Hadrian knows about it. It makes no sense to me either! Any other company would celebrate and hold a party for the promotion of one of their members if they got a Class advancement before 40. Especially for a rare Class like mine.”

“[Centinel Hunter], right?”

“Yep. Got it from tracking down a bunch of [Older Centinels] that had ravaged a town over at the border with Elutra. Led a group of Platinum Ranks to a Centinels camp. Thanks to me, they were all found and killed to the last.”

“Isn’t a Class like that a little too specialized?”

Sophia shrugged.

“It gave good Stats.”

“Once we’ve found Gabriel, we’ll have to ask Baris to give you a promotion. It’s unfair how Hadrian has had you doing mundane jobs for the past three months after finding out you’ve advanced. And we don’t get our promotion? We’ll leave the company.”

That stopped the young woman in her tracks. She stared at the man as he finally turned to face her— he flicked his red hair back and met her gaze.

“You can’t be serious, right?”

“I am.”

“But— we’ve been in the company for years!”

“And we have never been appreciated, nor have they tried to cultivate our talents. Think about it, Soph, there are other companies out there that would be more than willing to take us in.”

“Like who?”

She asked, frowning. The [Mage] replied simply.

“The Forsaken Company. They’re one of the Three Honorable Companies. And they accept anyone and everyone into their ranks.”

“They also have to deal with the undead hordes coming out of the Plaguelands! And are the first in line to fight off a Kobold invasion!”

“I know they’re… not the safest to work with. But it was just one suggestion. There are many others we can join too, alright? Just think about it. Once we’re done with this mission, we’ve effectively proven ourselves to be Gold Ranks. The Motharis Mountain Range is full of monsters above Level 40. If that still doesn’t earn us the recognition we deserve, then nothing will.”

Sophia hesitated, chewing her lower lip. Eventually, she felt her shoulders sag as she agreed with Cless.

“You’re right. But that’s not going to happen. We’ll prove ourselves here and get our promotion. We just have to find Gabriel.”

“I hope you’re right— come on. Once we see those tall mountains in the distance, I’ll activate my [Scry Direction] Skill. It should lead us to the general location where that crazy [Alchemist] is at. And once we’re close by, your tracking Skills should be enough to help us find him.”

The two nodded and started forward once again, picking up the pace. They reached the end of the forest path, exiting the canopy of trees and entering back out to bask in the sunlight—

“There you are!”

They stopped in their tracks. Blinking, Sophia rubbed at her eyes as Cless took a step back in shock. In front of them stood the two Gold Ranks— Salvos and Daniel— waiting by a large rock. Well, one of them was standing beside the boulder and shaking his head, the other was standing on top of it with her hands on her hips.

Salvos hopped off the rock and skipped a step to them. She threw her arms around their shoulders and sighed in relief.

“When you two disappeared, I thought you got lost! I searched the entire forest for you but couldn’t find you! Then Daniel suggested I climb something to get a better view to see if I could spot you two… and it worked!”

“Correlation is not causation, Salvos. Also, what I meant was for you to climb a tree. Or something taller than a six foot rock. You could’ve climbed on my shoulders to achieve the same results.”

Sophia found herself at a loss for words for a moment, then realized she was still being held by the silver haired woman. She struggled to pull herself loose, but found herself locked into a tight grip that refused to budge.

“I’m so glad you two didn’t run away.”

Salvos sighed, finally releasing them. The [Centinel Hunter] stumbled forward as Cless tripped away and fell to the ground. The two Silvers glared at the [Rogue] and sputtered.

“What is wrong with you? What are you doing?!”

She cocked her head.

“Me? I was just worried you two ran away and because of that we wouldn’t be able to find Gabriel. Or that you were eaten by some angry monster.”

Sophia stared, working her jaw. Does she think that lowly of us just because she’s a Gold Rank?! She gritted her teeth.

The young woman opened her mouth, anger compelling her to say many things she probably should not say. But before she could speak, Salvos clapped her hands together cheerfully.

“I know you two don’t want to do this job, but don’t worry! Daniel and I promise we will protect you and make sure you don’t die! Isn’t that right, Daniel?”

The other Gold Rank nodded. He gave them a reassuring look.

“Salvos may not act like it, but she’s incredibly strong. And I am a decent fighter myself. We’ll do our best to make sure you don’t have to fight a single monster in the Motharis Mountain Range.”

Salvos and Daniel seemed to give each other a knowing glance. As if they did something they thought was right. Satisfied with what they said, the two turned around and began continuing down the path heading northward. 

And they left Sophia and Cless behind, staring and at a loss of words. 

 

            
74. Trial of Fire

               
I often wondered why Daniel constantly insisted on doing ‘the right thing’. The reason why he attacked me when I first met him was because he thought I was a rampaging Demon and stopping me was ‘the right thing’ to do. Then he chose to help me go back to the Netherworld because it was ‘the right thing’… although he has not really been too helpful so far.

And the whole situation with stopping [Cultists] and saving Rachel— while all helping us with furthering that goal— all played some part in getting some of ‘the right thing’ done.

When I found out he was a [Hero], I assumed it had something to do with his Class. Or maybe he felt like it was necessary to live up to his Class. But now I realized that neither of that was the case.

The reason why he wanted to do ‘the right thing’ every single time was simple: it felt good.

I swayed my head back and forth with alacrity as Daniel, Sophia, and Cless stared at me from across the campfire. I had help set it up for them with my magic, impressing the two Silvers with my fire creation Skill before they began to do the usual Human thing of eating.

No one had really said anything throughout the dinner. Sophia and Cless were still awed by the speech I had given them earlier and hadn’t said much all day. Meanwhile, Daniel tried to tease me into eating some food and I made sure to show my discontent with his joke by punching him.

Lightly.

Unfortunately, it seemed like a Human’s nether region was really their weak point, since he hadn’t been saying much since then.

Maybe I should apologize, I thought, tilting my head up to look at the stars above. Nope. He definitely deserved it, I decided not a moment after.

If getting hit down there was what a Human hated the most, then eating was what I hated the most. It physically made me sick. My body rejected it all.

Once the meal was finished, Daniel retired to bed with a whimper and Cless followed soon after. It left Sophia and I around the campfire, and the Human woman wanted me to go to sleep.

“I’ll keep watch. I promise. I’m a [Hunter]. I’m good at spotting things.”

“I can do it! Just sleep and get your [Rest] up! I’ll wake you all up in the morning when it’s time to leave!”

She hesitated, raising an eyebrow at me.

“Don’t you need to sleep too?”

I smiled, not replying to that comment.

“Just sleep!”

I gently pushed her to her bedroll and patted her on the shoulder. I gave her a reassuring thumbs up and created a fire sickle.

“Or else you won’t be able to do your tracking thing-y well!”

Sophia grimaced and slowly went to lie down, tucking herself into her bedroll without another word of protest. I smiled, looking over all the peacefully sleeping Humans.

I shook my head, a sense of happiness surging through me. Not only could I practice refining my Skills as Saffron told me to, it…

It feels good doing the right thing.

 


 

“We’ve arrived.”

Sophia spoke quietly, not even turning to face the two Gold Ranks standing to her side. Before them lay the vast, sprawling landscape of the Motharis Mountain Range. The undulating crests dug deeply into the ground yet built itself up to touch the clouds above.

It was a wondrous sight; one which Sophia would have usually taken a moment to absorb, if not for the eyes she felt were stabbing into her back. Ever since she and Cless had tried to lose Salvos and Daniel, they had begun watching them like hawks— eyeing their every move with needle-like precision.

It was almost scary. But what was even scarier than that was the casual threats the silver haired woman kept giving them. Especially on the first night after their failed escape attempt. Sophia had tried to get the two Gold Ranks to sleep while she did the night shift. She had been planning to wake Cless up and leave with him, but Salvos caught on to her plan.

And the threat she made…

 

The silver haired woman stood under the blue moonlight, curling her lips up into a dangerous smile. She ignored Sophia’s question, almost uncaring of what the Silver Rank thought of her.

Fire— blue fire— came to life on the palm of her hands, creating a small scythe that shone eerily in the night. Wisps of flame caught itself on the grass below, not setting it alight, but leaving behind a faint glow.

Salvos raised the weapon menacingly as Sophia felt a bead of sweat trickle down her forehead.

“Just sleep.”

She spoke with finality in her voice. There was no argument to be made here, the [Centinel Hunter] knew it. If she tried to push back now, her head would roll on the ground—

“Or else…”

Sophia obeyed, not even wanting to hear what would happen to her if she did not listen. And despite lying in bed for the next six hours, she was certain she did not catch a wink of sleep that night.

 

And now, Sophia was tired. She was exhausted and afraid. And while these feelings drew her attention away from the grand sight before her, the last emotion she felt running through her body was more than enough to distract her from everything else. That was—

Anger.

She watched as Salvos and Daniel started ahead, beginning their ascent up the first hill of the Motharis Mountain Range. The silver haired woman craned her neck, turning back and looking down at Sophia who had not moved an inch.

“Are you coming?”

The [Centinel Hunter] hesitated. Does she think me that weak? That such threats will work on me?!

Sophia and Cless were both almost Gold Rank. What was more— they were experienced in adventuring and surviving. To think they would be herded around like foolish children.

“C-coming.”

She bit back and insult and followed after them, walking beside Cless as the [Mage] closed his eyes, beginning to cast his first tracking spell.

He was not using his Skill just yet. [Scry Direction] was powerful— especially so for someone at his level. And yet, it was not perfect. Once he activated it, it would only last a day. So if the Skill ended and they were not close enough for Sophia to pinpoint where Gabriel was… they would have to wait week before Cless could use the Skill again.

For now, simple tracking spells worked just fine. Plus, Sophia could help out too.

“Look. Footprints.”

She observed. It might have sounded like such an obvious statement to make at first, but…

“Mixed between horse hooves and wagon tracks. Most people who pass through this road would either be hoping to cut through to or from the Helbir Plains. They would prioritize speed above all else. Only adventurers or madmen would travel on foot. And those three sets of footprints are about a month old, around the same time Gabriel Viechester.”

“Give me a moment, let me see if I can determine which one best fits Gabriel’s description.”

Cless began casting a spell as Salvos turned around and walked up to them. She cocked her head.

“What is he doing?”

“Using a simple spell to determine the age of the people who walked through here. He can’t do it for every single person that went through, which was why I picked out the three best candidates for him to use it on.”

“How do you know Gabriel went through here?”

“Besides this being the most common path to enter the Motharis Mountain Range from?”

Sophia raised an eyebrow to imply the answer. Salvos did not respond.

“We don’t.”

“Huh.”

The silver haired woman showed no change of face. But Sophia could sense the judgement coming from her. The pretentiousness that exuded the unsaid words of ‘is this really all you can do, rely on chance?’ and that pissed her off even more.

She sighed, exasperated.

“Aren’t you a [Rogue], anyway? Can’t you at least try and help out rather than disturb his concentration?”

“Nope.”

Salvos spoke simply, frustrating Sophia even more. Before the brown haired woman could get herself killed by snapping at the Gold Rank, Cless looked up.

“This way.”

He pointed in a direction that followed the path only briefly, before breaking off deep into a thicket of trees.

Salvos shrugged and started forward.

“Let’s go then.”

Following behind, Sophia found herself grumbling to Cless.

“Are you alright, Soph?”

“They’re looking down on us.”

“You think so?”

She almost wanted to scream at the man, but caught herself. She clenched her fist, staring at the silver haired woman walking ahead of them.

“Yes. And I’m going to prove her wrong.”

 

—--

 

More days passed as the group continued making their way further into the Motharis Mountain Range. It had been relatively uneventful so far. Most of the monsters they had encountered were no higher than Level 40, being taken out with ease by the two Gold Ranks.

Every time Sophia thought to act— to prove herself— Salvos moved to intercept the monster. Whether it was a pit of Pharaoh Cobras coiling around on the ground harmlessly for the [Centinel Hunter] to kill, or a single lumbering [Earth Golem]. She did everything she could to prevent the Silver Ranked adventurer from doing anything.

“I’ve got this—“

“Look out!”

Salvos sliced the [Vurat] in half. A fucking [Vurat]. The silver haired woman thought that Sophia needed help with a Level 12 monster! 

The [Centinel Hunter] knew she was being mocked. That the two Gold Ranks were laughing at her behind her back. She slowly lowered her bow, feeling her grip on the wood tighten. Salvos wiped some nonexistent sweat off her brows and turned to her with a smile.

“That [Vurat] was angry. I’ve never seen one react like that before. They usually fly off after eating on some bodies. I wonder what made it mad.”

Sophia did not respond. Salvos walked past her, sighing.

“Anyway, are you sure we’re heading in the right direction? Don’t you think your friend should use his Skill thing now?”

“I’m not sure if that’s a good idea just yet. Maybe tomorrow. If Sophia starts picking up a stronger trail.”

Daniel nodded condescendingly.

“They were chosen specifically to track down Gabriel for us, Salvos. I’m sure they know what they’re doing. Stop being so impatient.”

What bullshit. Just because you’re alright looking doesn’t mean you can get away with that patronizing crap. In the first place, Hadrian is— she found her thoughts being interrupted by Cless.

“I apologize. We shouldn’t be taking this long to find Gabriel. He usually only goes to the Motharis Mountain Range to collect calloused leaves. But we’re already beyond the point where the trees that grow those would be at.”

Sophia blinked and almost sputtered. Aren’t you supposed to be on my side? What the fuck are you doing? She was seething now. One wrong word and she knew she would lose it. But just as the conversation seemed like it was over, Salvos dumbly piped up.

“Maybe he’s dead. Isn’t he just an [Alchemist]? Even if he’s high leveled, I don’t know if he can take on the monsters here.”

Finally, the [Centinel Hunter] snapped.

“Take on the monsters here— you’re really looking down at us, aren’t you?!”

“Uh… huh?”

Salvos blinked and cocked her head. That reaction only pissed Sophia off even more.

“Gabriel is one of the best fighters in our company. He has taken this trip many times on his own and has come back completely unscathed. What makes you think he’d die, just like that?”

The brown haired woman found herself breathing heavily, her entire body shaking as she took a deep breath and yelled at the silver haired woman once more.

“In the first place, the monsters here haven’t even been that dangerous! What, do you think a bunch of Level 20 monsters is enough to kill us? Let alone him?! Give me a break. I don’t care if you kill me right here and blame it on some monsters. I will say it.”

“Wait, that’s not—"

“Stop looking down at us!”

Salvos stared, unmoving as Sophia panted. She raised a trembling hand and looked down at it.

“I just want to prove myself, alright? I am… I deserve to be a Gold Rank adventurer. But I’m still Silver. Even though I’ve been working so hard ever since I joined the company— that idiot Hadrian refused to promote me and assigned me to a bunch of boring tasks in Viechester. I am not a child to be taken care of. I am an adventurer…”

Sophia trailed off, suddenly feeling very stupid. How did half of what she said even relate to the silver haired woman? They had just met— and she wasn’t even part of the Valiant Dreamers Company. But she still aired on her grievances anyway.

On someone that did not even have a part in any of it.

The brown haired woman looked around, feeling a heavy gaze fall upon her. She saw Cless staring at her, eyes wide. And Daniel was off to the side, decidedly not wanting to partake in whatever this was. She chewed her lower lip as she turned back to Salvos, who was just standing there, judging her.

Sophia opened her mouth.

“I…”

Then Salvos’ eyes flickered. And she blurred forward. Sophia found herself reaching for her bow— but the [Rogue] was far too fast.

“No—“

She felt the words leaving her mouth slowly. Her mind raced and finished the thought for her.

I don’t want to die.

Sophia snapped her eyes shut and—

The world spun. The ground shook as a thunderous crash echoed through the vast forest. Sophia found herself staring up at Salvos, then at the sky. She was being… carried?

“Wha—”

She tried to process what had happened, but a loud roar drew her attention. Sophia turned to face the direction of the sound. At where she had been standing. And there she saw a crater. The ground was broken apart— trees were felled where they stood. A gargantuan monster stood before the destroyed earth, straightening its back and reaching above the canopy as it raised its arms.

Daniel had his sword drawn, but was picking himself up from being knocked to the ground. Cless was in slightly worse shape, still sprawled on the floor, red hair frazzled, and grasping at his wand, clearly unprepared for the attack. But Salvos?

She had a weapon— a flaming sickle— already on her hand. She spoke softly.

“A [Prima Saeve]. Level 72.” 

 

            
75. Giant Ape

               
The [Prima Saeve] loomed over us, raising his gargantuan arm back from where he had intended to crush Sophia. He missed— mostly because I had spotted him sneaking up on us. Now, how could a monster nearly twice the size of Lucerna with arms as long as his body possibly come close to us without being noticed?

Probably a Skill.

He had camouflaged himself amongst the trees somehow. Even though the hair that covered his entire body barring his chest had a vibrant orange tinge to it now, it had been nearly green just moments before. And it was not like it was the first time I fought a monster like him.

In fact, he was probably mad because I kept killing his smaller companions whenever they tried to attack us at night. It was not my fault they were weak— only Level 40 to 50— yet they thought they could fight me!

I had only told Daniel of those encounters so as to not worry the Silvers, but… apparently they were unhappy about that? I was slightly confused. Or, well, very confused.

But I put those senseless ruminations aside for now and focused on fighting the Level 72 monster ahead of me. Because that made far more sense to me!

I placed Sophia down on the ground and tried creating chains to attach to the sickle. I failed and sighed.

“Stupid kusarigama. I should’ve just taken Jaakko’s!”

The Human woman glanced over at me slowly. She opened her mouth, but I didn’t wait for her to speak. [Self Haste] was already activated and would run out soon.

I leapt at the [Prima Saeve], throwing the flaming sickle at his face as I created a spear. [Weapon Mastery] told me that it was probably a far better weapon to use in this situation. Not like either even pierced the skin of the monster.

He roared once more, beating his fists on his chests causing the air to shake and sweeping the fallen leaves on the ground up into the air. My sickle nicked the side of the monster’s face as my spear plunged lightly into his shoulder. He looked down at me with two black eyes and I waved nervously.

“Uh, hi?”

The [Prima Saeve] smashed at where I had been, but I was already gone. I stumbled onto the ground right as Daniel dashed past me, charging with a glowing blade. His sword sunk deep into the gargantuan ape’s feet. He did more damage than I could have in ten minutes with a single Skill, cutting deeply, drawing blood—

And lodging itself into the very angry monster.

Daniel pulled and found the blade to be stuck inside the bone of the [Prima Saeve]. But before he could let go, the monster raised a leg, carrying my Human companion up into the air.

“Let him go!”

I bellowed, sending a [Scorching Wave] into the [Prima Saeve]’s face. It splashed harmlessly off, doing nothing more than drawing the ire of him towards me. He swept a hand across the ground, barely missing me and instead knocking aside a tree that was in the way.

Daniel failed to dislodge his blade from the monster, but he did finally decide that clinging onto the leg of a walking monster was less helpful than doing… anything else.

A blast of magic struck the [Prima Saeve] from the side and I blinked. That’s… I glanced over at Cless as he readied another spell.

“What are you—”

He shot a Fireball out at the monster’s face. The blast rocked the lumbering creature’s head back. Then drew his attention to the Human man.

The [Prima Saeve] roared and smashed both his hands down at Cless. Dust and debris blew out of the ground as the earth broke open. Cless coughed as the flames around my body dissipated.

“That probably hurt you a bit. But I couldn’t get to you in time without using [Charge of Embers].”

The [Mage] spat out some blood, blinking. I helped him up as I heard Daniel scream. My companion punched the monster. And to my surprise, he actually sent the [Primae Saeve] stumbling back for a moment.

Of course, Daniel is strong. But— that gigantic monster is stronger!

Although, the [Prima Saeve] was only a little bit bigger than an [Arachne]…

Arrows bounced off the face of the creature and I sighed.

“Sophia now, too? Ugh, do you want to get yourselves killed?!”

I sputtered, turning back to Cless with a scowl. He bit his lower lip, but spoke up anyway.

“We don’t want to die, Ms Salvos. We just want to prove ourselves to the company.”

Looking him over, I remembered that angry speech that preceded this. I shook my head, creating a blazing blue object in one hand and faced the angry [Prima Saeve] as he knocked Daniel aside, and was now chasing the lone [Archer]. Humans… why are you always so weird!

I rushed forward and created a bow. I nocked the Blazing Bolt as the threads of mana finished weaving into itself and aimed at the giant ape’s ear. I loosed the projectile and it zipped straight at its target.

The arrow flew straight and fast— but the [Prima Saeve] did not lay unmoving. He walked forward, turning his head and the Blazing Bolt struck his cheek instead. I let the bow dissipate as I threw myself out of the way of an oncoming fist.

I leapt right next to Sophia who was struggling to load an arrow onto her bow. Her hands were shaking— her eyes were wide. But still, her body moved.

I spoke sharply, breaking her from her focus on the monster.

“Sophia.”

“Huh— what?”

She stared at me for a moment and dropped her arrow. She cursed and bent over to pick it up. But the [Prima Saeve] was already behind us. I grabbed her and carried her out of the way of another earth shattering attack.

When we landed, I dropped her to the floor and held out a hand.

“Give me your bow.”

“…what? You—”

She paused and clenched her fists.

“You want me to get out of the way, don’t you? You think I can’t do anything, just like everyone else.”

“No.”

I spoke simply, eliciting a confused look from the woman’s face. I held out a hand.

“Give me your bow, then I’ll ask you to do something very important.”

Sophia hesitated, but the ground shook once again. Daniel was trying to fist fight the monster five times larger than him. And he was losing, of course.

I waved my hand in front of her, waiting. After a final pause, she acquiesced and gave me her main weapon.

“Thanks.”

“What do you want me to do now?”

I grinned as I threw the bow around my shoulder, then clasped both my hands together and felt powerful, more refined magic surging between my palms. I turned fractionally to the Human woman and told her what to do.

“You think you’re fast, don’t you? Just draw his attention for a minute. Or else Daniel dies, and I’d rather that not happen.”

“Wait, what—”

“You wanted to prove yourself, didn’t you? Prove you can survive by hitting the [Prima Saeve] and running from it. Then I’ll kill him.” 

Sophia blinked as Daniel went flying through the air and crashed into the ground. I nodded at her and she took a deep breath.

“Fine. I will show you what I can do.”

The [Archer] drew a dagger from her belt pocket and ran out, waving and screaming for the monster’s attention. The giant ape paid her no mind at first, focusing only at me, until she threw her dagger at his face. It struck his cheek and drew his ire.

Aiming for the eye, huh? She knows how to fight, why is she so obsessed about being proven or whatever. I shook my head. Weird.

Sophia dashed through the trees, running from the [Prima Saeve] as it waded its way through the thicket like it was a bunch of pebbles on the ground. It roared and grabbed a tree trunk, hurling it at her, but she rolled out of the way.

It loomed over her, a mad look in its eyes, but she did not falter. She slid in between his legs, shouting a curse as it barely missed her.

“I knew I didn’t miss you when you tried sneaking up on me. I sensed your presence! My stupid Skill told me you were there, but I was too mad to notice!”

The ground shook and Sophia got back to her feet. But before she could continue fleeing, the monster struck the ground, knocking her off balance. It stood before her, raising an angry fist as she struggled and panted to get up—

And I leapt in the air, propelled by [Self Haste] and [Charge of Embers], turning to a blue ball of fire in the sky. I flew over the monster, aiming Sophia’s bow at him.

I nocked a nearly white arrow with blue embers wisping off it onto the bow, and immediately felt the wooden shaft start to burn. The Refined Blazing Bolt shot forward at an incredible speed as the [Prima Saeve] blinked.

The monster raised a hand to cover his eyes— but I was not aiming for his eyes. The Refined Blazing Bolt bore a hole straight through the giant ape’s forehead, breaking through his skull and drilling through his brain in an instant.

The [Prima Saeve]’s body stopped moving. Then slowly, he collapsed to the ground with a thunderous boom.

I landed lithely next to the body of the monster as the notifications went off in my head.

 

Defeat [Prima Saeve Progenitor]!

More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up!

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 51] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 52]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up!

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 52] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 53]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

I blinked. Then I felt a grin sweeping through my face. I triumphantly held up the still-burning bow and exclaimed.

“I leveled up twice! Did you see that Daniel—”

The [Hero] lay unconscious on a small crater in the ground. Cless was tending to him, uncorking a healing potion, about to pour it over my Human companion. Sophia glanced between the dead [Prima Saeve], Daniel, and I.

I shrugged.

“He shouldn’t have tried punching a giant monster. He’s not Haec.”

 

—--

 

We left the dead [Prima Saeve Progenitor] where he fell— neither Sophia nor Cless were too keen about dissecting him for his parts. The Silver Ranks were neither good at dismantling monsters nor were they willing to waste any time trying to cut his skin open.

“Its skin would make for good armor. But on the flip side, it will be hard to even turn it into armor. So, it would be best for us to leave it. Maybe we can mark this spot on the map and return for it in the future.”

“Why don’t we move him— I mean, it— to somewhere where it would be hidden? Like under a rock!”

I helpfully suggested. Cless and Sophia exchanged a look.

“We can’t move him. Can you?”

“Daniel can… but he’s still unconscious.”

“Yeah. I think we should just move on. Before it gets dark.”

Cless nodded at me and turned around. Before leaving, he patted his companion on the shoulder and whispered something to her ear. She flinched, averting her gaze to the side as he went to pick Daniel up.

We proceeded to continue traveling until we could find proper shelter for the night. And I looked through my Status, deciding to spend my Stat Points mostly into [Agility], while giving some Skill Points between my speed Skills and passives.

 

Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)

Species: [Greater Demon] (Mortal Form - Human)

Subspecies: [Midday Changeling] - Lvl. 53

General Skills:

[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 3

[Identification] - Lvl. 5

[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1

[Racial Skill: Mortal Form] - Lvl. 2

[Rest] - Lvl. 2

[Title Skill: Zealous Call] - Lvl. 1

Stats:

[Available Stat Points: 0]

[Vitality]: 55 (+5) (-6)

[Strength]: 40 (+5) (-6)

[Endurance]: 63 (+5) (-6)

[Wisdom]: 71 (+5) (-1)

[Agility]: 108 (+5) (-6)

Skills:

[Available Skill Points: 2]

[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 15

[Charge of Embers] - Lvl. 5

[Fire Strike] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Ignition] - Lvl. 3

[Scorching Wave] - Lvl. 5

[Self Haste] - Lvl. 9

[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 12

[Passive - Deadly Instincts] - Lvl. 7

[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 4

 

We made camp next to a large rock— it was a boulder with a slanted tree resting against it. Daniel woke up by then, however he immediately decided to go back to sleep once he realized it was night. I shook my head, disappointed but not surprised.

The two Silvers had their dinners in silence, until Cless nudged Sophia before getting up to leave. Then it was just the [Archer] and I, sitting alone across the campfire.

She fidgeted where she sat, opening and closing her mouth a few time as if to say something, but remained quiet until I cocked my head.

“Is something wrong?”

Sophia nearly jumped. She glanced up and saw me staring at her curiously. I blinked.

“You’ve been acting weird the whole day. I mean, Hu— uh, people are usually weird. But you’re being extra weird.”

“I..I— what?”

She sputtered, the saliva spitting out of her mouth visible in the fire light. Shrugging, I leaned back on both my arms.

“I don’t know why you’re acting this way. I thought you were scared of dying at first, but apparently you’re not? You want to prove yourself good enough to your company, or something?”

“Of course I do!”

Sophia snapped, standing up. Her eyes grew wide as she realized she was nearly shouting. She quickly sat back down as her face grew red.

“I just want to prove myself as a proper member of the Valiant Dreamers Company. Not as some kind of weak Silver Rank who can’t even take care of herself. I deserve to be Gold, but they won’t promote me.”

“You want them to recognize you.”

I nodded as she looked at me apprehensively.

“R-right. I want them to recognize me.”

“It feels good, doesn’t it?”

“…it does.”

I smiled, leaning forward and began speaking excitedly.

“It gives you an epistemological sense of self. Distinguishing your acumen from others, making you more than just a pebble in an ocean of rocks. This ebullience of your actions holding gravity and knowing you are an actual thinking entity in this tumulous world that is not just a void of nothingness that entangled your inchoate existence before your birth.”

“Uh…”

Sophia trailed off, no longer following my train of thought. I sighed, feeling my shoulders sag.

“No? Oh well. But you like being recognized, right?”

“Y-yes.”

“And you believe that your own actions warrant recognition from others?”

“I…”

She hesitated, mulling over whether she should give me a proper response. And after a moment’s thought, she nodded.

“I do.”

I clapped my hands together lightly and sat back down.

“Then that’s all that matters.”

Sophia stared at me, slack jawed.

“Uh… what?”

I raised a finger knowingly as I explained.

“That means you recognize yourself. And that’s all that matters. Sure, having others see you too is a nice feeling. That’s why I have companions! But if you can’t live without your companions, then you are nothing. However, you aren’t nothing, so there’s no problem here.”

“I… don’t really get it.”

I sighed, rubbing my temples like Edithe would.

“I’m saying be confident in yourself. The Valiant Dreamers Company could promote you, but they also could not. But as long as you know you’re actually a Gold Rank, it doesn’t matter what your adventurer’s badge color is. Just don’t act recklessly, and you’ll be fine.”

“I think I get that…”

Sophia spoke slowly.

“But it’s easier said than done.”

I waved a hand, uncaring.

“As long as Daniel and I are here, we can make sure you don’t get yourself killed. Can’t promise anything about after we leave though. So you better learn to do it rather than just say it quick. Now go get your sleep so we can find this Gabriel. I want to go to that ruins place already!”

I got up and turned around. The brown haired woman waited a moment before calling out after me.

“Ms Salvos—“

I turned back to face her. She bit her lower lip then bowed her head.

“Thank you. And sorry. For the way I’ve been acting.”

I stared at her for a moment, then laughed.

“I’m Salvos. Not Ms Salvos!”

 

            
76. Refinement

          
Daniel groused as he slowly drew himself from the bedroll, rubbing at his back and scrunching his face. It was morning, the birds were singing, the wind gently whistled past the trees. And I stood over him with my hands on my hips. I took a deep breath.

“I said, wake up!”

“Alright, alright! I heard you the first time!”

He got to his feet and scowled.

“Can’t an injured man sleep in peace?”

“You were already healed by potions. And both Cless and Sophia have been awake for over an hour. It’s time for us to go!”

“I hear you— stop yelling!”

“You stop first!”

“No… why am I even doing this?”

“Don’t ask me. You’re supposed to be the reasonable one!”

“Yeah, I guess. Wait—“

The Human man widened his eyes, staring me with a dumb look. I grinned and turned around.

“Stop being so surprised and let’s go already.”

“…I just want to sleep man.” 

He muttered under his breath. With that said, we were ready to leave a few minutes after. The other two non-lazy Humans had already packed up most of the camp— they were just as ready to get going as I was.

They wanted to find Gabriel as soon as possible because they felt like they had something to prove. And also because their former company leader was in a life or death battle against a deadly poison. I wanted to fight Gabriel quick too!

But for different reasons.

That is, I wanted to get to the Brilsum Ruins already.

 

—--

We traversed through the tumulous and undulating landscape of the Motharis Mountain Range. The initially dense foliage slowly lightened as we made our way higher up as a thick blanket of snow took over instead. The trees here were sparse or dead— only the rocks on the ground existed in multitudes. And both jutted out of the ground like broken teeth in the sand, visible only if you squinted and looked hard for it.

This was not one of the boreal regions of even the Human lands; it was only cold here because we were high up. Daniel told me there existed places in the Eastern Kingdoms that got to even cooler temperatures than here. I, personally, already found it very cold. So, I was walking around with [Ignition] activated, even if it drained on my mana.

While my Human companion pointed out how inefficient I was being at first, I couldn’t help but notice how much closer he was walking beside me now. The same went for Sophia and Cless, both of whom had been walking ahead to do their tracking duties, were now patiently waiting for us to meet their pace.

Another day passed, and after an encounter with a group of angry bird-like monsters that couldn’t fly, Cless decided it was time for him to use his Skill.

 

Defeated [Pengrasa – Lvl. 51]!

Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!

 

…

 

Defeated [Pengrasa – Lvl. 54]!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

I frowned and faced Daniel.

“You took my experience! I had him— I mean, it!”

“You were burning them all by yourself, I assumed you needed some help.”

They had been very weak to fire, which I did not expect. My first [Scorching Wave] sent them running back, but the moment I stopped, they came charging at us again. They didn’t seem mindless or wild however, just very angry at us.

“I wonder why they were mad.”

“Perhaps they have a Lair nearby and were getting defensive?”

“Possibly. But even the [Rancor Mites] stopped attacking us once we left.”

Daniel shrugged, uncaring.

“We took care of them, that’s all that matters. They were a danger to any other travellers or adventurers that might pass through.”

“I didn’t even get a level…”

I complained, hunching my back and folding my arms across my chest. The Human man ignored me, instead glancing over at the two other Humans with us. Cless had begun casting his spell, however, it needed some time to take effect.

Sophia stood by his side, nothing but a dagger in her hand. Her bow had been damaged by my Refined Blazing Bolt— so she was trying not to break it. Apparently, it was a good bow.

“But you leveled twice from the [Prima Saeve]. I only leveled once. And even the Silvers didn’t level much either.”

“That’s because I defeated it!”

“Where did you even learn to create that, anyway? I know you’ve been practicing your fire creation Skill a bit, but I didn’t expect you to create something that… strong.”

I grinned and raised my chin haughtily. I opened my mouth— and he cut me off.

“Please answer the question seriously. I heard about how you confused Sophia the other day with big words, trying to sound smart.”

Sighing, he brought a hand up to his temples and began circling his fingers over it.

“Just because you read a few books…”

I replied honestly, but unhappily.

“If you must know, I’ve been practicing. I noticed how Ignavare was able to create a Medium Grade Weapon temporarily— it wouldn’t last like the Spear of Flames did, but it was just as powerful.”

“Right, I was there for that. And you’ve been practicing it?”

“It was what Saffron told me to do. Refine my magic. So, I did.”

“…you make it sound like it’s that simple.”

“And it is!”

I exclaimed and began strumming my fingers through the air. I tugged at the mana threads weaving its way through the world, a smile fixed on my face as I explained.

“Magic is quite simple, actually. It’s something you’ve just got to practicing over and over until you get it right. Remember that Fireball spell I used to burn down the [Cultists] hideout? I did that from practice. If I had a Skill, I’d be able to repeat it perfectly each time. But that defeats the whole purpose of practicing.”

“So, what, you haven’t been using your [Advanced Mana Manipulation] at all?”

“I have.”

I admitted and shied back a little bit. I brought my fingers close together as a slightly nervous expression came across my face.

“Just a little bit.”

He stared at me, judging. I protested.

“I just use it to tell me what I am supposed to do. And get the feel of what it’s supposed to be like when I do it! Then, I repeat the process over and over again until I can get what I want without the General Skill. That’s what Saffron meant when she said my mana control was unrefined. My magic wasn’t as good without [Advanced Mana Manipulation]!”

“So, what about this helped you create that Refined Blazing Bolt?”

I shrugged.

“I simply condensed even more magic into the spell in a way that made it strong without making it unstable. If I hadn’t learned the intricacies of mana manipulation, I wouldn’t have been able to do it. It’s tiresome though. Drains a lot of mana from me and requires a lot of concentration—which was why I needed to borrow Sophia’s bow to do it.”

“And I assume you’ve been doing this as we’ve been sleeping, huh?”

I nodded eagerly.

“I have!”

“Well, it’s good that you have. And don’t call me lazy for not being able to defy my bodily needs of sleep.”

I scowled, however Daniel placed a hand on my shoulder.

“Thank you though. If not for that, I probably would have died to that giant ape.”

Nodding, I gave him a thumbs up.

“I wouldn’t want you to die either! You’re my companion!”

“Right… by the way, do you know how long it’s going to Cless to finish casting his Skill?”

Daniel glanced off to the side— Cless had his face twisted into a grimace as he focused, gathering a large amount of ambient mana ahead of him with his wand while Sophia stood on guard nearby him. Watching this for a moment, I decided not to interrupt by asking how long it would take. So, I just lifted my shoulders up lightly.

“Don’t know.”

 

—--

 

The Human [Mage] finished casting his Skill, and a strange magical aura wrapped around him for the next day. If I focused, I could see almost a fuchsia glow coming from his eyes as he studied the landscape.

He pointed at a direction— a valley between two hills. One protruded up into a steep incline before plateauing into flat ground, while the other was shorter and with a rockier surface that almost curved into a hook.

We followed him as I nervously looked about. It almost reminded me of the valley of death in the Netherworld where the Demon with crooked horns executed so many other Demons— both wild Demons and sapient Demons alike. If Lucerna was to be believed, that was likely an Archdemon.

Will I become an Archdemon when I next evolve? That… doesn’t seem right.

I mulled over the thought until I made an odd observation about the topography. While most of the ground had been layered in white— a few rocks jutting out of the ground was only lightly coated in the snow. I frowned and sent a [Scorching Wave] at it.

“What are you doing—”

Daniel paused as the ground shook. I took a step back, conjuring fire hammers on both hands, preparing for what was to come. Cless and Sophia took defensive positions behind us, the latter shouting a warning.

“A monster! What is it?”

My eyes grew wide as I realized what it was.

“Aw. [Golems]? And they’re only Level 30.”

The stone monsters gathered themselves and turned to us. They stared at us with eyeless faces. Some failed to get up, having been destroyed by my initial flame attack. I gave them a pitiful gaze.

“Weak. You two can take care of them, right?”

I looked over at the two Silvers. Or— rather, the one Gold and the other who was a level away from being Gold. They exchanged a glance.

“You want us to take care of them?”

“Of course.”

I spoke simply.

“They’re close to your level. Sure, there’s a dozen of them and only two of you. But… you can handle it, right?”

Raising a brow at them, I waited for their response. Meanwhile, Daniel was standing off to the side, puzzled. Until a [Stone Golem] swung at him. He stumbled back and shook an arm back at Sophia and Cless.

“Make your decision quick or I’ll kill them all myself!”

He glared back at the monsters. That was enough to break them from their stupor. Daniel and I took a step back as they rushed at the group of [Stone Golems]. The rock creatures took the charge head on. They stood their ground and fought back as Cless blasted them apart with spells.

Sophia was a little more ineffective, using only a dagger to fight them off. But she had at least one Skill with the short ranged weapon, inflicting a hard strike at the chest of a [Stone Golem], causing it to collapse entirely. I called out to her and pointed at my shoulder.

“Aim for their joints!”

“I. Know.”

The young woman spoke through gritted teeth. Cless fought using spells below his level while Sophia struggled in close quarters combat. Looking at their performance, one would think they were weak. However, that was far from the truth.

The fact that they, who did not specialize in combat, were dealing with a dozen monsters close to their level, even when impeded, spoke of their capabilities. Sophia couldn’t use her bow and Cless was distracted by his scrying Skill. And yet, even if they were panting and exhausted by the end of it, they won.

“Good job!”

I beamed at them. Cless stared at the palm of his hand, speaking disbelievingly.

“I-I leveled up…”

Sophia jolted and turned to him, probably identifying him.

“You’re Level 40…”

“I am.”

He still had a shock expression locked onto his face. The two were speechless, until I wrapped my arms around both of their shoulders, grinning.

“And that means you two are Gold Ranks now. You can speak to Hadrian and tell him to promote you! And if he doesn’t, you can quit! There’s nothing stopping you, and you’ve proven yourself enough.”

“I…”

Sophia hesitated, murmuring to her companion.

“I don’t know if we should do that.”

Cless blinked and turned to her. He opened his mouth— but nodded.

“You’re right. We’re part of the Valiant Dreamers Company. Even if they don’t promote us, we’ll stay with them. Until they do.”

“Do what you will. But just know that what I see here are two Gold Ranks and not Silvers.”

I smiled reassuringly at them. The two averted their gazes slightly and muttered.

“T-thanks.”

“Thank you…”

I drew myself away from them, letting them rest for a moment longer. Daniel commented as I walked up to him.

“You’re being awfully nice, aren’t you?”

“Of course!”

I scoffed and spoke in a regal voice.

“A Princess—“

“Stop.”

I sighed, shoulders sagging.

“You’re no fun.”

He ignored that remark, instead eyeing the two Gold Ranks.

“Do you really think they’re both worthy of being promoted? Don’t you think Hadrian would have kept them from being Gold for a reason?”

“They are.”

I nodded confidently.

“I would know. The first adventurer rank I got was Gold. So I have a keen eye on this.”

Daniel gave me a snide look, thinking I was fooling around. He blinked when he realized I wasn’t. Slowly, he looked back at them.

“I guess you have a point.”

 

            
77. Finally!

               
“We’re close.”

The soft voice of Cless cut through the silence, drawing Daniel and I’s attention to the Humans at the front. We were currently even higher up than before— there were no longer any trees up here. It was all just rocks in this barren landscape.

Rocks. So many rocks! So much rocks! I hate… love… hate… love… rocks are weird! I decided finally. Then I turned to the [Mage] ahead.

“Does your Skill tell you that?”

“No. But these tracks— they’re fresh. And Sophia agrees too.”

We were currently cresting a mountain. We could have gone around it, but our trackers told us that it was faster this way. And I was partial to moving fast.

“It’s just over this hill, I think.”

The [Archer]— or was she some kind of [Hunter]?— spoke back towards us. I raised a hand, but Daniel shot me a look.

“What?”

I glanced over at him, feigning hurt.

“Just reminding you not to yell. We don’t want to cause an avalanche.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

I waved him off dismissively.

“I got that. I just had a question.”

“And that is?”

I faced Cless who had a furrowed face, straining to keep up his [Scry Direction] Skill as it was soon coming to an end.

“Did you advance your Class yet, or are you going to wait for a better one before making a decision?”

The Human man blinked and turned to me. He exchanged a look with Sophia who was scanning the surrounding landscape— making sure that we were on track to find Gabriel soon. I cocked my head, waiting for an answer.

“I… uh, have not. But I will make a decision when I get back to Viechester.”

“Why wait?”

“Because we have a book— a list of quite a few Class advancements for my specialization. It isn’t every Class out there, but it’s quite lengthy, and it details the advantages each advancement give. I’ll take a look at that before I make my decision.”

“Huh.”

Pausing, I considered this. I raised hand to my chin and stroked it slowly; I opened my mouth—

And Daniel nudged me, whispering.

“Don’t say what I think you’re going to say.”

I stared at him, aghast.

“I wasn’t going to! Oops, I mean: I wasn’t going to.”

Sputtering at first, I quickly corrected my tone to be much softer. My Human companion rubbed his temples.

“If you had caused an avalanche, the damage would already be done. So whispering after wouldn’t change a thing.”

I gave him a helpless shrug.

“Anyway, I’m not going to say anything that blatant. But I think it’s something worth looking into.”

“Alright then…”

Daniel stared at me dubiously, but commented nothing else as we scaled to the top of the mountain and circled around its peak. It got even colder up top, but [Ignition] kept me warm. Who knew it would be so useful?!

At the top off the mountain, I had a good view of the vast sprawling landscape down below. The topography was uneven— mountains and mounds of all shapes and sizes jutting out of the ground with thin foliage between them. A few meandering monsters were visible, even at this distance. Some of them were gigantic. Like the [Prima Saeve] had been.

Large behemoths walking on six legs, with a long hose-like nose protruding beside curved tusks reaching out of their faces. These brown monsters walked in small herds, about a dozen clustered together. The uplifted trees just by walking— they were even bigger than [Arachnes] had been!

Then there were these smaller two legged creatures covered in snow-like fur hiking up and down the undulating crests. They were hard to spot at first, but I saw one standing in front of a gray stone background and noted their presence. These were about the size of trees— perhaps as large as Lucerna had been.

A myriad of creatures filled the Motharis Mountain Range. Bird-like monsters the size of small houses that soared through the blue dome overhead, searching for prey to swoop down on and kill. Fleshy giant worms that dug holes through the ground, leaving large pits anyone could fall from. And even Golems— not like the [Stone Golems] from the day before, but powerful Golems with iron and other minerals sticking out of their bodies. They brought life to the desolate world of the Motharis Mountain Range.

Anytime I thought this place was anything like the Netherworld, I looked around and saw life. The Netherworld had been empty. Barren. I would wander for long, long periods of time without seeing another Demon. And even then, they would always be wild.

I sighed wistfully at the sight, my gaze finally resting upon our destination. The land that lay before the mountaintop— there sat a basin, surrounding all sides by hills just as tall as ours. And at the very bottom of it was a lake.

Its entire surface was frozen solid— it gave off light sheen that made the Humans beside me avert their eyes. But I stared at the frozen water. It reflected the sky above on its canvas, the beautiful picture of the Mortal Realm captured perfectly in that stasis.

Seeing this— and looking at one of my many Human companions with me, Daniel— made me realize how little I looked forward to returning to the Netherworld. If there was a way to bring Haec here without going back… I would do that. However, that was unlikely, and I was willing to scour that hellish landscape for years if that was what it took to find him.

“We found him.”

A voice broke me out from my thoughts. Cless pointed a finger at a figure down below. The Humans had to squint to see what it was, but even from up here, I could make up the blurry shape enough to know what it was.

A Human. The [Alchemist], Gabriel, waited at the base of the mountain, just by the lake’s edge. I nodded at the adventurers.

“Let’s go down

 

—--

 

[??? - ???]

A rather lanky, older Human man stood just before the ice sheet stretching out for hundreds of feet. He wore azure blue robes that stood out in the plain landscape, however his thick, white beard matched the snow trickling lightly down from above.

Gabriel stayed crouched as he tilted his head up, but did not even bother to turn towards us as we approached. Our footfalls weren’t exactly silent, however the lumbering monsters nearby should have been enough to disguise it from him.

“What is it that you want?”

I looked over at Daniel, expecting him to speak up, however he was just as clueless as to what to say as me. We stayed silent and waited for the two other Gold Ranks to do their job. Sophia realized a moment later that they were the ones who had to talk here, and she quickly fumbled over her words to answer the question.

“We— uh, we’re from the Valiant Dreamers Company. S-sent here by Hadrian to… go back.”

“By the kid, huh?”

Standing up, the [Alchemist] slowly turned to us, a posy of pink lilies that seemed nearly luminescent under the sunlight held on one hand. He let go of the flowers— and they vanished, a slight magical aura left behind for mere moments before that, too, was gone.

I narrowed my eyes, realizing that the sensation felt familiar. Isn’t that like when Daniel pretends to put things in his fake Bag of Holding? Before I could ascertain it for sure, Gabriel spoke, turning to me.

“Interested in what those were, were you?”

I blinked.

“Oh… yes?”

I lied, not really sure what else to say. He was approving, however.

“Not many youngsters are interested in alchemy and its ingredients. And you seem to have a keen eye, I can tell.”

That was true, but not for the reasons I was pretty sure he had.

“Very well, I shall tell you: those were kzoth weeds. They may appear like flowers at first, but in reality, they are parasites. They drain the land around it of its fauna and natural vegetation. And they flourish up here in this part of the Motharis Mountain Range. You may have noticed how barren this place is, even this high up?”

“…of course!”

“That’s because of these plants. They are terrible, terrible for any environment they inhabit.”

I nodded along, now interested in what he was saying.

“How haven’t they spread further then?”

“Because they may be bad for other plants, but they are nutritious for the monsters up in these parts. Did you see the Gatho Mammoths? The Scavenger Yetis? They are not aggressive monsters— no, because they do not feed on one another. Just a single bite from these kzoth weeds is enough to sustain them for a day.”

“Wouldn’t they still want to level though?”

“Not all monsters are the same.”

He spoke simply as I tapped a finger on my chin. That made sense. I totally agreed with that. However…

“I see… but if they’re so bad, what are you using them for then?”

He smiled.

“Secret.”

Huh. I cocked my head, then frowned. What a tease! I wanted to know more about alchemy— first what Daniel told me about those zorth mushrooms, and now these kzoth weeds. Maybe I should borrow a book about it from Edithe when we get back.

With our brief interaction finished, Sophia finally thought it was time for her to speak up again. Cless was too exhausted to speak, slumped over a rock and panting as his Skill finally ended. She hesitated, glancing at me, but I nodded at her.

“M— Alchemist Gabriel. We were sent her by Hadrian, as I said. And it’s not for any casual reason. It’s urgent.”

“Then you should’ve told me at the start.”

The [Alchemist] looked at her with a scowl. She took a step back, but gathered her resolve and walked forward, telling him of the events that had happened in the Valiant Dreamers training grounds.

Gabriel listened slowly, his face shadowing over as she went on. He folded his arms and remained silent for a moment as she finished.

“—and none of the healers can cure Baris. Only you can, Gabriel. We need you back to create an antidote.”

“…I see.”

He acknowledged her after a few passing moments then started forward. The [Alchemist] walked past her as she took startled step back.

“Uh, alchemist Gabriel?”

Sophia sounded confused. He stopped and glanced back at her with a single eye.

“What is it?”

“Where are you going?”

“Returning to Viechester, of course. Post haste. Hurry it up you four. You should have told me this sooner.”

He marched past her and stopped, waiting for us to follow after him. I exchanged a look with Daniel. Sophia raised a hand.

“They’re not going with us.”

Gabriel raised a brow.

“Why not?”

“They’re not part of the Valiant Dreamers Company. They were just sent her to escort us to find you.”

“Escort you? Why would Hadrian have Gold Ranks escort other Gold Ranks? Damn kid.”

He scoffed, shaking his head. The Human woman’s eyes grew wide as she slowly processed his words. But he was already off.

“Bah, whatever. You’ve done your job. I’m sure you’ve already gotten your payment. We shall return now.”

He commanded Sophia and Cless and the two jumped to attention. They hurried after him as he made his way back in the direction we came from. Cless grumbled a complaint while Sophia hesitated for a moment, glancing back at us.

I smiled and nodded back at her.

“We’ll see you back in Viechester.”

“R-right.”

She chewed her lower lip.

“Thank you.”

Quickly speaking, she ran off after the other two. Daniel and I watched them go. Their figures slowly growing distant as they scaled around the mountain. Then, blinking, I faced Daniel.

“Wait, was that it?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“No detours?”

“No?”

My companion gave me a confused look.

“No other jobs we have to do?”

“Nope.”

I jumped up in the air and pumped a fist.

“Finally!”

I turned to him, excitedly bouncing on my feet.

“Let’s go to a Platinum Rank Dungeon now!”

“…yay.”

Daniel was, for some reason, not as enthused as I.

 

            
78. Drakes

                
“Are you sure we’re heading in the right direction?”

“Yes, I’m sure.”

“Then why aren’t we there yet?”

“Because the map is not to scale, Salvos.”

“Are you sure?”

Daniel stopped midstep, turning to glare at me. He held up the map, smacking a finger in the middle of it. Blinking, I took in the illustration of the Motharis Mountain Range: the topography depicted the risings and the failings of the hilly landscape, with a gradient hue to highlight different regions around the vast area. 

“Can you read the map?”

He posed the question simply. I shook my head.

“Nope.”

“Then stop complaining!”

I scowled and crossed my arms.

“Fine!”

Sighing, Daniel turned around and began leading the way once again; he shoved his way through a thick bush as I followed behind him. We were in a far more foliage dense part of the mountain range. At a far lower altitude, so the land was no longer covered by the thin layer of sleet making it slippery and difficult to walk on. 

The plants here weren’t exactly lush with green, but they existed. Without the parasitic kzoth weeds to drain the land of life, it seemed that some vegetation could grow up in the mountains!

But right now, they were making Daniel’s life horrible. Muttering curses under is breath, he stomped through the forest while swatting his hand in the air.

“Damn bugs.”

He slapped a hand on his shoulder. Splat. An insect— about the size of his hand— went flat on his gambeson. The Human man made a face as he wiped it off on a nearby tree.

“Does killing those give you any experience?”

I finally asked, having seen him slay those creatures for the past two days. 

“They do not. But they’re annoying and killing them gives me a lot of satisfaction.”

“Huh.”

This time, I was the one who stopped mid step. My Human companion turned to face me with a raised brow. 

“What is it?”

I pointed an accusing finger at him.

“You’re wild.”

“No, I’m not.”

He replied without skipping a beat.

 

—--

 

Our trek through the Motharis Mountain Range would have been a lot faster if Daniel was not so slow. Unfortunately however, he didn’t want me to pick him up and run my way straight to the Brilsum Ruins. So, I had to settle with a long, drawn out trip there. 

The trip did not prove to be entirely futile, since we encountered quite a few different Species of monsters on our way there. Many of them were around my level, such as the [Flayer Vultures] or the [Millenispods]. The latter being the worm-like monsters I had seen before meeting Gabriel that burrowed through the earth and spat acid. 

 

Defeated [Flayer Vulture of Hunting - Lvl. 53]!

Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!

 

…

 

Defeated [Large Millenispod - Lvl. 49]!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

None of those lower leveled monsters gave me a level up. Not until we ran into the Drakes.

A deep, piercing kind of shriek cut through the forest— it shook the leaves as small birds burst out of the canopy of trees, fleeing whatever it was that made the sound. The roar was accompanied by another one, and another one. 

Many booming roars exploded around the forest; my head snapped in the direction where it came from as I narrowed my eyes.

“That’s…”

“Coming at us.” 

Daniel drew his sword as a fire sickle came to life in my hand. I exchanged a glance with him. 

“Should we run? It sounds dangerous.”

“Do you want to run?”

“Nope! I can probably… maybe… escape whatever it is that’s coming for us.” 

“I can’t.” 

“That’s why I’m asking you.”

I shot him a thumbs up— my concern for his life showing through that gesture. He shook his head and gripped the hilt of his blade with both hands. 

“We’ll see what it is.”

Heavy, thudding footsteps shook the ground as whatever it was came closer and closer to the small clearing we were in. The trees opened up to reveal a large scaly creature, walking on two thick legs and two stubbier arms. Its body was gray-green in color with small blotches of black patterned just around the jagged horn-like protrusions running down its spine. 

It stood at half the size of the [Prima Saeve], however it was no less menacing when it turned its beady red eyes towards us. Daniel blinked.

“Is that a T—”

It opened its mouth and released a fiery sphere of flames at us. My eyes grew wide as I identified it, before grabbing my companion and pulling him out of the way. 

The blast opened a hole in the ground that sent dirt and rubble flying in the air. The fireball bloomed like a flower in the middle of the summer— and I didn’t like flowers! 

Daniel and I picked ourselves up as the monster turned its crimson eyes towards us. I spoke hurriedly to my companion.

“It’s a [Horned Drake]. Level 65. And my [Deadly Instincts] is telling me that it’s dangerous.”

“A Drake?” 

He stared at me for a moment, then cursed. 

“Fuck. They’re strong. Help me take out its feet so I can get at its head.” 

I nodded and I sped straight to the monster, leaving him behind. The Drake saw my approach and spat a breath of fire towards me— the flames not a concentrated sphere, but a plume that swept up the ground and incinerated the grassy floor. Leaping aside just in time, I sent my own [Scorching Wave] at the monster, smirking knowingly. My fire is definitely hotter than yours!

The flames singed the scales of the Drake, causing it to stumble back— but no more. It did not burn it badly, only a light singe left where the flames landed. I scowled and Daniel called out.

“Its feet, Salvos!”

“I got it, I got it.”

Rolling my eyes, I rolled away from the gaping maw of the Drake that threatened to crush me. It ate up the dirt ground as a [Charge of Embers] propelled me to the legs of the beast. I swung my fire sickle once— 

And found it lodged on the hard scales of the monster.

“Huh.”

The Drake kicked me, instantly knocking out the aura of protection I had from my Ring of Lesser Protection, sending me flying back to a tree. I rubbed at my back and found my eyes widening as a dark shadow loomed over me. Its tail came swinging down and I activated [Self Haste].

I hopped out of the way as a fire bow was conjured on one hand, and focused on creating a Blazing Bolt with my other hand. Another sphere of destructive fire came hurling at me but it was much easier to dodge now. I loosed Blazing Bolt after Blazing Bolt, all going for its legs, and they landed, doing far more damage than my previous attacks had.

The volley of fire drew my breath short, taking a chunk of mana out of me, but it was enough to cause the large monster to stumble forward for a moment. And it was then Daniel leapt up at it and swung his glowing sword.

“[Hero’s Slash]!”

The blade severed the neck of the Drake, shearing through its scales like it was paper, and killing it instantly. It fell with a mighty crash, shaking the ground and scattering any birds that might not already fled. 

 

Defeated [Predatory Horned Drake - Lvl. 65]!

More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up!

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 53] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 54]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

“I leveled up!”

I exclaimed, pumping a fist in the air. Daniel faced me with a smug smirk. 

“I leveled twice.”

“Huh— how?!”

“I dealt the finishing blow.”

“What?!”

I stared at Daniel, aghast. I tried identifying him, but once again, his Necklace of Obfuscation did not allow me to see his true level or Class. 

“You’re lying! I did all the work, I should have gotten more experience!”

He gave me an uncaring shrug. 

“Unfortunately, Salvos, that’s how it works. The one who gets the kill gets more experience, although he gets less if others contribute enough, they may gain close to as much as he did.” 

Placing a hand over his mouth, he looked at me mockingly.

“Maybe you should have hurt it more before letting me finish it off.”

“I did hurt him— I mean, it— you just have that stupid cheat Skill—”

“Perks of being a [Hero]. Better luck next time.”

I scowled, crossing my arms. Then a thought crossed my mind. Or a memory, in fact. Not one from long ago, but a recent one.

“Next time…” 

I grinned and faced Daniel. And as if the world had the same thought as me, a roar once again broke through the forest. My Human companion had a stupid look on his face as he registered what that was. 

“Maybe next time won’t be so far from now, after all.”

A Drake burst through a nearby thicket of trees, uprooting one of them as it roared a challenge at us. Just before Daniel could curse like he usually did, a second one came crashing behind us too.

[Horned Drake - Lvl. 61]

[Horned Drake - Lvl. 64]

“You’ve got to be… two of them?! But that Skill resets every other day!” 

“Too bad. Let’s see if you can deal with one of them on your own.”

I raised my fire bow, already with a Blazing Bolt nocked on and ready to fire as Daniel brought his sword up warily, finally getting his curse out.

The two monsters charged us and we met them in battle. Perhaps if we were two other Gold Ranked adventurers at our levels, we would have been slaughtered by these Drakes 10 levels above our own. 

But we dealt with them. And we dealt with the ones that came after them. Because we weren’t ordinary adventurers. We didn’t even have regular Classes— I didn’t even have a Class!

Daniel was a [Hero] and I was a Demon. 

So, while it was a struggle to take care of these angry Drakes, we did it. Over time. We had to run from some and fought them using tricks and teamwork, using the terrain and our wits to our advantage. After a few days passing through this forest full of Drakes, we were able to survive.

And this time, I was the one to level up twice.

 

Defeated [Angry Horned Drake - Lvl. 61]!

More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!

 

...

 

Defeated [Predatory Horned Drake - Lvl. 59]!

More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up!

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 54] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 55]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up!

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 55] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 56]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)

Species: [Greater Demon] (Mortal Form - Human)

Subspecies: [Midday Changeling] - Lvl. 56

General Skills:

[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 3

[Identification] - Lvl. 5

[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1

[Racial Skill: Mortal Form] - Lvl. 2

[Rest] - Lvl. 2

[Title Skill: Zealous Call] - Lvl. 1

Stats:

[Available Stat Points: 0]

[Vitality]: 58 (+5) (-6)

[Strength]: 40 (+5) (-6)

[Endurance]: 63 (+5) (-6)

[Wisdom]: 77 (+5) (-1)

[Agility]: 114 (+5) (-6)

Skills:

[Available Skill Points: 2]

[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 18

[Charge of Embers] - Lvl. 5

[Fire Strike] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Ignition] - Lvl. 5 (Maxed)

[Scorching Wave] - Lvl. 5

[Self Haste] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 15

[Passive - Deadly Instincts] - Lvl. 7

[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 4

 

            
79. Sleep Sucks!

            
I was Level 56 now. Thanks to the Drakes, I had managed to make up for all the levels I had been missing out on for the past few weeks; it wasn’t that I was unhappy dealing with Humans for an extended period of time— I really liked Humans… or, some of them— I just also couldn’t wait to become an Archdemon. Which, the more I thought about, seemed like wasn’t coming next.

Once we left the territory of the Drakes, re-entering a more barren region of the Motharis Mountain Range, my leveling stalled once again. No longer were there monsters above Level 60. The one monster Species we met that was above that threshold were docile— so we didn’t attack those [Ezarbs]. In fact, there was a Level 69 one that was nice.

While we continued traversing, sailing slowly towards our destination, I tested out the Skills I had finally maxed out. [Ignition] and [Self Haste]. The former being maxed let me control the fire coating my body even better— I could concentrate it more on different limbs instead of just having it uniformly spread out. Meanwhile, the latter being maxed… made me faster.

I was surprised!

“Were you really?”

Daniel asked, looking at me dubiously.

“No!”

I beamed back.

Other than that, I wasn’t exactly certain how close my remaining Skills were to being maxed. I assumed that [Advanced Fire Creation] was going to have the same number of levels [Basic Fire Creation] did, but I could not know for sure. I tried asking Daniel about it, but…

“How should I know?! I’m as clueless as you about these things!”

He wasn’t any help. 

And finally, after navigating our way through different biomes and parts of the Motharis Mountain Range, we arrived. 

“This is it.” 

“This is the Brilsum Ruins?”

I cocked my head. What lay before us was a vast canyon— multiple rolling valleys cut into each other, forming haphazard intersections of all shapes and sizes. It was like a [Hellhound] had torn into the land, and the thin stream of water flowing through it was the blood dripping from its victim. 

The orange landscape— a far more vibrant color than the dull gray of the mountain peaks, or the dark green of the forests in between mountains— was an almost welcoming sight; this was our destination. This had been where the city of Brilsum had lain many, many years ago. And this was where it had been laid to rest too.

A city state was what the Humans called it. One that was surrounded by natural barriers, protecting it from other angry Humans— or Kobolds, or Elves, or Dwarves…

The dangerous monsters in the area served to their advantage, stalling any army that may have tried to invade them, this treacherous trip inflicting too much attrition on their enemies. But it did not stop everyone. 

When the Oracle of Light, Melissa, was summoned to the Nexeus, she was to end a great war between the two warring Human empires at the time. But after her job was finished, she journeyed to the Spirit Plane and met with the Fairy Queen, before coming back and destroying every Fairy temple across the Human lands. And since the city of Brilsum had been started from a Fairy temple… it suffered from her wrath. The entire city was destroyed. 

Such power— that is how strong [Heroes] are. To destroy an entire city on her own. And yet—

I glanced over at my useless companion as he scoffed and shook his head, responding to my question. 

“This isn’t the Brilsum Ruins— it’s… why are you staring at me like that?”

“Nothing. Just disappointed.”

“Wait, what are you disappointed about?!”

I ignored him and entered the entrance to the deep crevice. He chased after me, sputtering protests.

“Is this about that [Hero] Melissa again? I knew I shouldn’t have told you that story! It was just a legend, we don’t actually know if it’s real—”

 

—--

 

The two of us spent the day scouring the large gorge, walking alongside the rushing river cutting through it. No monsters attacked us here; there was no living creature to be seen or even heard in this canyon. Only the splashing waters were audible to my ears— but even when I stared through the clear glass-like surface…

“No fishes.”

I observed. Daniel nodded. 

“Yeah, this place doesn’t give me good vibes.” 

I glanced back at him, the words registering oddly to me. It only took me a moment to realize he was speaking in his native tongue— English. It was something I asked him to do. To switch languages from time to time, to try and level up my [Universal Language Comprehension]. So far, there weren't any substantive results.

“It reminds me of the Netherworld. So quiet. So serene. Until a wild Demon comes out and tries to claw your face off.”

“Well, we don’t have to worry about those here. Just gotta look out for monsters, monsters, and… more monsters. I f—”

I rubbed at my ears. 

“Stop switching between languages. You know I stop understanding you when you do that!” 

“I just prefer cursing in English. It sounds so much nicer.”

“It all sounds the same to me.”

“And that is?”

I shrugged, not really sure how to explain. 

“They all sound like words.” 

It made sense to me, however Daniel was confused. Not bothering to elucidate him— or try to figure out myself— on how my Racial Skill worked, I continued walking past him as the sun set on the horizon. 

The orange canvas above slowly turned blue as the twilight settled into night. Soon, only a single thin slit in the dark curtain illuminated the land below, and the dotted, twinkling spots served to only complement the crescent moon’s glow. 

Daniel’s pace slowed as he groggily trudged behind me in the muddied ground. I trooped ahead, undeterred and unaffected by the late night, only stopping when Daniel decided to stop whining and just collapse on the ground.

“I’m too tired, Salvos. We woke up before the sun even rose this morning. It’s past midnight now!”

“Doesn’t your [Hero] Class give you any Skills to help you deal with sleep?” 

“No. It doesn’t.” 

He sighed, sprawling himself on the ground like a corpse. Or a really tired Human. 

I shook my head and sat myself down. I created a ball of fire— an actual ball— and placed it on the ground, rolling it to him. 

“Here.” 

I spoke simply. He raised a brow and turned to face me.

“What’s this for— ouch, hot.”

“Of course it’s hot. It’s fire.” 

I rolled my eyes. I glanced up at the steep incline before me and slowly began undressing.

“Wait, Salvos, what are you—”

The Human man jumped to his feet and covered his eyes. I ignored him as my body began to shift. Cracks resounded in the night, like that of a smattering of rocks being crushed together, as I grew taller and larger. 

My now pale skin almost seemed like snow in the moonlight— and my golden eyes had an almost luminescent glow to it. I dropped my clothes to the ground, taking a moment to see myself in the river water. I stood tall on two legs. But my arms were long too— if I bent over even slightly, they would be touching the floor. 

I had a long face— almost like that of a [Hellhound]. It wasn’t the snout-like protrusion of a dog covered in fur, more like if you took what was underneath all that fur and smacked it on me. That was my face. Except with horns jutting out of the sides. 

I turned to face Daniel who was suddenly unbothered by the fact that I was naked, and staring at me with a confused face. 

“What are you doing?”

“I’m just going to climb up to the top of the canyon. Scale this cliff. See if I can spot anything.” 

“Uh, what about me?” 

I raised a nonexistent eyebrow at him. 

“What about you?”

“What if a monster attacks me when I’m sleeping?” 

I scoffed— although it came out more like a wheeze— and began to climb up. 

“You’re not going to be attacked by anything. There’s been no monsters so far! And I won’t go too far, so don’t worry.” 

“Wait—”

He tried calling out to me but I was already halfway to the top; I was finished climbing a moment later, and found myself on a kind of plateau. I glanced back down and saw Daniel had already resigned himself to sleeping alone and was rolling out his bed. 

I cast my gaze across the vast landscape, trying to see if I could see the remains of a city anywhere in the many gorges that spread out like a spiderweb etched onto the ground. I saw nothing. 

I looked and looked, but found it to be pointless. 

The canyon was just that— a canyon. It was bare. Empty of life. There was no evidence anything had been here. It was just like the Netherworld, but it left me even more wanting. 

I sat there at the edge of the rocky cliff as Daniel slept below. There, I began practicing my mana manipulation, fire creation, and a plethora of other Skills I could improve on. I focused on refining my magic— in weaving the threads of mana together to form something more than rugged clothing: to create a luxurious dress befitting a Princess like me.

And after weeks and months of practice. I… succeeded.

 

General Skill [Advanced Mana Manipulation] Level Up! 

[Advanced Mana Manipulation - Lvl. 3] -> [Advanced Mana Manipulation - Lvl. 4]!

Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!

 

I stared down at the kusarigama in my hand with wide eyes. I… did it! I finally made the same weapon Jaakko had used! 

I pumped a fist in the air as the metal from the chains clanged in a fiery sound. 

“I did it! And I leveled up a General Skill too!” 

I excitedly glanced down to tell Daniel— and I saw him standing up, walking further into the canyon. I blinked. 

“Daniel?”

I called out to him but got no response. I leapt down to the bottom of the cliff, landing a little heavier than I would have in my Mortal Form. My eyes glazed over the camp he had briefly set up, left behind as he disappeared in the distance. 

I frowned. 

“Why would he…”

I picked up my clothes and tossed it in his bag, quickly gathering his things before I rushed after him. It didn’t take me long to catch up to the Human man. He was far slower than me, after all. 

I put a hand out and grabbed at his shoulder— 

But he shrugged me off and continued walking. I frowned and ran around him, speaking. 

“Daniel, what are you doing? If you could have continued you should have just said so—”

I paused right as I circled to his front. I stared at my companion as he walked past me, eyes closed, not a single word of mine reaching him. 

“He’s… sleeping?”

Staring after Daniel, I watched as he headed deeper into the canyon, almost disappearing behind a thin veil of mist that had come with the night. I took a moment to gather myself before hurrying after him once again. 

“Daniel, why are you walking when you’re sleeping? Is this a Skill? Or is something else moving you?” 

I waved a hand in front of him, trying to find any invisible thread that could have been pulling him along. Nope, so it isn’t the work of Giant Spiders then. I thought one of them might have been using their threads to control his movements. If that wasn’t the case, it was probably some kind of magic. And all I had to do was wake him up!

I raised a hand and smacked Daniel across the face, screaming.

“Wake up!”

The Human man recoiled, taking the blow and stumbling back. I waited for him to react— to snap back a reply. But he stayed in the same position for a moment. I blinked. 

“Daniel—”

And he unsheathed his blade and swung at me. 

 

            
80. Nightmare

               
In a single motion, my companion— Daniel, the [Hero]— drew his long sword and sliced it in my direction. It was so sudden, I actually didn’t react in time. I tried to take a step back. But his swing connected— and an aura flickered around me.

My Ring of Lesser Protection absorbed the hit, yet I still stumbled away from the force from the attack. I glanced up at him, eyes wide for a moment. I opened my mouth.

“Daniel—”

Then I saw his stance change. His sword blurred as he activated one of his Skills. It was then I broke out of my stupor. 

“[Crescent—”

“[Self Haste]”

I flipped over my Human companion, landing lithely at his back. I swiped at his legs with a [Fire Strike], aiming not to kill him but to incapacitate him. The Human man took the brunt of the blow with a grunt— my claws dug in only slightly, drawing only some blood. 

“You have a high [Vitality], huh?”

I remarked as his blade dragged on the ground before coming up at me. I leapt back, then bounded to the cliff face to my left, before pouncing on him with a [Charge of Embers]. 

This attack proved to be far more effective, throwing him in the air, covered with burns and cuts. He splashed into the running stream as I waited with bated breath. He was alive, right? I didn’t think it was enough to kill him, however it should have woken him up— 

A glowing, curved blade shot out towards me. It cut split the water and cut the earth, just barely missing me. I growled. 

“Are you serious—”

The [Hero] burst out of the water, both hands gripped on his blade. His eyes were still snapped shut. No amount of damage I had dealt to him enough to force him awake. He was under a spell! I knew he was. I hadn’t seen it before, however now I saw a slight ripple in the mana around him. Perhaps it was because now he wasn’t just being controlled to move, but to fight too.

And while I was angry that he could fall for such magic, I wasn’t going to kill him. He was my companion. Just as Haec had been. 

I placed both my claws on the ground, preparing myself for his charge. The Human man sprinted at me, swinging wildly like a wild Demon would. I dodged his attacks, pivoting around him before punching him in the face. His head snapped back, but he once again came forward. 

I clenched my fist, finding my sharp claws dig slightly into the palm of my hand. 

“Why won’t you wake up?! I told you sleeping is stupid!”

I yelled and sent a [Scorching Wave] at him. He could have split the magical attack in half. I knew he was capable of that. But instead, he slid under the flames and swept for my legs. Just as he went under the blue fire, the world sped up. [Self Haste] ended and he tripped me. I watched the world turn before a fist collided with my chest. 

I flew back and crashed onto the side of the canyon’s wall. Once again, there was a flicker around me— then a flash. The Ring of Lesser Protection no longer worked. 

“Stupid ring. You used to be so good. Now you suck!”

It was probably due to the fact that I was higher leveled now. Still, I wanted to complain because I was frustrated. 

I dug a claw onto the rock wall as I picked myself up. I glared at him. 

“Fine. If you want to fight for real.” 

I let out a light growl. Right now, he was coming at me with the Skill and skills he normally would have. But if I can get him to act wildly for a moment… 

Chains appeared on my left hand, and a sickle on my right. The fire kusarigama— my most recent creation— rested there. I would have to tie Daniel up. He was strong, so I knew he could break the fire metal. This was, however, the bet plan I could think of at the moment. 

My growl turned to a shriek as I activated [Zealous Call]. It was almost like the roar of a Drake. 

The Title Skill shook the canyon as I prepared for his advance. He took another step forward— and his eyes snapped open. 

Daniel faced me with a wild gaze. Mad and full of anger. Then he rushed me and I spread the chains wide. I threw it at his blade, catching it at the hilt as he raised the long sword. I tried to pull it down, fulcrum on my side, but he was still strong. 

He stood his ground and pulled it back as I grit my teeth— 

Then the Skill ended. [Zealous Call] was over. He now could revert back to his skilled [Hero] self. He relaxed his grip of the blade as I tried to use that as my chance to pull it away from him. And he blinked.

“Salvos— what… what are you doing? Where am I?”

He looked around, at a loss. I stared at him as he rubbed at his eyes. 

“Are we… fighting?” 

I said nothing. I only walked up to him slowly, letting go of the chains of the kusarigama. The heavy fire links dropped to the ground with a thud as his eyes wandered around in a state of confusion. He looked at the weapon and frowned.

“You finally made a kusarigama— but wait…”

I got closed to him and raised a hand. His eyes grew wide as I reached for him. He reflexively flinched. 

And I pulled him into a hug. 

“I’m so glad.”

I sighed, feeling my shoulders sag. My companion’s mouth opened and closed slowly. He worked his jaw.

“I-I’ll have to admit, I don’t know what’s going on. But being hugged by you while in this form isn’t as frightening as I thought it would be.” 

Slowly, I let go of him. I beamed at him as he gave me an uneasy smile back. I placed both my hands on his shoulder, sighing once again. He hesitated.

“That was nice…?”

I nodded eagerly.

“I thought I was going to have to kill you.”

“...wait.”

 

 

—--

 

 

“...and I just wandered off? In my sleep?”

“You did!”

The Human man took a deep breath and sat down against the side of the canyon; I sat next to him— not reverting back to my Mortal Form since I had no reason to pretend to be Human now— and slumped my shoulders. 

“I wasn’t sure what to do. There was some kind of magic taking hold of you. I didn’t notice it— it was very well hidden. Only when we began to fight could it no longer hide itself.”

As upset as Daniel had been knowing that I was prepared to kill him if the worst came to the worst, I was probably even less happy about it than him. He’s my companion, I can’t just do that! But he was strong too. And if it were between him and I living or dying? I would choose to save myself.

My stomach twisted at the thought, despite knowing it was what I would do. It did not instill any joy in me knowing that I had been close to killing Daniel— even if I hadn’t yet given up on incapacitating him. Still, I had to know what caused this.

“What kind of magic do you think could have done this?”

“If I had to guess?” 

He rubbed a cloth dipped in healing potion on his back— where I had cut him earlier— and winced. 

“It’s probably mind magic.” 

“That’s a thing?!”

I stared at him, aghast. He nodded grimly. 

“It’s a terrible kind of magic. Banned from being taught by most magical academies. But it’s not illegal to use. Not like necromancy or Demon summoning magicks.” 

“And what does it do— can it… take over your mind?” 

A terrible feeling crept up my shoulder. The fear of losing myself to someone else struck deep into my very bones. If I even had bones like Humans did. I was pretty sure my bones were black and sturdier than theirs were. 

Daniel, however, reassured me that wasn’t possible.

“No. Nothing that drastic. Even the greatest Elf mind mages in history can’t outright rid you of your free will. In fact, mind magic is a lot better used for offensive attacks since it can’t be blocked by most forms of protections.” 

“But you were not waking up and fighting me in your sleep.”

I pointed out. He nodded. 

“That I was. And if I had to guess, that means there was more than just mind magic at play. I believe the mind magic was what kept me asleep. Something else moved my body.” 

“Spider threads?”

“No.”

Daniel furrowed his brows. He placed a hand on his chin as he thought long and hard, trying to remember something. 

“I had… been dreaming. It was a nightmare. Where I was fighting some kind of feral beast.” 

“...was that feral beast me?”

I pointed a finger at myself. He exhaled. 

“I didn’t want to call you that, but yes. I think that it was you who showed up in my dream.” 

I shrugged. 

“It’s better than being a weak Human. At least I’ll have the potential to evolve better!”

My companion ignored the comment, choosing instead to mull over the possibilities on how he had been taken over. 

“I don’t think there is a kind of dream magic. Maybe… some kind of curse magic? Or illusion magic.”

“It’s a combination then. Mind magic to keep you asleep and some kind of magic that controls your dreams to direct your actions.”

“Right. And it had to be two powerful entities working together to achieve that.”

I stood up and paced before the small fire I had set down— another fire ball— to keep us warm. The night was ending, and the sun was beginning to peak over the horizon. I paused and faced Daniel. 

“Do you think it’s some kind of monster from the Dungeon? Or some kind of Fairy magic?”

“I’m not sure. The Dungeon is simply listed as a Platinum Rank Dungeon due to the Minotaurs that had taken over the center part of the ruined city. The rest of the city is said to be crawling with other high Gold or low Platinum monsters. But nothing else too specific. And Fairies are… elusive.” 

“That is concerning.”

I tapped a clawed finger on my chin. The Human man agreed. 

“So, we don’t know if this is a monster that’s stalking us doing this, and we don’t know where it’s trying to lead us to. And this means I can’t sleep until we get to the Dungeon.” 

“Or you can’t sleep even when we get to the Dungeon, because if whatever is doing this to you is from the Dungeon…”

I trailed off, letting the implication hang. He understood it immediately and leaned back against the rock wall. 

“Are you saying I can’t get sleep?”

“You shouldn’t need sleep in the first place!”

I shot him a smirk. But I glanced about the bright, orange gorge around us— I had compared it to the Netherworld before, but after getting a good look of it the night before, that thought was only further entrenched into me. 

“I think we should find this monster, or these monsters, first. It’s not like we even know where the Dungeon is.”

“Hey, I know where it is! It’s in the center of this canyon!” 

“And do you even know where the center of this canyon is? Because when I was up above last night, I couldn’t even tell where we came from.” 

“...point.”

Daniel got up slowly, still tired and injured from the fight last night. Even with both healing potions and [Rest] combined, he was still slightly hurt. They weren’t close to cure-alls. Not without enough healing potion or enough time with [Rest], at least.

“So what do you suggest we do?” 

Daniel glanced over at me, picking up his sword. I smiled innocently. Although my bared teeth did betray my intentions. 

“It’s not that difficult. They do want us to find them, after all.”

He blinked.

“Oh, I’m going to be a bait.”

 

 

—--

 

 

It was difficult, trying to keep Daniel awake for the rest of the day. He was a lazy Human who kept almost dozing off. But I had no idea if this magic would only take control of people sleeping at night, or those sleeping in the afternoon too. So, it was better to keep him awake. 

I did everything I could. From splashing water at him to poking him with a flaming finger thanks to [Ignition]. He did not appreciate all these methods I worked through to help him, but eventually night fell and I could use [Zealous Call] again. All I had to do then was snap him out from his sleep when we were close to whatever monster it was. 

The Title Skill seemed to override that magic, after all. Titles are good!

My companion dozed off, but he did not get up immediately. Instead, he stayed there, snoring, for what felt like two hours, before he suddenly got up and groggily made his way through the canyon. 

I nodded to myself, please, and began to follow him. 

He mindlessly navigated through this rock maze far better than he did when he was awake, making sharp turns and crossing through the river to get to his destination. The gaps between the cliffs grew narrower as the rock walls grew steeper. I could not scale them as easily as I had before, now. 

Keeping a slight distance from Daniel, I stalked him through the misty night, following him as he walked through the haze, unimpeded. Finally, he reached an end to his path. What lay before him was a collapsed part of the canyon. Broken and fallen rocks barred his path— and atop it stood a creature. 

A shadowed figure that waited for him to arrive. The monster that called him to his domained. I narrowed my eyes, trying to identify whatever it was from this distance, before I realized that the broken rocks weren’t rocks. In fact, they weren’t even from this canyon. 

The translucent white obscured it at first, but I realized now the pale color of the rocks. Marble or limestone. Whatever it was, I recognized that it was a collapsed part of a building. I frowned as I followed closer, while Daniel climbed up to meet whoever it was that was leading him to it. 

And finally, the words appeared in my head. The place we had been looking for. The destination I had been trying to reach.

 

 

Now entering [Dungeon: Brilsum Ruins].

 

            
81. Brilsum Ruins

              
Edithe woke up to the sounds of a bookshelf falling over. She jumped to her feet and glanced around the room, hand raised and a spell ready to fire. She paused as she saw the little girl standing, backed up against the rightmost wall, barely a feet away from the collapsed pile of books. 

Rachel turned apprehensively towards Edithe and opened her mouth. 

“I… I’m sorry.”

She squeaked and braced herself. The red haired woman blinked and slowly lowered her hand. 

“What happened?” 

Edithe asked, walking forward slowly. The little girl began mumbling out a response.

“I was just trying to— I saw a book about… it was about Demons and…”

She trailed off. Edithe stared down at her, and a gentle smile spread across her face. Patting Rachel on the head, she spoke softly.

“It’s fine. There’s nothing to be worried about. You just made a small mistake, that’s all.” 

“But… but… it’s ruined.” 

The two cast their towards the splintered wooden frame and the spilled books. Edithe laughed.

“Honestly, that had been an old bookshelf. I’m surprised it took that long to break under the weight of all my damn books.” 

The red haired woman winced— she probably shouldn’t have cursed in front of Rachel. Apparently, Salvos had learned how to swear from her. It was… not a good example to set for someone so immature. And Rachel, while a little more mature, was still a child. 

Edithe swore to herself that she’d mind her tongue better in the future, knowing full well she’d probably fail the very next day. But that wasn’t important now. Right now, she was stroking her hand through the little girl’s crumpled hair. 

“You need a bath. When was the last time you washed up?” 

“...I don’t know.” 

“You mean Daniel and Salvos didn’t bring you to one once you… you know?” 

“No. I… don’t think Salvos knows what a bath is. Whenever Mr Daniel says she smells, she just burns it off with her [Ignition] Skill.”

“Figures. And I assume that’s why Daniel gave her that jacket, huh? Cause she kept going through her clothes.” 

“...yes.”

Edithe got up and slowly picked Rachel up by the waist. She met the amber-eyed girls’ gaze and grinned. 

“Well, unlikely Salvos and Daniel, I’m going to get you all cleaned up. Because I think you’re smelly. And little noble girls like you shouldn’t be smelly.” 

Rachel pouted. But she hesitantly glanced over at a doll sitting on the bedside table. 

“...can… can Princess bathe with us too?” 

“Of course.” 

Edithe took the doll too and started out of the room. They made their way through the wooden corridor of the Valiant Dreamers’ headquarters and down the stairs to the first floor. As Edithe reached the exit just ahead, she halted as she heard a conversation from just beyond between Paige and Ian. 

“Hey, has there been any news?”

“On Sophia and Cless? None at all.” 

“They shouldn’t take this long to find Gabriel, right?” 

“Nope. They should have returned by now.” 

“Think they’re ok?” 

“Hopefully. But the two Gold Ranks that accompanied did not seem too reliable. I don’t know what Hadrian was thinking, sending them instead of one of us.” 

“He’s too young as a leader. The Motharis Mountain Range is dangerous. It may be classed a Gold Rank area, but it has many unknown monsters and creatures in it. If Baris weren’t—”

Edithe suddenly pushed the door open, cutting off their conversation. She simply smiled and nodded their way as she carried Rachel through the gates and out into Viechester. The red haired woman found her jaws unclenching as she felt a tug come from the little girl.

“Ms Edithe… do you think they’ll be alright?” 

She paused in the middle of the cobbled street to stare at the girl. Then slowly, she nodded reassuringly. 

“They’ll be fine. I’m sure of it.” 

The Edithe raised a handle and lightly pinched Rachel’s cheeks.

“Also, just call me Edithe, alright? I’m not old enough to be called a Miss all the time by a child like you.”

“Ow.”

 


 

Now entering [Dungeon: Brilsum Ruins].


 

Grinding to a halt, the words echoed in my mind, causing me to glance about for a moment. Other than the collapse building ahead of me, I saw no Dungeon— no destroyed city— within the vicinity. It was all the same canyon— orange rocks and a quiet river. 

I decided not to mull over that thought for now, focusing on what was ahead of me. There were two figures hiding in the darkness. Daniel and the monster that was partly controlling him. Finishing his climb to the top of the rubble, he now stood next to the other, more ethereal figure. 

Should probably use [Zealous Call] now, but… I had no idea what level this monster was. I had to get a little closer. I needed to identify him or her or it before I planned my next course of action. 

Creeping up to the base of the decrepit and ruined building, I finally could use [Identification] on the monster. The words resounded in my head and I… smiled.

[Nightmare Mindreaper - Lvl. 77]

That was one powerful monster. And apparently the source behind the mind magic keeping Daniel asleep. However, it was also 20 levels above me. So it was risky, but— 

[Title Skill: Zealous Call].

I let out a piercing, growling shriek. The prolonged cry would have reached any throng of monsters or animals nearby, drawing their ire towards me, but it also would break Daniel out of the nightmare he was in. 

Instantly, the two figures— Daniel and the Mindreaper— snapped their attention at me. They charged mindlessly, a blare of mind magic instantly hitting me. My head felt like it was a well swelling up with water, bursting and ready to explode.

But I fought through the pain and sent a [Scorching Wave] pluming into the air. It distracted both Daniel and the Mindreaper long enough for the [Hero] to snap out of the Skill and gather himself back to normal. The Mindreaper, too, broke out of the trance it was in. It had been climbing down the rubble before, but now it slowly floated up and flitted in the air above me. 

It looked just as ethereal as it had been before. A pale, purple creature with two clawed hands hovered up next to the rubble. It crossed its arms as it cast its green eyes around— it furrowed its brows, although there was no hair in its wrinkled and granular forehead. 

It also had no mouth and no legs— a jawless face that had only an indent where its lips should have been. What replaced its legs were half a dozen slim appendages, each one reaching out and curling into itself. These tentacles were not that much longer than its arms, however there was something about it that allowed it to float— some kind of evolutionary Racial Skill?

The Mindreaper seemed almost translucent in the thin mist veil hanging over the canyon. But before it could get a good grasp of its surroundings— parse what happened to it— Daniel found his bearings first. Swinging his long sword as he shouted a Skill, a glowing blade shot out of his sword, slicing the air in half, and barely missing the monster. 

It glared at him angrily, before I leapt up at it, clawing for its face. The fiery strike actually tore through its skin, however it almost felt like I was tearing through nothing. I landed back down, frowning. 

“No… blood?” 

I glanced up at the Mindreaper as my Human companion ran up next to me, his weapon in hand. 

“I’ve heard about this monster— of Mindreapers. They’re powerful magical beings, mostly made of mana. But they still get hurt by physical attacks. Just less so.” 

“Huh. Well, good thing my attacks all use magical fire.” 

“Not such a good thing for me. And I’m the one who’s supposed to be dealing more damage in our team.” 

“We’re barely even a team— there’s only two of us!” 

“That’s not the point.”

I shook my head as Daniel sighed. 

“It means you’ll have to be the one hurting it, and I’ll try to lure it in.” 

“Now you know what it feels like, using your all to hit someone, only for them to shrug it off.” 

“It’s not my fault my [Strength] is—”

A wave of mind magic silenced him, sending the both of us reeling. We grasped at our heads as words suddenly appeared to me; thoughts that weren’t there before. 

...how...are....you...awake…?

The question seemed to be directed at Daniel, but I heard it too. I narrowed my eyes. 

“It can communicate?” 

“Some monsters can— and Mindreapers are extremely smart.” 

“Well, if it’s very smart and it decided to attack us anyway, it’s nothing more than a horned Demon!” 

Blood ran down my nose as I bounded ahead, activating [Self Haste] to propel me towards the Mindreaper as fast as I could. It saw my approach, and suddenly the mind magic bearing down at me doubled in intensity. My body felt sluggish, even with my speed Skill pushing me forward. 

Leaping up in the air, I let [Charge of Embers] take effect. I reached the Mindreaper in an instant and once again dug my claw into its body. It let out a silent scream as more of its body was sheared away, my [Fire Strikes] too much for it to handle. 

The Mindreaper raised its own clawed hand and struck me across the face, knocking me back down to the ground. Gathering itself, it began to focus its mind magic on me once more— 

And a large rock struck it in the chest. 

It reeled back as Daniel dashed forward, carrying another rock in one hand and hurling it at the Mindreaper. He bellowed a Skill as his sword swung in an arc, going for its tentacle-legs. 

Dodging the attack, it flew up, only to be met with a wave of blue fire, burning its entire body. The Mindreaper shelled up with its arms, trying to guard itself from the attack. But a burning fire chain caught its arms and yanked it straight down to the ground. 

I used the kusarigama to pull the monster towards me, a savage grin spread across my face as it came closer and closer. It was almost weightless— perhaps that was how it was able to float. Not unlike Mistshard even as a Lesser Spirit. 

I readied the sickle part of the kusarigama as it came closer to me, frantically sending waves of mind magic my way— trying to both hurt me or impel me to sleep. I shrugged off both the attacks and swung the kusarigama up. 

The Mindreaper’s body was torn in half. A final, magically communicated, scream left it as it fell to the ground.

 

 

Defeated [Nightmare Mindreaper - Lvl. 77]!

More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up!

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 56] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 57]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

 

I slumped over to the ground and heaved a sigh of relief. 

“That was tough! I almost died!”

I felt my shoulders sag, exhaustion flowing through me. Reaching into my bag, I produced a healing potion. I chugged it down, slowly feeling the pained feeling my head disappear— although the blood pouring out of my mouth and nose remained. 

“That wasn’t that bad.”

Daniel remarked from the side, slowly making his way towards me. Giving him a half glare, I sprawled myself on the ground. 

“It’s your fault it was even that bad! You started talking when it was right in front of us and let it get a free hit on us!”

“I was just trying to warn you about its abilities— you dragged it on by mulling over every tiny detail.”

I crossed my arms.

“Well, it barely attacked you. I could feel my life leaving me through my head! If you hadn’t attacked it when you did, I would have died.” 

“Your Ring of Lesser Protection didn’t protect you at all?”

“Nope.”

I raised my clawed finger with the magical artifact on it, showing it to him. 

“It’s out of mana thanks to you. But even if it wasn’t, I highly doubt it would have helped.” 

“Oh…”

He scratched the back of his head, averting his gaze slightly.

“That fight went a lot closer than I thought it would have gone. Even if it was a Level 77 monster…”

“There was no way for me to dodge its mind magic. I just had to keep hurting to lessen the pain. But—”

I grinned, pointing a finger at myself.

“At least I leveled up.”

“Oh, I did too.” 

“Aw.”

I felt slightly disappointed, but was reassured too. If we’re going to be tackling this Platinum Rank Dungeon, we’re going to have to both be strong. I was excited, but I couldn’t lie and say I was not worried in the least. Especially if every monster we fight is going to be over Level 70.

I let [Rest] take over for a bit, regaining my stamina and mana naturally, rather than using the mana or stamina potions we had packed for this trip. While I did that, I quickly distributed my Stat and Skill Points to prepare for future battles.

 

 

Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)

Species: [Greater Demon] 

Subspecies: [Midday Changeling] - Lvl. 57

General Skills:

[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 3

[Identification] - Lvl. 5

[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1

[Racial Skill: Mortal Form] - Lvl. 2

[Rest] - Lvl. 2

[Title Skill: Zealous Call] - Lvl. 1

Stats:

[Available Stat Points: 0]

[Vitality]: 60 (+5) 

[Strength]: 40 (+5) 

[Endurance]: 63 (+5) 

[Wisdom]: 79 (+5) 

[Agility]: 115 (+5) 

Skills:

[Available Skill Points: 2]

[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 18

[Charge of Embers] - Lvl. 6

[Fire Strike] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Ignition] - Lvl. 5 (Maxed)

[Scorching Wave] - Lvl. 7

[Self Haste] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 15

[Passive - Deadly Instincts] - Lvl. 7

[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 4

 

 

Just a little more [Vitality] to be safe, I thought as I finished. Sitting down next to me, Daniel began to rub at his forehead. 

“So, I still didn’t get enough sleep.” 

“Yep.”

I agreed. He hesitated and chewed his lower lip as he made a suggestion.

“Do you think I can sleep now, or…?”

“Dunno. We are in the Brilsum Ruins, so maybe it’s fine?”

“Wait, we’re already in the Dungeon?”

Blinking, Daniel gave me a confused look. I cocked my head. 

“Didn’t you get the notification too? Oh wait, you were sleepwalking at that point.” 

“This is the Dungeon?” 

He glanced around at the canyon ahead, then the rubble behind us. 

“It doesn’t look like… much of a Dungeon.” 

“I think we haven’t fully entered the Dungeon just yet. We’ll have to see where that Mindreaper was leading you— there has to be something over that pile of collapsed marble and limestone.” 

“Alright, so we take a quick look around then… I sleep?”

“Sure.”

I got up and began scaling the white debris until I reached the top of the small mound. However, as I got to the peak, something made me paused.

 

Now leaving [Dungeon: Brilsum Ruins].

 

It, however, wasn’t the words that appeared in my head that made me stop in my tracks. And Daniel, who was a few steps behind me, gave me a confused look as he made his way towards me. 

“What’s wrong, Salvos— wait, why aren’t we in the Dungeon anymore…”

He trailed off as he saw what I saw.

What lay beyond the collapsed limestone and marble— the debris of what was once a building— was a deep decline that sunk even below the deepest gorge of the canyon. It was an expansive hole, almost like a crater, that spread out for miles in every direction. 

The tall cliffs and plateaus of the canyon all ended here, forming a circle around this giant pit. And inside the pit was our destination. 

The Brilsum Ruins. 

A destroyed city, full of broken buildings and collapsed structures that had once been grand. The rubble flowed into the intersecting streets, turning the roads into spilled messes. Shattered limestone and brick wrinkled the ground like rocks on a mountainous path, but even this sight of a fallen city was not what had stopped me. 

It was the myriad of monsters, lumbering through the Brilsum Ruins. Drakes, Saeves, Gatho Mammoths— many monsters that I had seen on my trek to the Dungeon and others I was seeing for the first time— they all littered the Platinum Dungeon before me, traveling in packs. Huddled in groups. 

And the ones leading them— the dozens and dozens of creatures that floated above these Gold Rank monsters that were so numerous here? 

They were Mindreapers.

 

            
82. Return

               
Rows and rows of monsters marched down the broken streets of the Brilsun Ruins far below us. They walked in haphazard groups— throngs of the gargantuan Gatho Mammoths lumbered alongside the far smaller Ground Cravers, accidentally crushing a few of them once in a while. But the Ground Cravers didn’t mind. 

These accidents didn’t even register in the minds of the monsters. Because, to them, they were not doing anything out of the ordinary. Perhaps they thought they were still in their Lairs or in their homes in the Mothatis Mountain Range. It didn’t matter what they thought— their real senses were shut off as they were kept asleep by the Mindreapers leading them. 

The powerful Platinum Rank monsters. The Level 70 creatures made of mana, which had powerful mind magic that could even keep a Level… whatever Daniel’s level was… [Hero] sleeping in the midst of combat. They were with these monsters, keeping them from waking and breaking free from whatever spell they were under. 

I stared at these mindless masses, eyes wide. Daniel stood next to me, his face furrowed, and his hand tightly gripping the hilt of his sword. He spoke through clenched teeth. 

“They’re… gathering an army?” 

“They are.” 

I nodded. The Human man shook his head and just sat down. Rubbing at his temples, he let out a tired sigh. 

“Seems like I might not be getting any sleep tonight, huh?” 

“Yep.” 

“Or the night after. And the night after. And…”

He trailed off. He glanced over at me hesitantly, trying to peer at my shadowed face. 

“...do you think we should go back?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Report this to the Valiant Dreamers Company. No matter how you look at this, this isn’t normal. Mindreapers… they don’t do this. They’re monsters. And this?”

He gestured at a group of [Rancor Mites]. They had been hopping along at a meandering pace until the Mindreaper stopped. Then the creature of magic turned around and pointed at them. Their movements ceased and they dropped to the ground, asleep. 

Suddenly, all the other monsters surrounding the sleeping [Rancor Mites] charged at the lower leveled bug-like creatures. They tore them apart where they lay, gaining experience and levels without any resistance or effort. Narrowing my eyes, I turned back to Daniel. 

“This isn’t normal. They’re trying to level up the stronger monsters. And they’re gathering them too. That’s why the canyon was so empty. I don’t know what’s going on, Salvos. And we need to go back.” 

He stared at me with a grim look on his face; he was pleading, hoping for me to see his reason. I opened my mouth— 

“You’re right.”

Daniel began to protest but stopped. He blinked. 

“Uh… what?”

I felt my shoulders sag as the words left my mouth.

“You’re right. This is clearly too much for us to handle. I was expecting to fight… a few dozen Minotaurs when we reached this Dungeon. Even if they were higher leveled than me, I knew I could probably move faster than them. The reports we were given at the Adventurers Guild told us they typically had high [Strength] and [Vitality] over all else.” 

Shaking my head, I glanced back at the floating Mindreapers, spread throughout the vast, sprawling sunken city.

“Mindreapers on the other hand… I can’t dodge their attacks. Not at all. And they can hit me from a distance, we saw that with the one we just fought. Even though he had been far away from us, his mind magic reached us in an instant, making my head feel like it wanted to burst.” 

I took a step forward and crouched down on one knee. Placing a clawed hand on the ground, I admitted I was out of my depth. 

“This Platinum Rank Dungeon… it’s not at all what I imagined. I expected monsters fighting each other. Minotaurs. Some Platinum Rank monsters. But I don’t see any Minotaurs. I don’t see any Platinum Rank monsters. I only see too many Gold Rank monsters for us to fight. And dangerous Mindreapers that would control you in your sleep.” 

Daniel stared at me with joy in his eyes. He brightened and spoke excitedly.

“So you’re saying we should go back—”

“No.”

I cut him off before he could get his hopes up. I met his gaze and spoke slowly. 

“We came here for a reason. I… wanted to level up too. Maybe become an Archdemon at Level 70— although I’m now not really sure if my next evolution will make me one— but the main reason we came here is to find the Fairies.” 

My Human companion chewed his lower lip, his eyes darting between me and the Dungeon below. Before he could protest, I laid out my plan for him.

“We don’t have to fight any of these monsters. Not unless it’s necessary. All we have to do is sneak through the city without them realizing we’re there.” 

“That’s dangerous, Salvos. If we’re found out, we could have a horde of monsters chasing after us.” 

“I’m sure we could take on one of the smaller groups of Mindreapers.” 

There were a lot of monsters gathered below, and from what I noticed, many of them weren’t even Gold Rank threats. Sure, there were still hundreds of monsters like the Saeves or the Drakes. But they were clearly in the minority here. 

“In fact, if we planned an attack on one of them nicely, I think we could kill a Mindreaper and free the monsters under whatever mind magic they have them under, making them fight the other monsters in the area. And that could serve as our distraction to escape.” 

“That’s true…” 

Trailing off, Daniel still looked uncertain about this. He took a deep breath and sighed. 

“I don’t think this is a bad idea, Salvos. Or at least, not a terrible one. But I will only agree to it under one condition.”

I cocked my head.

“And that is?”

“I need to get some sleep.”

 

—--

 

Now leaving [Dungeon: Brilsum Ruins].

 

My Human companion and I made our way back through the canyon, making sure to mark a clear path to the Dungeon so we could get there much quicker next time. I remained out of my Mortal Form, feeling more secure with the extra 6 [Vitality] I had when I was out of it. 

I knew that switching back and forth from my Mortal Form would level it up more; that was what I had surmised and assumed from the one level up I got for it. However, if a Mindreaper attacked me from far away, I might not survive to reach it even if I used both [Self Haste] and [Charge of Embers] combined. 

Agreeing that it was the best move to leave the canyons for now, I followed Daniel until we were at the very edge of the orange rocky cliffs. Then my Human companion collapsed and got to work— sleeping. 

Sitting down next to him, I let [Rest] fully take over me and let my wounds recover and close up. Once I was fully healed, I got up and received a surprise notification. 

 

General Skill [Rest] Level Up! 

[Rest - Lvl. 2] -> [Rest - Lvl. 3]!

Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!

 

“Huh.”

I hadn’t got a level in that for a while; it made sense since I was relying on healing potions more than anything now. Plus, I tried my hardest not to get hit in every battle. So, it was leveling far slower than I had hoped. 

Feeling energized, I began working on my [Advanced Mana Manipulation] as I always did until Daniel awoke from his slumber. It had been daytime when he went to sleep. Now it was dusk, and the sun was setting, burning the horizon with a brilliant orange hue. 

I walked up to my companion as he rubbed at his eyes, blinking. 

“You know, seeing a scary Demon first thing in the morning is a bit… frightening.”

“It isn’t morning. And…”

I bared my teeth at him.

“I prefer it if you’re scared.” 

Sighing, the Human man stood up and stretched his back. 

“So, what should we do now? We can’t just try scouring only tiny parts of the Brilsum Ruins every night before returning here for the rest of the day. It’s not feasible. It will take too much time.”

“Yep!” 

I nodded enthusiastically and lifted my chin proudly.

“That’s why I’ve been thinking. About a way to tackle this Dungeon. See, we both know that you don’t immediately get taken over by the Mindreapers and whatever other magic is working alongside it when you fall asleep. It takes a while. And the Mindreaper has to leave the Dungeon first.” 

“Do we test the range of the Mindreapers before we try to find a good spot to rest and set up as a checkpoint?”

“Exactly! And we should also observe them. See what they’re doing at different times of the day.” 

“They just seem like they’re amassing an army to me.”

I scoffed and folded my arms across my chest. 

“We don’t know that. That was something you assumed when you saw it. For all we know, they could just be gathering a bunch of high leveled monsters to sacrifice to level up for themselves.”

“That’s… a possibility. A bit unlikely. But it is.” 

Raising a clawed finger, I explained myself. 

“I think the best thing for us to do now is to observe them. Pay attention to what they’re doing. Then once we’re at least a little bit familiar with their patterns and movements at different times of day, we can try and sneak past them. Search for the Fairies or draw them out.” 

Daniel nodded slowly. He reached into his fake Bag of Holding and produced a few sheets of paper. 

“These are the notes Edithe gave us. The ones she got from researching herself and speaking to Mistshard. Apparently, while Fairies are reportedly sighted by adventurers who have delved into the Brilsum Ruins, they are incredibly rare. And it is completely random.”

“So we can’t just do some kind of ritual here to summon them?” 

“No. But I do have a bit of an idea on where they can be found.” 

I gave him a curious look, peering over at the notes. He placed it on the ground for me to see and sighed. 

“It’s not written here by Edithe. It’s just something I was told when I was first… summoned into this world, I guess. When I was told of the tales about the previous [Heroes].” 

“Melissa.”

I spoke her name reverently. If only Daniel were like her— we wouldn’t have any issue dealing with these Mindreapers. Or better yet, if she replaces Daniel, I won’t complain either. I made the teasing jibe to myself and snickered. 

Daniel did not notice it, instead recounting what he thought was important. 

“You see, all the temples out there— the Sanctuary of Fauna, the Sanctum of Elements, the Den of Souls, and even the Court of the Fae— they were all founded by Humans and only Humans. They came long before the Spirit Lord made a pact with Alexander as a result of Human’s fascination with the Spirit Plane. Many Humans, especially those who were uneducated, even worshipped the Spirits as some kind of deity.”

“Huh. That sounds nice. I’d like that to be me.

Ignoring me, he raised a finger.

“But the Fairy Queen didn’t like that. The Fairies tried to chase the Humans away, but they always returned, worshipping them. If she could, she would have ordered her Fairies to destroy all Humans that approached them. But after the Spirit Lord made a deal with Humanity, she could no longer do so as she did not want to draw his ire. If Spirits— even if they were Fairies— acted against Humans on their own, the pact would have been at risk.” 

“So she asked one of your own [Heroes] to do it instead?” 

“Exactly.” 

He shifted uncomfortably. 

“I don’t know why Melissa agreed to do it. But she did. And now all the Fairy temples are gone. Except for whatever remains of them in the old and destroyed cities that had them. Such as the Brilsum Ruins. I think… I think that’s our best place to search for Fairies.”

“But hasn’t it been destroyed?” 

I tapped a finger on my chin.

“Why would the Fairies remain there when it’s gone?”

“Because I think that Fairies have a reason to be there. That’s why they couldn’t just up and leave when Humans kept forming places of worship around them. And that’s why they’re being spotted in the Brilsum Ruins even now.” 

I paused, considering this. Daniel gave me a helpless shrug. 

“That’s the first place we should start looking for, at least. I don’t think it would hurt to try.”

“You’re right.”

I nodded and shot him a grin. 

“I think that’s the best suggestion you’ve made so far. We should do exactly that!”

We locked gazes. This is what we need to do, I thought. Daniel looked at me for a moment, his feet shuffling under him. He hesitated, bobbing his mouth like a fish. Until finally, he spoke.

“Why are you being so mean to me recently, Salvos? Also, your grin as a Demon… isn’t exactly reassuring.”

“Fine, I’ll stop!”

…

“When you say you’ll stop, are you saying you’ll stop smirking at me in this form or are you saying you’ll stop making fun of me? Salvos…? Hey, Salvos stop ignoring me!”

 

            
83. Observations

              
“Are we ready?”

I asked Daniel the question as he glanced back one last time to the camp we had set up just outside of the rocky canyons in the Motharis Mountain Range. Slinging his bag over his shoulder, he turned back to me.

“I think so.” 

He had his long sword sheathed on his waist, with a hand resting on its hilt. I nodded back at him.

“Then let’s go.”

We started making our way back in the direction of the Brilsum Ruins; the Platinum Rank Dungeon was not too far away, however, if we took our time getting there, it would still take a few hours to arrive. So, we made haste. 

Daniel and I navigated through the deep gorges of the canyon, making sharp turns as we quickly headed back to the entrance to the Dungeon. It only took us an hour— with Daniel’s slower pace— to get there. 

If we had sprinted full speed, we would have arrived far sooner. But we were also being wary— cautious of any Mindreapers that might have been scouring the canyon for any monsters to attack in their sleep. I didn’t think that was how they operated, but without any observations, I could not come to any proper conclusion. 

Climbing up to the top of the stark, white rubble in this orange, barren landscape, Daniel and I found ourselves staring down at the Brilsum Ruins once again. The sight was familiar— a broken city, hundreds of Gold Rank monsters and hundreds more of weaker monsters, and Mindreapers leading them. 

They marched up and down the streets, lumbering like the mindless, sleeping creatures they were. I went prone on the ground next to Daniel and faced him. 

“Anything stands out to you?” 

“Not really. Looks exactly the same as yesterday.” 

“Mindreapers do need to sleep, right?” 

“...maybe?”

If they didn’t need sleep— I would both be glad and be disappointed. Disappointed because it would probably make it that much more difficult for us to sneak through the Brilsum Ruins undetected. But glad because at least something in the Mortal Realm was capable of fending off the mighty bodily needs that dominated monsters, animals, and sapient creatures alike!

We both lay there, trying to stay out of view, and observed the movements of the Mindreapers and those under their control. The throngs of monsters generally did nothing but follow after the Mindreapers. And that meant keeping to the periphery of the Brilsum Ruins. 

At first, I thought it was a coincidence— that the Mindreapers stayed away from what looked like the inner part of the city. They kept to the edge— close to where the crater started to incline up to the rest of the canyon. Where broken walls lay fallen and crumbled, having been broken by a great [Hero], then eroded over time.

The streets they filled were limited to beyond the second set of broken walls— the ones forming a circle around the center of the city. These walls had not been fully collapsed: part of it had been felled, taken by nature or by magic, but some of it remained standing. They white sheen they had were familiar, although they were now dusted over to a dirty gray color. 

Banclite. 

The very same kinds of minerals that made up the walls protecting Viechester. I pointed it out to Daniel who had been focusing on a group led by a Mindreaper flying particularly close to us, but had already gone off to patrol somewhere else. 

“Banclite. It says here in Edithe’s notes that that’s where the Minotaurs are supposed to be.” 

“So the Mindreapers are scared of the Minotaurs then.”

“Possibly.”

“Maybe they want to take the rest of the Dungeon for themselves? That’s why they’re building a monster army.”

Furrowing his brows, Daniel got up and began to climb back down from our elevated position. I followed after him with a raised brow. 

“Where are you going?”

“Not comfortable with talking so close to them. But that is a possibility. I find it unlikely though.”

“Why’s that?” 

“Because Mindreapers are supposed to be solitary monsters. Why would so many of them be working together?” 

“I dunno.”

I raised my shoulders in a shrug.

“How are they able to control monsters with their mind magic?” 

“I’m not sure. But I think something else is aiding them. To enhance their magic and use their own magic to achieve this.”

“Then maybe that other thing is also making them work together.”

I helpfully suggested. Daniel’s face twisted and he glanced back up where we came from. He was staring at the white rubble, but I knew he was actually looking at the city— imagining its layout. 

“And that’s what I’m worried about. Come on, let’s get back up there. I can stay awake until noon comes… I think.” 

 

—--

 

Daniel and I continued observing the movements of the Mindreapers, even as dawn came, opening the curtain of night, and bringing with it the light of the sun. A warm glow once again settled over the orange canyons. The high cliffs and tall plateaus behind us were a beautiful and unique sight. To see something so empty of life while not in the Netherworld… I was amazed by it. 

However, my focus stayed on the Brilsum Ruins; my eyes were locked on the Mindreapers. And sure enough, even throughout the morning, the powerful mind mages kept to the outer part of the city. Despite the inner city’s walls being broken and damaged— where they could have easily crossed through it— they remained moving in haphazard directions away from it. 

It was almost noon, and Daniel was yawning now, starting to get tired. I was going to suggest that we go back, having gathered what I thought was enough for us to attempt our first sneak through the city tomorrow. Until something strange happened. 

A Mindreaper to the western part of the city suddenly stopped moving. The monsters following it halted in their tracks too, turning their heads in the same direction that the Mindreaper was looking. Then they all collapsed to the ground. Every Gatho Mammoth, Ground Craver, and Rancors were now just lying there where they once stood. 

Narrowing my eyes, I nudged Daniel to draw his attention to it. 

“What are they doing?” 

“I don’t know. But I think they’re still alive.” 

“How do you know?”

I shrugged and turned back to the Mindreaper. It was slowly floating higher and higher up until it was at an even altitude with Daniel and I. The two of us immediately shrunk back, obscuring ourselves slightly behind the rubble. 

“What is it—” 

The Mindreaper shot forward. It flew as fast as the Mindreaper attacking us had been, far faster than the other slow floating Mindreapers who were still aimlessly traversing the city. 

Becoming nothing more than a speck in the distance, I watched as the Mindreaper suddenly came to a halt, the dot in the sky no longer getting any further. I frowned as Daniel opened his mouth. Before he could ask his question, I gave an answer. 

“It’s doing what that Mindreaper controlling you had been doing.” 

The Human man gave me a blank look, until slowly, his eyes grew wide. Realization sunk in and he spoke for me. 

“It’s going to find more monsters to bring back.” 

“Yep.”

I eyed the Mindreaper, so far away, and yet its presence felt so close; if it spotted us from there, we would have to flee the collective attack of the monster army down in the Brilsum Ruins below. But we couldn’t just leave or sink back into the crevices and cracks, hiding away from sight. We wouldn’t be able to see them either. And we had to make sure it was doing what I thought it was. It was risky, and I was willing to take the risk. 

Daniel held still, waiting with bated breath for the Mindreaper to make its return. Sure enough, it did. Following it was a flock of [Vurats]. The low leveled flying creatures that feasted on the corpses of the dead, refusing to fight without provocation. Then its horde of monsters rose, still asleep and moving against their will.

I thought that was it. My suspicions had been confirmed. I was willing to take that information for now and return to our little camp. But just as I pulled away to leave, the [Vurats] plunged themselves straight down at the Gold Rank threats. They charged straight at the gargantuan monsters and small monsters alike. I stared as this happened. 

For a moment, I thought they managed to break free from the Mindreaper’s sleep spell. But I realized soon after that it was a command by the Mindreaper. It watched callously as the weak winged creatures were torn apart, dozens of them all killed by the monsters in its horde. 

“Why’s it doing that?” 

Daniel frowned, watching the massacre go on. He turned to me, speaking angrily.

“It could have grown its horde, but it sent them to die.” 

“It wants its stronger monsters to level. We saw that yesterday, didn’t we?” 

“But that wasn’t planned! This was methodical. It just went straight to a bunch of lower leveled monsters and killed them.” 

Glancing back at Daniel, I gave him a puzzled look. I quizzically arched a brow. 

“Isn’t that what you adventurers do? You exterminate monsters in their Lairs, in their Dungeons, in their homes. This doesn’t seem any different.” 

“But we do it because they’re a threat!”

I raised a clawed finger, covering his mouth. 

“You’re talking too loud. And only some of you do it because they’re a threat. Other adventurers aren’t as kind. Or do you think Stephen is the kind of Platinum Rank who goes about fighting monsters for the sole purpose of helping people?” 

“I…”

He hesitated. I eyed the last of the [Vurats] as they were killed, then watched the Mindreaper resume its patrolling of the outer city. I hopped down from the rubble, gesturing for Daniel to follow. 

“I think that’s all we needed to see today. It seems like they don’t sleep. So we’re going to have to test how far their reach goes now.” 

Daniel slowly followed after me, a scowl stickered onto his face. Patting him on the shoulder, I smiled reassuringly at him. 

“That means you can sleep!”

 

—--

 

We found a small alcove about halfway between our camp and the Brilsum Ruins which I thought would be a good place for Daniel to try to rest in. The Human man closed his eyes and lay there. I expected him to instantly pass out, tired and exhausted from staying up for so long. However instead, he began tossing and turning, flipping his bedroll around and even resting his head on his own arm then both his arms.

“What are you doing?”

I finally snapped at him. He creaked one eye open.

“Trying to sleep.”

“Why can’t you just sleep already?”

“It’s not that easy!” 

He harrumphed and flipped around, facing away from me. Crossing my arms, I plopped myself to the ground with a huff. 

“He keeps talking about sleep but when he gets to sleep he can’t even do it…”

Eventually, Daniel did fall into slumber. The Human man’s breathing slowed as he lay there in his bedroom, unmoving. Getting up, I glanced around the outside of the alcove to see if any Mindreaper was nearby. None so far. 

Waiting patiently for an hour, I finally decided that the test was a success and that at this distance, no Mindreaper was going to control him. I was wrong. 

Two hours later, as I was in the middle of identifying a strange, multicolored rock, Daniel stood up with his eyes closed and began marching down the canyon, towards the Brilsum Ruins. Sighing, I activated [Zealous Call] and drew an angry [Hero] towards me. As I began backing up, dodging his crazed swings, a notification popped up in my head. 

 

General Skill [Title Skill: Zealous Call] Level Up! 

[Title Skill: Zealous Call - Lvl. 1] -> [Title Skill: Zealous Call - Lvl. 2]!

Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!

 

I blinked. 

Huh, I wonder what that does.

Apparently, it meant that it aggroed its target for a longer period of time— doubling it to 20 seconds. Which made me have to dodge an angry [Hero’s Slash] from Daniel before the Title Skill’s effects wore off. But it also felt like I could control its targets better; not entirely choosing who it affected, but so that it wasn’t just all encompassing like before. 

Then when my companion returned to his senses, he took a moment to assess his surroundings. His gaze swept over the canyon, stopping only at the large blade-shaped hole on the side of the rock wall. 

“Uh…”

“Yeah, you can’t use your super [Hero] Skill.” 

“Oh.”

He gave me a hesitant look.

“Does this mean we have to go to the Dungeon now?”

Rubbing at my temples like Edithe, I gestured for him to follow me. I picked up his bedroll and his fake Bag of Holding, and headed in the opposite direction the thin stream of water was running towards.

“Come on, let’s go back. Get you your full rest. Then we’ll try and sneak into the Brilsum’s Ruins tomorrow.” 

The Human man sighed in relief. He spoke in English.

“Thank god.”

 

            
84. Doing Bad Things

               
Daniel and I made our way back through the narrow path between the tall, hanging cliffs, walking alongside the thin stream of water that poured its way towards the Brilsum Ruins; the massive crater in the center of the canyon fell into a steep decline, drawing all water sources straight to it. 

It was night now. My Human companion had gotten his fill of sleep. And we were going to attempt to sneak into the Platinum Rank Dungeon, hopefully to find any traces of Fairies or Fairy temples without alerting the Mindreapers and their hordes.

We crested to the top of the same pile of rubble as before, taking a moment to assess if anything had changed in the broken city. We spotted no difference. The meandering, lumbering monster horde seemed to have not grown in size. No new monsters or creatures had been added to their numbers.

Nodding at Daniel, the two of us went prone on the ground. He took the nonverbal cue without any questions, since we had already discussed what to do beforehand. After our observations yesterday, we had formed a plan to hopefully make our way through the Brilsum Ruins undetected. What we decided to do was simple: we wait. 

The Mindreapers did not seem to need any sleep. Being magical creatures made of mana, it was possible that they were able to go without sleep, making them more akin to Demons and Spirits than most creatures in the Mortal Realm— at least, in that aspect.

And it was not even all Spirits and Demons. I remembered Druma— how the [Yaksha] needed sleep despite being a Lesser Spirit. I had asked Mistshard why that was the case, and she simply explained that all Subspecies— and even Species— of creatures were different. 

Unfortunately, that made my respect for the friendly four-armed Spirit go down slightly. Just a tiny bit. He is very nice!

Regardless, we were not going to wait for the Mindreapers to take a nap, especially since it was likely they didn’t need it. Instead, we were going to continue making our observations and only attempt to enter the ruined city if the opportunity arose. The opportunity being— 

All of a sudden, one of the Mindreapers close to the eastern side of the city rose up in the air. It left its horde of monsters sleeping on the ground before speeding off and hovering just above one of the tall plateaus further in the distance. I exchanged a glance with Daniel and hee nodded. 

“Alright, it’s time.”

“Just have to wait a little longer…”

I kept one eye on the Mindreaper hovering in the distance and the other on the Mindreapers closest to us. The moment the patrolling groups turned and went off in another direction, Daniel and I got up and began climbing down to the bottom of the crater. Their absence gave us the freedom to reach the side of the Brilsum Ruins where the distant Mindreaper had abandoned. Hurriedly pulling Daniel along, I dashed forward till we reached the periphery of the broken city.

Once we arrived at the broken and crumbled outer walls, the two of us hunched over and kept low, almost crawling our way along the edge towards the eastern wall. I made sure to keep an eye out on the Mindreaper, still busy pulling in whatever poor monster or animal that decided to sleep close enough to the Platinum Rank Dungeon to fall for the Mindreapers magic. 

This is why sleep is bad, I remarked to myself.

Reaching the eastern side of the city, Daniel and I began scaling a collapsed part of the wall to fully enter the Brilsum Ruins. I brought a foot over a large rock and halted mid step. I nudged Daniel who was a step behind me and placed a finger on my mouth. 

“Shhh.” 

The Human man blinked and glanced over at what I was gesturing at. Lying before me was a collapsed Ground Craver. The small, Level 23 monster lay unmoving on the brick street, its body gently raising and falling with each of its peaceful breath. 

I swept my gaze around the rest of the street and spotted more sleeping monsters. Drakes, Gatho Mammoths, and other monsters— both big and small. This had been where the Mindreaper had been before it flew off to gather more monsters for its horde. I gave Daniel a look, once again non verbally trying to communicate with him, and he rolled his eyes. 

“You know we don’t have to be quiet, right? We can’t wake them up.”

“Huh. I forgot about that.” 

Daniel stepped past me, drawing his sword as he entered the street ahead, making his way past all the sleeping monsters without fear of waking any of them. Following behind him, I cast my gaze around the sky, looking out for any other Mindreaper that could possibly be close. 

“Seems like we’re in an emptier part of the city.” 

“Or we just got lucky and the other Mindreaper patrols aren’t here right now.”

We made our way around a large, sleeping Saeve, and carefully stepped over a smaller one that looked like its baby. I raised a brow as I identified it.

“Level 12. And it’s barely a child. You Humans sure level slow.” 

“Most of us prefer to live in peace. Unlike monsters that are constantly fighting each other in the wilderness.” 

“Not all monsters are hostile, you saw that with the [Ezrabs]!”

“Yeah, but they still have to fight to survive from hostile monsters. Humans do too, however we have cities and settlements to keep most of us safe. So, most people barring soldiers, adventurers, or guards have no reason to reach such high levels.” 

“I guess that’s true…”

I trailed off, looking around at the ruined city. At the broken homes, buildings, and what were possibly towers that had been collapsed either from the destruction of Brilsum by the Oracle of Light, or eroded and destroyed by time. Or the monsters here accidentally bumped into it. There were plenty of explanations as to why so much of the city had been damaged or destroyed. But not all of it was completely lost. 

Daniel and I came to a stop right before what was possibly once a grand building. Perhaps it had a gilded entrance, with a garden path leading to its front door. The insides would have been luxuriously decorated, with red carpets leading down every hallway and expensive paintings hanging around the walls. But now, it was just a plain, gray building. One of the few ones that remained standing. 

“Think this could have been a Fairy temple?” 

“I’m not sure. But I don’t think checking it is a good idea. We’re too close to where we started— not only will we be screwed if that Mindreaper does come back while we’re in here, but I don’t think a Fairy temple would be this… intact.”

I nodded and turned back, just making sure the speck floating in the air was still a speck. Daniel and I continued on, making our way through the haphazard streets, and keeping our eyes on the skies so we wouldn’t run into the path of the Mindreapers within the city. We passed through more broken buildings— some of them half standing, and others nothing more than piles of rubble— while keeping ourselves always close to the sides of the roads. 

One time, neither of us spotted a Mindreaper who had been floating too close to the ground. We were only made aware of its presence when we felt the light rumbling caused by the mass of monsters following it. Daniel and I quickly threw ourselves into the nearest house. Its front door collapsed and the way was blocked, but there was a gaping hole in the side of the building which let us enter. 

Pulling ourselves into a room away from the street, we waited, holding our breaths, for the monsters to pass. Daniel and I had considered the possibility of Mindreapers being able to sense our presence through magic alone. Perhaps they had a sphere of mana surrounding them, letting them see anything within it. We weren’t really sure how their mind magic worked, but we couldn’t be too cautious. 

However, it turned out that our worries were for naught. The Mindreapers saw with their eyes just like most of the monsters in their hordes. So the procession of Gold Rank threats passed through the street without ever being aware that we were there. Once they were gone, Daniel sighed in relief. 

“Honestly, why are they even doing this? The more I watch them, the less I think they’re avoiding the inner city and the more I think they’re guarding something within.” 

I wrinkled my nose, bothered slightly by a strange smell. Standing back up, I faced Daniel. 

“Maybe. Or they could just be building an army like you said. We don’t know what they want, and I don’t think you’d like my suggestion of just asking them about it.” 

“No, they’ll kill us.”

“See? I knew you wouldn’t like it.”

I folded my arms in a triumphant way, shooting him a grin as I leaned back against a wall. Daniel’s eyes grew wide and he put a hand out.

“Wait, Salvos—”

“Huh—”

Without warning, the wall behind me crumbled to dust. It collapsed to the ground into a pile of gray rocks, revealing another room within it. I blinked a few times and Daniel glanced warily out into the street. 

For a moment, he held his breath, waiting for a rush of angry— but sleeping— monsters to come at us. However, the noise caused from the collapse was too sudden. Too soft. It wasn’t heard by anybody. 

Daniel took a deep breath, placing a hand on his chest. 

“Fuckign hell, I thought we were screwed.” 

I cocked my head, not sure why he was speaking in English. I ignored that fact and peered down at the dust lying at my feet. 

“Why’d that happen?” 

“It’s because the buildings around here are old. They’re very fragile and most of their foundations are weak. You can't just touch anything, Salvos!”

“I had no idea…”

Trailing off, I looked at Daniel, eyes wide. He stared at me for a moment then his face softened. 

“I didn’t mean to snap—”

“Wait, what’s that?”

I ignored him and walked into the room behind the now-collapsed wall. The Human man watched me go for a moment before mumbling something to himself. 

Something had caught my eye in this room. In fact, it was the same scent I had sniffed from before, but it was stronger now. I saw something poking out from the corner of the dimly lit room— a brown object that almost blended in with the gray in the darkness. 

But my eyesight was good, so I didn’t miss it. I activated [Ignition] and focused the flames to a clawed finger. I waved it in the air before me and narrowed my eyes. 

“This is…” 

I started and Daniel came to a halt behind me.

What I had seen was a leather boot. But it wasn’t just a boot attached to nothing. It was a brown boot that was still worn by a person. More specifically, a Human person. 

The Human, whoever they were, was lying against a sturdier looking wall. They sat in a slanted position, dressed in ragged and tattered black clothing. In fact, if I hadn’t known any better and wasn’t able to sense trace amounts of mana from magical artifacts, I would have assumed they were wearing something similar to my torn Cloak of Shadows that now hung around my neck. 

Normally, I would have prodded them or tried to speak to the Human, unless they were asleep. And if it was Daniel doing the sleeping, I might have done so anyway. But while whoever this was wasn’t Daniel, they also weren’t sleeping. They were lying against the wall not out of rest or any reason in particular.

They were just dead. 

“Huh. So, Humans have been here recently.”

I spoke simply. Daniel took a step forward and immediately crouched over the body. He patted his arms around the corpse, his face furrowed.

“It’s cold but fresh. Obviously from an adventurer who tried to challenge this Dungeon. But the way he’s dressed…”

The Human man began fumbling through the body, trying to find something from it. I gave him a weird look.

“What are you doing?”

“Searching for something, anything. Maybe a diary.” 

“You mean like your one?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Isn’t that supposed to be private?”

Daniel grimaced as he pulled out a bloodstained book from the inner clothes of the corpse. He turned to me and sighed.

“Usually, yes. But this man, or woman, is dead. I don’t think they care about anyone looking through their stuff anymore. And while it’s not unusual for people to die in a Dungeon, this is a Platinum Rank Dungeon.”

He said it as if I was supposed to understand what that meant. I didn’t. However, I tried to wager a guess.

“So only powerful Humans go here.” 

“Or adventurers seeking glory. And those would announce to every Adventurers Guild they pass through that they’re going to challenge this Dungeon. But when I spoke to Edithe before we left, she said no one has ventured to this Dungeon in a whole year.” 

I tapped a finger on my chin, understanding. 

“You think this isn’t an adventurer then?” 

“No. I think he might be one of your… friends from before.” 

“My… friends?”

Daniel opened the book and spoke a word. 

“[Cultists].”

The page turned to a drawing. A large drawing that took up two whole pages of the book. It was of a circle filled with intricate drawings on its inside— a kind of glyph that seemed so familiar to me. A summoning circle.

“Huh.” 

I stared at Daniel with newfound respect. 

“And you knew this person was a [Cultist] just from his clothes?”

The Human man rubbed his nose all too gleefully. 

“Well, I do have a knack at spotting bad guys.”

“Is that a [Hero] Skill?!”

“Uh, no. He was just dressed like one.”

I blinked and glanced down at the dead [Cultist], remembering how I thought I was dressed like them. I pointed a finger at myself.

“Am I a bad guy?” 

“As long as you don’t do bad things, you’re not one—”

The Human man was suddenly cut off. A loud crash resounded behind us. Dust blew up in the air as the ceiling of the previous room fell, without anything to support its weight. Daniel and I stared as the front half of the building fell into itself, rubbing and debris piling up with a violent clatter. 

Instantly, I heard the sound of angry monsters bounding towards us in the distance. The heavy, rushed footfalls echoed in the other previously quiet street, filling the ruined city with a riotous clamor. Pointing at the collapsed half of the building, I faced Daniel.

“Is that a bad thing?”

“...yes. Yes it is.”

 

            
85. Stampede

                
The Mindreapers and their hordes of monsters closed in on us, pouring down the streets in an angry, unstoppable current. This tidal wave came as Daniel and I burst out of the building, casting our gazes around the dark, broken city. 

Brilsum Ruins had been thrown into a frenzy; the target of their ire was at the two interlopers who dared enter amidst the cloak of darkness. I spotted the first of the monsters making their way around the street corner. Rabid Rancors were leaping through great distances to get to us. 

I raised a hand, aiming it at the large insect-like creatures.

“[Scorching Wave].” 

The bright blue flames ignited and lit up the night. It sent a plume of deadly fire into the air, catching the monsters mid air and setting them ablaze. I spun around and gestured at Daniel to leave as the charred bodies of the low Gold monsters fell to the ground, dead. 

“Go!” 

I called out to him as I ran past him. Daniel however, was fumbling his way slowly behind me despite the head start I had given him. 

There was a crash behind us. The larger, more powerful monsters finally turned the corner and caught sight of us, doubling their pace to reach their targets. I glared at my companion and started pulling him along. 

“Why are you so slow?!” 

“My [Agility] is not as high as you—”

He started right before a ball of fire flew past our heads. 

“— and you have [Self Haste] active! It’s not fair!”

His voice drew out like a long and booming blast, echoing through the explosion resounding behind us. I glowered but didn’t respond. Something else had caught my eyes— something of far more importance. 

The first Mindreaper had finally made its appearance. The one leading this horde against us. It flew above a pack of Gatho Mammoths, its eyes angrily scanning the area before stopping on us. I knew what was coming next and pushed Daniel to move ahead of me. 

“Just run! I’ll catch up to you in a moment!”

“What are you—”

The wave of mind magic washed over me as I growled a shriek. 

[Title Skill: Zealous Call]!

I focused the Skill entirely on Daniel. Not because I wanted it to affect him, but because I did not want him to be drawn by it. It was a feeling; something I noted when the General Skill leveled. Perhaps it was [Deadly Instincts] which told me about it. And it worked. 

The horde of angry monsters… turned even more angry. Their rage to me was doubled— tripled even! They bore down on me like a column of burning ash. The eruption of rage, pressured into existence deep beneath the surface of the earth, before spewing out like a lava from a volcano. 

...I had no idea what a volcano was, but Daniel told me it shot out hot lava. 

I readied myself for the volley of fiery spheres, for the shaking of the earth and the rising of pillars barring my path. I was hit by the sound that pierced through my ears, for the magic that attacked me straight in my mind. 

My senses were overloaded, even with [Self Haste], I could not evade it all in time. In an instant, the protection offered by my ring fizzled out and my body was cut and bleeding. Only [Charge of Embers] saved me, bringing me down a narrow side street. The sound magic and mind magic still struck me, the Mindreaper being the first one to reach me, unencumbered by the buildings and rubble covering the ground. 

Letting it make its approach, I sent out a [Scorching Wave] at it in the air. It flinched from the attack, but otherwise suffered little damage from the Skill. Then before it could fly back from me, fire chains caught it by its tentacled legs. I tugged it down from its flight and swung my kusarigama for its face. 

[Fire Strike] empowered my attack and it sheared deep through its magical body. 

The Mindreaper reeled back— before the rest of its horde tore into the side street. I struck out once again, but this time I followed through with the attack and pinned the Mindreaper to the ground. It let out an inaudible screech before turning a hate-filled gaze at me. 

Then its eyes cleared. It stared at me for a moment, confused. Its consciousness returned to it and a smile spread across my face. 

How… what… did… you…?

I leapt back and waved at it, ignoring the telepathic messages it sent my way. 

“Got to go! Bye!” 

The Mindreaper’s eyes grew wide before it sent a wave of mind magic my way. My head felt like it was about to burst as I bled the black blood of my kind, trying to fight through the attack and escape from its range. 

Get… back— 

An explosion cut off the Mindreaper. A ball of fire exploded where the Mindreaper stood, sending broken bricks and earth up into the air. Craning my neck just a little bit, I tried to catch a glimpse of the Mindreaper’s body. Still alive, huh?

Crunch. Crunch. CRUNCH.

“Huh.”

A stampede of Gatho Mammoths ran over the Mindreaper. The monsters— the Drakes, the Rancors, and the Ground Cravers— they had all broken out of their trance. My Title Skill freed them from whatever it was that was taking hold of their body. And now, they were fighting each other.

The Gatho Mammoths had tried fleeing from the ferocious and violent Drakes. The scaled beasts tearing into the smaller creatures with ease— the only monsters that could take them on too spooked to take part in the massive battle. 

A Drake had its head raised high, creating a powerful ball of fire to burn its enemies. When a pack of Saeves climbed up its legs. These weren’t [Prima Saeves]. They were the smaller variation— the ones I had protected Sophia and Cless from when they were asleep. The night before the giant ape had attacked us. 

They were lower leveled— around level 40. But they were not easy to deal with, even for me. 

While a horde of monsters had been gathered by the Mindreapers and whatever magic empowered them, most of these monsters here weren’t swarm monsters. They weren’t like Centinels or Giant Spiders. They formed groups far fewer in numbers than them, making up for their numerical inferiority by their individual superiority. 

So the Saeves brought down the Drake, ripping apart its iron-like scales as if they were picking fruits from a tree. More small skirmishes broke out, but I did not stay to watch it. I fled the scene, just like the Gatho Mammoths. Except I was faster. 

Stalking through the Brilsum Ruins, I saw the other patrols of Mindreapers and their hordes slowly bear down on the chaos I had left behind. The sounds of fighting drew those nearby, however the ones further away ignored it. Perhaps this was the chance I had to search the city— while the Mindreapers were distracted. But there was always tomorrow. 

To my relief, I found Daniel safe and alive, waiting for me at the same spot we would spy down onto the Dungeon from. He was sprawled, arms wide on the white floor. I went to lie down next to him, heaving a heavy sigh. 

“That… wasn’t fun.” 

“It really wasn’t.” 

“I almost died.”

“I didn’t, but I would have if not for you.”

He glanced over at me, giving me a grateful look. I grinned back and got up.

“It was dangerous, but—” 

I pointed down at the Brilsum Ruins— where the fighting was happening, although it was subsiding. At the corpse of the Gatho Mammoths, just at the edge of the city. 

“I have a plan, and that plan means we’re going to do that again.”

The Human man stared at me in disbelief for a moment. 

“Are you serious?”

“I am.” 

I snorted and crossed my arms. 

“It serves as a really good distraction. We can sneak through the city undisturbed then. Maybe even go into the inner part of it without any problems.” 

Daniel frowned. He scratched at his chin as he considered this. Leaning back, I cast my gaze up into the starry sky, a very good feeling passing through me. 

“Plus, it’s good for levels.”





Defeated [Nightmare Mindreaper - Lvl. 80]!

More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

Defeated [Horned Drake - Lvl. 61]!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

Defeated [Rancor Mite - Lvl. 54]!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

…

 

Defeated [Gatho Mammoth - Lvl. 68]!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up!

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 57] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 58]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up!

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 58] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 59]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!





Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)

Species: [Greater Demon] 

Subspecies: [Midday Changeling] - Lvl. 59

General Skills:

[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 4

[Identification] - Lvl. 5

[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1

[Racial Skill: Mortal Form] - Lvl. 2

[Rest] - Lvl. 3

[Title Skill: Zealous Call] - Lvl. 2

Stats:

[Available Stat Points: 10]

[Vitality]: 60 (+5) 

[Strength]: 40 (+5)

[Endurance]: 63 (+5) 

[Wisdom]: 79 (+5)

[Agility]: 115 (+5)

Skills:

[Available Skill Points: 8]

[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 18

[Charge of Embers] - Lvl. 6

[Fire Strike] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Ignition] - Lvl. 5 (Maxed)

[Scorching Wave] - Lvl. 7

[Self Haste] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 15

[Passive - Deadly Instincts] - Lvl. 7

[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 4


“They’re back!” 

Edithe and Rachel came down from their room to hear what the source of the commotion was about. Something was happening that was making a lot of noise, turning the usually quiet headquarters of the Valiant Dreamers Company into a mess hall of the Sunmere Republic’s army. 

When the two reached the bottom of the stairs, they realized what all the hubbub had been about. Standing at the gate to the building was Gabriel. Sophia and Cless followed behind him as he entered the headquarters with a single command.

“Where is Hadrian?”

The leader of the Valiant Dreamers company produced himself in an instant. He spoke in a hurried voice and bowed deeply. 

“Alchemist Gabriel, my father, Baris has fallen to the ailments of a deadly poison. He is still in the midst of fighting against it, however his situation is dire. I ask for your assistance to take a look at—”

“I’ve already taken a look at him, boy.”

Gabriel snapped back. 

“I just returned from the training grounds. And there, I found three more damn plants amongst your staff working as a cook, a groundskeeper, and another server.” 

Edithe blinked as gasps broke out all around her. Rachel tugged at her shoulder, speaking in a worried voice. 

“What’s going on?” 

“It’s… I’m not really sure yet.” 

She hesitated before giving a response. Three more plants— as in, from the Iron Champions Company? Hadrian had the same thought. 

“The Iron Champions Company is sending more assassins at us?” 

“They’re looking to finish the job.” 

Gabriel strode past him, almost brushing past his shoulder. Hadrian turned back and called out after the [Alchemist]. 

“These assassins— where are they?” 

“I’ve dealt with them. They put up a bit of a fight, nearly took Sophia with them.”

The young woman lowered her head as Gabriel spoke, not even glancing back at her.

“But they won’t be bothering anyone ever again. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have an antidote I have to make.” 

With those final words, Gabriel entered the building and slammed the door shut behind him. Edithe watched as all the bystanders— the members of her company like Paige, Ian, Glenn— begin to break out into their own, panicked discussions. Hadrian approached Cless and Sophia, demanding to know more about what happened. 

The red haired woman felt her hands tense around Rachel’s shoulders. She only realized to relax her grip when the girl looked up at her, amber eyes growing wide. 

“They’re talking about… assassins?” 

“...yes.” 

It made no sense to Edithe. Why would the Iron Champions Company send so many assassins to kill Baris? He had been their leader, but he was old and no longer in charge of the Valiant Dreamers. 

If it was payback they were looking for… they could have hired cheaper assassins to take out other parts of Valiant Dreamers Company’s operations. Maybe even target the weaker members. To spend so much gold on these elite assassins— they had to be very angry, or have an ulterior motive. 

Edithe couldn’t help but feel a worried feeling bubbling up inside of her. However, it all vanished when she saw how quiet Rachel had become. She lowered herself to her knees and met the girl's eyes. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“I-Is… is it my fault?” 

Rachel glanced up at Edithe, her hands tightly clinging to the doll on her chest. Edithe blinked as she continued, tears already pouring down her face. 

“Are these the assassins coming after me? The Harrowed Vindicators? I… I’m sorry. I’ll leave if I’m too much trouble— I…”

Edithe immediately hugged the girl, cutting her off. Slowly patting the back of her head, the red haired woman spoke reassuringly. 

“It’s not your fault. These aren’t the bad guys coming after you. They’re… other bad guys. And we’ll deal with them. So there’s no need for you to cry.”

Drawing herself away from Rachel, Edithe gave her a smile. She knew what kind of a household the girl had grown up in— Salvos was unconcerned, even though she liked the girl. But Daniel had told Edithe. He had told her about how Rachel’s mother left her, and her father tried to get rid of her. 

It was something that Edithe was familiar with, and she knew she had to say something there. Anything, really. 

Rachel sniffled and stared up at the red haired woman.

“It’s… it’s really not my fault?”

“No.” 

Edithe spoke simply. As if it was the most obvious thing in the world. 

“It’s not."

 

            
86. The Inner City

         
For the next week, Daniel and I resumed our strategy from before, waiting for a Mindreaper to leave before attempting to sneak our way through the Brilsum Ruins. I was warier now than before— I had known it was dangerous from the very beginning, but after nearly dying to the collective attack of hundreds of monsters, it changed my perspective slightly. 

Not only did I choose to raise my [Vitality] by a little more than usual from my levels, I also made sure to stay away from anything that looked like it could be fragile. Which meant… everything, really. Everything here is so old and weak! 

 

Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)

Species: [Greater Demon]

Subspecies: [Midday Changeling] - Lvl. 59

General Skills:

[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 4

[Identification] - Lvl. 5

[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1

[Racial Skill: Mortal Form] - Lvl. 2

[Rest] - Lvl. 3

[Title Skill: Zealous Call] - Lvl. 2

Stats:

[Available Stat Points: 0]

[Vitality]: 66 (+5)

[Strength]: 40 (+5)

[Endurance]: 63 (+5)

[Wisdom]: 79 (+5)

[Agility]: 119 (+5)

Skills:

[Available Skill Points: 2]

[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 20

[Charge of Embers] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Fire Strike] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Ignition] - Lvl. 5 (Maxed)

[Scorching Wave] - Lvl. 7

[Self Haste] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 15

[Passive - Deadly Instincts] - Lvl. 7

[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 4

 

[Charge of Embers] was maxed now too, which meant I had far shorter cooldowns between each use than before. It served to my advantage when it came to running away— I hadn’t even tested out how much more useful it was as an attack since I didn’t think I was ever going to charge into that horde of monsters. 

Not as long as the Mindreapers are there.

During this period where we continued searching through rubble and broken homes, we never made the same mistake as the first night we tried entering the Brilsum Ruins. That meant that we never got into a battle… except for the one time a Mindreaper flew our way. 

It hadn’t even noticed us, hiding within the canyon during the dead of night. It was so focused on bringing whatever monster it had caught in its mind magic its way, I managed to get the drop on it with multiple [Fire Strikes]. Then before it could flee, I dragged it down with the chains from my kusarigama and finished it off. 

 

Defeated [Nightmare Mindreaper - Lvl. 78]!

More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!

 

Daniel tried to help, but being a non magical fighter, he couldn’t really do much. Only a few of his Skills even had any magic to them, and he didn’t want to waste them on a fight we could have easily won since some of them— like his [Hero’s Slash]— could only be used once a day. 

As such, his efforts in helping take down the Mindreaper was so minute it netted him barely any experience— not enough for me to lose any experience from defeating it. 

After our search through the Brilsum Ruins outer city proved to be fruitless, Daniel and I had a discussion. The suggestion I had made to him after the first deadly night. We had to try it. So after spending a full day convincing him and planning out what we were going to do, he finally acqueisced and went to sleep.

Daniel and I returned to the Brilsum Ruins the next day after the Human man got his night’s rest, before daring to tackle the Platinum Rank Dungeon once again. 

 

Now Entering [Dungeon: Brilsum Ruins].

 

We didn’t jump straight back in— the plan was risky as evinced by how much damage I had sustained from the horde of monsters after I used [Zealous Call]. So, the first thing we did was get a good view of the topography of the city, and sketched out a rough map of the area. 

We marked down the basic outlines of the route we had taken and how we avoided the Mindreapers there— jotting down the places where we thought we could hide and take cover in case a patrol passed by. Then with that in mind, we turned our attention fully back to the city and waited for the opportunity to show itself. 

We weren’t just going to have me charge right up to a Mindreaper and activate [Title Skill: Zealous Call]. That was how I got myself killed. Instead, we decided that it would be better for me to wait for the exact same scenario as before to show itself— the one where a Mindreaper left its horde along to bring a sleeping creature to the Dungeon— then we would act. 

I would force all the sleeping monsters— the abandoned monsters— awake, before making a run for it with Daniel. It would cause chaos unbound, and was sure to attract the attention of all the nearby Mindreapers. 

While I would have preferred to simply scour around the area and check each individual building as we had done for the past week, it just didn’t seem like something that was efficient if we had a distraction. Nor did it make sense, according to Daniel, for the Fairy temple to be located anywhere in the outer city. 

“I know we have been mostly sweeping through the outer city, but that’s because we couldn’t get near the inner city. Now we can. And I told you, Salvos, Spirits in the past were worshipped by Humans. They were seen as… forces of nature. Especially the Fairies. So it wouldn’t make sense for them to build a city around their temple— only to keep it at the peripheries of the city.” 

“But what if they couldn’t do that for whatever reason?” 

I posed the question to my companion. I wasn’t necessarily trying to disagree with him, rather I was trying to prod at him to understand his logic. 

“That is possible, but less likely. And we’ve already determined that simply searching through the entire city is probably unfeasible.” 

“If we spend enough time doing it…”

I trailed off, not really convincing myself there. I was willing to take however long it was necessary to find the Fairies here in the Brilsum Ruins, however that did not mean I was looking forward to doing it. In fact, I would prefer not to. 

Daniel wagged a finger, explaining. 

“If we want to be as efficient as possible, we can’t search every nook and cranny for something that might not even be there anymore. What we should do is search where it’s most likely to be found, and that place is the inner city.” 

Nodding slowly, I cast my gaze to the white walls in the distance, half crumbled and only partially standing. 

“Behind the anti magic walls. Where the Minotaurs are supposed to be.” 

“Yeah…” 

The Human man had a worried look on his face. I raised a nonexistent brow. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“It’s just… they’re supposed to be dangerous, Salvos. Mindreapers are powerful, but they don’t have high [Vitality]. Meanwhile, Minotaurs are supposed to be both strong and durable.” 

“Hey, that’s just like Haec!” 

“Your Demon friend, right. So, imagine if you not only had to fight just one of him, but dozens in their home.” 

I shrugged. 

“Who says we have to fight them? They might not attack us, and if they don’t, I won’t attack them either.” 

“As you normally do. But Minotaurs are just like Giant Spiders— they are very territorial.” 

“I’m sure they have other things to be worried about.” 

I eyed a Mindreaper as it came dangerously close to our side of the canyon, its patrol seemingly more diligent than before. I glanced back at Daniel and sighed. 

“It’s dangerous. Of course it’s dangerous. Everything is dangerous!”

“That, I agree with.”

Nodding, my companion turned his attention back to the broken city. The Platinum Rank Dungeon was not entirely on alert. He noticed it too— the Mindreapers seemed more aware than before of an intruder’s presence, but they weren’t going out of their way to find us. 

“Do you really think these monsters are intelligent?”

Daniel asked me after a while. I thought about it for a moment, not really sure what to say. 

“Maybe…? They don’t come across as wild to me. In fact, they can even speak— to your mind.” 

“Right, they did do that. But if that’s the case, why are they doing this?” 

He shifted in his lying position, almost uncomfortably. 

“I read through that [Cultist]’s book, you know. Well, not the whole thing since half of it was ruined and undecipherable. But the other half— it made it seem like whoever he was, he wasn’t here to do anything good.” 

“So he’s a bad person then?” 

“Very bad. They were trying to summon a Demon.”

I gave Daniel a blank stare. He quickly amended his statement.

“A bad Demon. An evil one to do evil things.” 

“What kind of evil things?” 

“Uh…” 

Scratching his cheek, Daniel averted his gaze and conveniently pointed out at something that was happening in the broken city. 

“Look! That Mindreaper is about to leave.” 

Sure enough, a Mindreaper in the western part of the city had abandoned its horde, leaving them at rest, before shooting off into the night sky. Daniel and I exchanged a look, the conversation from before forgotten, and the plan ready to be executed. 

“Let’s go down there.” 

Getting up, I almost found myself standing on shaky feet. The nervousness and trepidation running through me— it almost reminded me of the time I was attacked by the very first wild Demon I met, the large Demon that slaughtered the others. 

Fear gripped me, but I shrugged it off. This plan of ours was going to be far safer without a Mindreaper around to constantly hurt me with its mind magic. And since we dictated the distance we’d be from them— I was prepared for it. 

Daniel and I climbed our way down to the western part of the city, making our way through to enter the Brilsum Ruins under the guise of night. We stalked past the same collapsed buildings, the same fallen houses, and the same mounds of rubble. Until finally, we reached the sleeping monsters. The ones left behind by a Mindreaper, sent away to capture more targets. 

I nodded at my companion and gestured for him to leave; he hurried off to a side street and waited in the far off distance. I followed shortly after him before turning my attention back to the mass of monsters lying in wait. Baring my teeth, I took a deep breath and let out a ferocious shrieking growl. 

[Zealous Call] snapped the horde awake. They instantly charged me, their eyes still hazy from the long sleep they had just been in. The monsters did not even stop to think about why they were mad at me. They just… were. 

It wouldn’t last long. It should have been only a few moments. And while it might have been a result of [Self Haste] taking effect, it felt like the longest moments of my entire life. 

I dodged and leapt out of the way of incoming fireballs. Blades of wind shot out at me at incredibly high speeds, coming from the large [Flayer Vultures] that took the sky. [Charge of Embers] allowed me to quickly change directions, buying me a moment of relief from the incoming projectiles and magic. 

Making a sharp turn down a side street, I saw Daniel’s back appear in view once again as the ground shook behind me. The horde of monsters followed behind us, still enraged— 

Then the Skill ran out. And they came back to their senses. 

Chaos broke out once again. Monsters of all kinds found themselves amidst different Species’ that they never met before. Amongst rival Species that they competed against. It was a storm of emotions— confusion, anger, fear— that resulted into a bloody tempest which I wanted no part of. 

The gale from the fighting blew past me— and that was it. The rage of the monsters had been forgotten. I was nothing more than a speck in the distance to them. Why would you focus one me far away when an enemy was right next to you? 

I bounded across the brick street until I was next to Daniel. The Human man slowed to a stop. We exchanged a nod before sinking into the darkness. Swimming through the shadows, we kept away from the solid main street. And when a procession of monsters— led by a Mindreaper— came to find the source of the commotion in this part of the city. They didn't see us. 

All they saw was a massive battle. One which they quickly joined without any hesitation. 

Daniel and I continued breezing through the city, unhindered by the many patrols of Mindreapers, their attention drawn by the distraction we had caused. I had gained no experience from doing this. All it gave us was time and the freedom to move through the city. Towards our destination for the night. 

We stopped before the tall, white walls. The anti magic walls, made out of banclite. I took a moment to take in the view of the ancient monolith before pressing forward. I only stopped once more as Daniel hovered back. 

“What’s wrong?”

I cocked my head, puzzled at his apprehension. Shifting in his feet, he spoke hesitantly. 

“I… I’m not sure if this is the best idea, Salvos. We’re about to enter a Lair of Minotaurs. Many Platinum Rank adventurers have tried to clear it, and all of them have died.” 

“You were prepared to do this earlier, weren’t you? You suggested going into the inner city. Why are you getting scared now?” 

“I was scared too, then. I just…” 

He trailed off and glanced back in the distance. A dozen Mindreapers were circling a single area in the sky. The battle was still ongoing, but it was evidently drawing to a close. 

“I just don’t want to die.” 

The Human man spoke simply. I stared at him for a moment, before happily agreeing. 

“Me too! That’s why we should go in now, before the Mindreapers return to patrolling near us. We’ll try to avoid any Minotaurs too. Come on Daniel, we’re so close. Plus, we might learn more about whatever that [Cultist] was trying to do inside.” 

I tried to give him as reassuring of a look as I could, although I knew it wasn’t very effective since I wasn’t in my Mortal Form. In fact, if I tried to calm him down while I was in my Mortal Form, he might have gotten even more nervous for whatever weird reason Humans had. 

Daniel, to his credit, managed to steel himself after taking a deep breath. He nodded at me and stepped to my side. 

“Right. This will help you, and it’s also the right thing to do.” 

“Maybe. Now, let’s see what Minotaurs are made of.” 

It was a Lair, after all. It was well documented by the many adventurers who dared this Dungeon in the past. A place where Minotaurs, powerful Platinum Rank monsters resided. 

So when we walked through a hole in the banclite wall— as I traced my hands at the air over the white stone and felt my magic weakening just slightly— I was prepared to find some Minotaurs, to enter their Lair, and hear the notification telling me we reached it. But as we continued further and further into the inner city, the words, the Lair, the Minotaurs— 

Never came.

 

            
87. Cultist Scheme

                
Trepidation coursed through my body— a tingling sense of nervousness hung around my neck. I had tried to reassure Daniel that everything would be fine, but I found myself doubting my own words now too. 

This was supposed to be a Lair of Minotaurs. A place full of monsters that were like Haec if he were much higher leveled. They had killed many Platinum Rank adventurers who had stalked through these halls before. The dark, stone corridor was lit by nothing— only the creeping moonlight that seeped through the cracks in the rubble and the walls let us see in this eerie place. 

And what we saw was this: nothing.

There was nothing here. The Minotaurs never came. The notification never came. I was not intuitively told that we were now in a Lair— that feeling of confirmation never settled in. So, I felt afraid. Afraid of what had happened. 

“Daniel, where exactly did you say the Lair was supposed to be located at?” 

I finally asked the question after we exited the dark hallway, finding ourselves standing in an open area. The ground here was covered in dust, but there was evidently dirt below that gray layer. Was this a garden? If it had been a garden, it would have been a well-kept one. 

There was a marble fence crawling with vines— those thick green worms covering the entire surface of the broken mansion that was connected to the plot of land. Maybe there had been flowers instead of broken bits of stone protruding from a vibrant grassy earth. But now there was nothing but the destruction left behind by the Oracle of Light, Melissa, and the erosion of time itself. 

After a moment of silence, as our gaze swept through the inner city hidden behind the tall walls circling our every direction, Daniel responded. 

“I...I’m not sure. The information I was given told me that it was just deep inside the city. I had assumed it meant the inner city of the Brilsum Ruins, but… maybe it’s even further in?” 

“Where else could their Lair be?” 

Looking at him with a confused look, I tried scanning the area once more. My eyes glazed over the landscape as if it was smeared in oil. The oleaginous portrait was bleak and gloomy, the craters strewn about like porous holes on a face— it not something I wanted to look at for long. Especially since it almost seemed no different, or even worse off, than the city beyond the banclite walls. 

However, my gaze finally settled onto a large structure in the center right of the inner city. It was a like castle, according to Daniel. And it rose from the ground like a steep cliff, its towers still partially standing although some lay fallen to the side, spilling out like the innards spread from a deadly wound. 

But perhaps it had a high [Vitality], so the castle remained standing. Even despite the damage it had sustained from whatever magic was wrought to this earth. I raised a clawed finger and pointed at the structure. 

“Do you think that’s where the Lair could be located?” 

“Possibly.” 

The Human man nodded slowly, his eyes flickering around as if he was searching for something. 

“But that’s not our goal, right?” 

“Right. We’re searching for the Fairy temple.” 

Tapping a finger on my chin, I found my eyes breaking away from the broken castle and towards the rest of the area. I was taking a cursory look at the inner city, but I had almost already come to my conclusion.

“I don’t see anything that looks like a temple.” 

“Yeah. It’s entirely possible that it had been completely disintegrated by Melissa when she came here. However, amongst crater 1 and crater 100, I’m not sure where we should start our search.” 

I shrugged and took a step forward.

“It’s not like we’re in any rush.”

“Yeah, our biggest concern should be keeping quiet and staying alive.”

Agreeing with him, I led the way out of the ruined garden and into the damaged streets of the inner city. The cracked, cobbled streets brought us through the haphazardly placed city blocks; it was unlike the outer city’s regular layout of city blocks, with frequent intersections that cut perpendicularly into one another.

The discontinuous roads here would end at any given moment, bringing us face to face with a tall stone wall, or simply the side of a large house that was once luxurious in the past. Navigating through these overlapping rows of houses exacerbated by the uneven ground that held them made our task far more difficult than it had been in the outer city.

The outer city was nothing more than a ruined a mess, like the spilled remains of a wild Demon after a bloody battle, and it even had dangerous hordes of monsters led by powerful Mindreapers. I found that our search then had been far easier than now.

The looming feeling that something bad could happen at any time— whether it be more Mindreapers appearing out of nowhere, [Cultists] doing some kind of ritual, or Minotaurs— sat in the back of my head as I peered through the windows of a still-standing home. It was large, but it wasn’t designed anything like either the Sanctum of Elements or Sanctuary of Fauna had been.

So, we passed by it without even searching the interior of the building. Daniel and I crept through the inner city until day came, and the sun rose with it. The blue sky hung over us now, informing us that we didn’t have much time left.

Daniel and I stood at the edge of a crater, neither of us saying much since we began our search. Finally, I turned to him and addressed the biggest obstacle in our path— and the one that had been plaguing me ever since I met the man.

“So… you’re going to need to sleep soon.”

“Yeah.”

“And if you go to sleep, you’ll probably be controlled by those Mindreapers again.”

“Definitely.”

“That means we’ll have to leave. Going back through the outer city before we can come back and resume our search.”

“Right.”

I tapped a finger on my chin, in thought. Then I gave him a hesitant glance.

“Do you… do you think we should just try checking that building there before we leave?”

Daniel frowned and faced the tall, towering structure in the distance. The thing he had called a castle, although he wasn’t really sure if it was one. He was tired, so there was no witty comment or any outrageous reaction.

“The place where we think the Lair of powerful Platinum Rank monsters is at?”

“Yep.”

I spoke simply, eliciting a sigh from him. He folded his arms and sat on the ground.

“We don’t have to leave yet, Salvos. Honestly, I can probably go another day or two without sleep if I really try. And I’d rather we return as soon as possible. But this just sounds reckless.”

“It is, maybe.”

Casting my gaze throughout the inner city illuminated by the light of day, it was a lot clearer now what each building were and would have been. And none of them seemed like they would be a temple.

“I just think that that’s the likeliest place we’ll find the Fairies. It’s like you said, right? If we want to be as efficient as possible, we have to start our search with places where we think they’re at. And while I’m not sure if that building is the Fairy temple, it has to have something.”

“…and something is better than nothing, right?”

I nodded eagerly, glad that he understood my point. My Human companion sighed once more, ruminating on what to do. After a moment of silence, he made his decision.

“Fine.”

I brightened and stared at him with twinkling eyes.

“You mean it?”

“Yes. It’s not like there’s anything else we can do but wander around aimlessly. And why are you so excited, anyways?! We might die from whatever is in there.”

“Or—”

I spun around toward the castle.

“We can find some friendly Minotaurs and they’ll become our companions!”

“I’m sure that’s going to happen.”


I ignored his sarcastic remark and stepped forward. Gesturing for him to hurry, I bounded down the street and made my way to our new destination.

I halted a few blocks away from the looming structure, and turned around to see Daniel slowly running after me. Eventually catching up to me, Daniel spoke with renewed vigor in between each panting breath.

“Salvos, just because I agreed with you doesn’t mean we’re going to throw caution into the wind.”

“What’s the big deal?”

Dismissively waving a hand, I turned the street corner and laughed.

“We haven’t seen anything so far, it’s not like we’ll—“

My words were interrupted by the sound of footfalls, approaching at a relaxed pace. The plodding steps brought my mouth to a stop as Daniel glared at me from behind. I tried to give him a helpless shrug, but he pulled me down an alley as whoever was making their approach drew closer.

We waited with bated breath for whoever it was to pass through, peeking just at the edge to see whoever it was making the noise. The footsteps were sharp. They were sparsely spread apart, but each one resounded like a snap to my ears. It certainly wasn’t the thudding gait I thought a Minotaur would have.

And sure enough, the shadow that eventually made its appearance did not resemble a large monster with horse-like legs and curled horns on their head. In fact, I caught a small glimpse of the figure, and it looked like—

“A Human.”

Daniel whispered quietly. I glanced over at him, wondering why he even needed to say that. Weren’t we supposed to be sneaky?!

I got my answer a moment later as Daniel clenched his fist and ran out of the cover. Blinking, I was only a step behind him when he drew his blade and pointed at the Human’s back.

“You!”

My companion called out in a deep voice. The Human came to a stop, not even turning to face us. I identified him and frowned.

[Cultist – Lvl. 66]

Narrowing my eyes, I created a fire kusarigama and readied for a fight.

“What are you people doing here? What do you [Cultists] hope to achieve by summoning a Demon here, out in the middle of the Motharis Mountain Range?”

Daniel continued his interrogation, his hands tightly gripping the hilt of his sword. The [Cultist] once again didn’t respond. Instead, they slowly turned around as Daniel spoke through gritted teeth.

“Those Mindreapers out there… I knew that wasn’t natural. And when Salvos found one of your bodies, I knew you had something to do with that. Tell me, why are you—“

My companion was cut off mid sentence, and I cocked my head.

“Huh.”

Daniel’s eyes grew wide as he took a step back. He sputtered slowly.

“H-he’s… sleeping?”

Sure enough, the [Cultist] faced us with closed eyes. He moved with the same staggered movement of the monster horde outside when they haven’t been commanded to fight an enemy. He held something in the palm of his hand, covering it from our view. He was under control of mind magic. And since he was being controlled, this meant—

“You guys aren’t the ones behind this?”

Daniel asked, aghast. This time, he was answered with a powerful blast of magic.

Fire whipped out towards my companion, snapping out of the ground like a vine falling from a tree. The [Hero] parried the attack with his sword, but the magic wrapped around its blade and tugged it towards the [Cultist].

With a grunt, Daniel pulled his sword back before I reached the [Cultist] a moment later. I slashed the kusarigama across his chest, drawing a lot of blood, although he didn’t even flinch from it. I ducked under a wave of fire that incinerated a building behind me and wrapped my fiery chains around his ankle.

I hopped back and pulled, tripping him to the ground. The [Cultist] fell backwards, straight into the swinging blade of Daniel.

My companion’s sword jammed itself hallway through the [Cultist]’s abdomen, however he couldn’t finish the job. Flame wrapped around the body of the [Cultist], looking as though he was about to explode in a furious blast, before I hurled my kusarigama to the front f his head.

It interrupted the spell, knocking his head back into the powerful fist of a [Hero]. With that, Daniel was able to pull his blade free from the [Cultist]’s body and lop his head off with a final swing.

 

Defeated [Cultist – Lvl. 66]!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

I leapt down to the ground next to my companion and sighed.

“That was tough, he had a lot of [Vitality].”

“But that meant his magic wasn’t that powerful.”

Rubbing at his singed arm, Daniel nodded. I bent over and quickly patted through the corpse of the [Cultist], before pulling out an odd amulet.

“What’s this?”

I identified it with a frown. Daniel spoke slowly, repeating the words in my head that was probably in his head too.

“Amulet of Strength. A Low Grade artifact.”

Slowly tying the amulet around my forearm, I felt a surge of strength well up in me. It gave me an addition (+2) bonus to my [Strength], however I felt the mana inside the artifact begin to already drain.

“Seems like it can only last a day. So, he wasn’t using it then.”

“He was bringing it to the castle.”

Daniel’s head turn and I followed him. I glanced over in the direction the [Cultist] had been walking to before our interruption and we both had the same idea.

“I don’t think there are any Minotaurs left in there. Do you?”

“Nope.”

I nodded my head in agreement. Then I faced him and looked at him knowingly.

“I really think we should check it out, and I don’t think you’ll disagree this time.”

“I won’t.”

He spoke simply. With that settled, the two of us continued making our way to the base of the castle, uncertain of what lies ahead. We didn’t know if it had Minotaurs or Fairies or whatever we were searching for— but we knew something was going on. Something, according to Daniel, that was bad.

And that was enough to draw my curiosity and Daniel’s toward it without any more disagreements.


            
88. Minotaurs Found!

                
“Hey, Sophia.” 

Edithe’s voice tore the young woman’s eyes from the badge she had been holding. It was adorned in gold— well, more like yellow, really. So she finally got promoted, huh? 

“Yes?” 

Sophia quickly pocketed the badge and faced Edithe. The red haired woman nodded and smiled. 

“Congratulations.” 

“Oh, uh, thank you. I just got promoted the other week— but Hadrian only sent the request for a new badge for me just yesterday.” 

“You should wear it.” 

Edithe spoke simply, stepping up beside Sophia. She tilted her head up, feeling the smile threaten to disappear, but continued through it.

“When I first became Gold, I was too afraid of coming across as arrogant that I kept it hidden from everyone and anyone I knew. I thought it was the modest thing to do. But Paul told me that most people wouldn’t care if you show it— in fact, most people would be able to identify me and know that I was Gold.” 

Talking of her former party leader still made her feel a slight pain in her heart. They had been her only true friends after so long. And they’re now d— 

Edithe gritted her teeth and turned to Sophia. 

“Plus, you’re not even Level 40 yet. That is an achievement. So, wear it with pride.” 

“O-of course.” 

The younger woman spoke hesitantly, but quickly took out the badge and pinned it onto her shirt. Edithe gave her an approving look before finally deciding to discuss what she had come here for. 

“By the way, Sophia, could I ask you one thing?” 

Sophia instantly froze. Her shoulders slumped as she groaned. 

“Oh, please don’t tell me it’s going to be about Gabriel and what happened with those Iron Champion assassins the other day. I’ve answered so many questions about it— you can ask anyone, and I mean anyone, and they can tell you everything I know.” 

Edithe chuckled and waved a hand. 

“No, not that.” 

She turned her head back slightly, towards the small figure hiding behind the crack in the door. Edithe gestured at Rachel to come, however the little girl refused to budge— not wanting to talk to anyone except for her. 

“It’s about the two adventurers you traveled with. Salvos and Daniel.” 

“T-the two Gold Ranks?” 

Sophia stiffened and Edithe raised a brow. 

“Is something the matter?” 

Flushing, the young woman averted her gaze slightly and spoke quietly, almost ashamed. 

“It’s… nothing. They were very helpful. What do you want to know about them?” 

Edithe narrowed her eyes, realizing there was a story there. However, she decided not to press it and continued with her question. 

“They were supposed to head further into the Motharis Mountain Range, after helping find Gabriel. Do you know anything about whether they got there?” 

“Oh, uh, no.” 

Sophia relaxed and scratched the back of her head. 

“They didn’t speak much about what they were doing. I… knew they were heading somewhere, but didn’t even ask them where.”

She blushed again but quickly continued. 

“However, if you’re worried about them, don’t be. They took care of all the monsters in the Moharis just fine. Even ones that were far beyond their level— ones I couldn’t even identify.” 

Again, there was a story there. But Edithe didn’t prod the young woman about it. She nodded her head, and asked just to confirm. 

“So, you think they’ll get to their destination just fine?” 

“If my eyes weren’t deceiving me and they were actually as strong as they were?” 

Sophia met Edithe’s gaze and spoke confidently.

“Then yes.”

“I see.” 

With that, Edithe thanked the young woman, satisfied. She congratulated her once again on her promotion, before walking out of the lunchroom to meet the little girl hiding out in the hallway. 

“There, you’ve got your answer.” 

She bent over and smiled reassuringly at Rachel. 

“...but they haven’t returned yet.” 

The little girl spoke apprehensively, glancing around almost nervously. A few figures appeared down the hall— Hadrian was talking to Ian and Paige— and passed through, and instantly Rachel steeled herself, her face becoming cool and almost uncaring, until they were gone. 

Apparently, Edithe was the only one Rachel even trusted here. Was it because Salvos gave her her approval? Edithe wasn’t sure. But once they left, Rachel returned to the scared child once again and looked up at Edithe. Or rather, just a normal, worried child.

“Salvos said they would come back. But it’s been so long and they haven’t returned!” 

“It’s only been a few weeks. Just over a month and a half. Even Sophia and Cless only returned three weeks ago!”

Edithe spoke reassuringly, ruffling the palm of her hand through the brown hair of the girl. 

“Don’t worry. You heard what Sophia said. They’re fine. Now come.” 

She pulled Rachel’s hand gently, bringing her along as she headed out of the headquarters of the Valiant Dreamers Company. 

“The others are already leaving, but it seems like Gabriel has finished making his antidote. Hopefully Baris will make a full recovery by tonight. But just in case, we’ll see what happens.” 

It was a simple and straightforward reason. One that would make enough sense in and of itself. But there was a layer underneath it. That of fear. 

Because even though Salvos trusted her, Edithe wasn’t sure if she could trust herself. She had failed Paul, Eloy, Silvia, and Hana. They were dead now, because she was too weak. And if she was too weak now— if the Harrowed Vindicators showed up— she didn’t think she would be able to protect Rachel from them herself.

So, what better way to keep the girl safe than to keep her surrounded by a group of high leveled individuals? Hadrian and Gabriel were Diamond. There would be a handful of Platinums there too, to watch and see if Baris recovers. Not to mention the numerous amount of Gold Ranks the Valiant Dreamers had. 

What could possibly go wrong?


Daniel and I reached the base of the large castle and pushed through the broken gates into the vast chamber within. We had thought it would be empty— that maybe there would be a single [Cultist] or two hiding within, and maybe even some Minotaurs that were being controlled by Mindreapers too. We were prepared, however we weren’t prepared to face… just [Cultists]. 

Level 60 [Cultists]. Those who would have been leaders of their own cults and groups. They were commonplace here. A few had been standing sentry rather than just meandering about, collecting trinkets like the first one we had found. They were keeping a keen eye out for us, and despite trying to keep to the shadows, they saw us. 

Magic blasted our way, and a few drew their crude blades and charged us. I ignored those, letting them take my [Hero] companion on in battle, instead rushing the ones casting spells from behind. My claws sheared through these mage-type [Cultists] far easier than it would have the warrior-types, and with my newfound [Strength] artifact, I disposed of them rather easily. 

 

Defeated [Cultist - Lvl. 64]!

Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!

 

Defeated [Cultist - Lvl. 61]!

Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!

 

...

 

Defeated [Cultist - Lvl. 67]!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up!

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 59] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 60]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

The battles that took place entering the castle were won easily. Most of the [Cultists] other than the first few guarding had been busy, and were slow to drop their tasks to attack us. But they did, and we fought back. 

Daniel pulled his sword from the chest of a [Cultist] wielding a flail. The weapon was clearly not suited for her— she seemed like the type to cast spells more than anything. However, she still used it mindlessly, as her ice magic had been countered by my flames. 

Wiping a sweat of his brows, he produced a healing potion from his pocket and raised it at me. 

“Need some?” 

“No thanks.” 

I spoke simply, looking through the bodies of the [Cultists] I had just finished off. Many of them had been carrying something with them, looking to deliver it to somewhere. But it seemed that we had gotten lucky with the first [Cultist] as he actually had an artifact on him. These ones were carrying old, rusted weapons, useless pieces of jewellery, or even pieces of rocks as if they had any use. 

Straightening, I pulled out a ring that looked like it would be useful and identified it. Nope, it’s just a ring. I sighed and tossed it aside. I raised a clawed finger and gestured at it to Daniel. 

“I can avoid most of their attacks just fine, and those that hit me are absorbed by my Ring of Lesser Protection. Although it just ran out, it won’t take too long to recharge since we’re in a Dungeon.” 

He nodded and picked up the flail. 

“This looks like it’s useful. A Medium Grade weapon— Flail of Power. It releases a wave of energy when it strikes an opponent which increases its damage and knocks whoever it hits back.” 

“I’ll take it!” 

I piped up excitedly and bounded right up to his side. 

“I’ve got [Passive - Weapon Mastery]! I can use that!”

It would be just like having a Spear of Flames all over again! It was very useful, especially when fighting wild Demons higher leveled than me. Although, with only [Cultists] and monsters here, there wasn’t too much for me to worry about. I could take on a Level 70 Mindreaper just fine, as long as I didn’t waste any time trying to take it down. 

“Here you go. It’s a bit heavy, but I’m sure you can handle it just fine.” 

I snorted and held up the Flail of Power. Certainly, I would have had trouble using it back when I was a Level 30 [Zelus Imp]. But my [Strength] had more than doubled since then. I could pretty much use any weapons made out of ordinary iron, unless it had some kind of enchantment that made it super heavy or unwieldy to use. 

Spinning the chained weapon in the air, I took a minute to acclimate myself to the weapon. The chains rattled and clanged with each other, making it very noisy and not suited for sneaking around. However, just in case I would need it for later— if we somehow went up against a Minotaur, which I wasn’t looking forward to fighting but still wanted to see— I would keep it with me. 

I stored the weapon in a Bag of Holding I picked up from an earlier [Cultist], I heaved it around my shoulder and started down a long, gilded corridor. Daniel followed after me, having kept his distance from the spinning weapon when I had tested it.

“So, there are a lot of [Cultists] here.” 

“Yep. And no Minotaurs.” 

I agreed, casting my gaze around just in case my words would suddenly make them appear. Deflating slightly when they didn’t, I turned back to my companion. 

“And they’re all under the same control spell-combination that the monsters outside are under. The one that prevents you from sleeping.” 

He rubbed at his eyes reflexively as he spoke, reminding himself that he probably should sleep soon. However, he could go for days without sleep if he pushed himself, and if anything, I could always wake him back up with [Zealous Call]. 

“You think there’s a Mindreaper somewhere in here?” 

I caught on to what he was saying. 

“Yeah. There has to be one. At least one Mindreaper to keep them asleep, and one of whatever it is that’s controlling their dreams.” 

“With illusion magic.” 

“Or a curse.”

He spoke darkly, his face steeled from the moment of drowsiness earlier; he didn’t like how he had been controlled twice before. Apparently, having his agency ripped from him was not something he had enjoyed. And I wholeheartedly agreed with that. 

“Do you think we should try to find whatever it is that’s using this curse of illusion magic and stop them?” 

Tapping a finger on my chin, I asked the question as we slowly rounded a corner. We made sure to peer about first, not to run into any ambush or be caught unprepared by a patrol of [Cultists]. 

“...no.” 

He finally said after a moment’s deliberation. I cocked my head.

“Why not? Aren’t you a [Hero]? Isn’t it your job to deal with things like this?” 

That had been the Class description from what I had been told by Daniel and Rachel. The little girl had excitedly told me the various stories of… just the Immortal King Alexander. He had been the protector of Humanity for a thousand years, and their ruler. So, he was the most well known [Hero] to Human children. 

“I am.” 

Daniel halted to a stop. He glanced to his right, right at a torn and discolored banner hanging down the side of the white walls. It wasn’t banclite— although it must have been designed to look like it. 

“However, I also know when I’m out of my depth. This is something we need to report to the Adventurers Guild. To the Sunmere Republic itself. Maybe if it was just the [Cultists] schemes, we could deal with it ourselves. And I would have suggested that too. But this goes beyond them.”

Turning his head in the general direction of where we had come from— when we entered the city— he spoke slowly. 

“It’s an army out there, Salvos. Dozens of Platinum Rank monsters. Hundreds of Gold Rank monsters. Thousands of Silver Rank monsters. And in here, there are dozens— maybe even more than a hundred— [Cultists], all at Gold Rank or higher. It’s not something either of us can or should deal with.” 

I nodded. 

“You’re right. I just wanted to meet some Minotaurs, but—” 

Daniel and I paused by a hole in the wall. We looked through it, out into a garden courtyard that led to another wing of the castle. There, a group of [Cultists] were passing through. They caught sight of us and instantly charged, casting spells and drawing their weapons, all the while clinging onto whatever it was they were carrying on them. 

“All I’ve found are more weird Humans.” 

 

Defeated [Cultist - Lvl. 57]!

Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!

 

...

 

Defeated [Cultist - Lvl. 62]!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

—--

 

Defeated [Cultist - Lvl. 68]!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up!

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 60] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 61]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

Daniel and I swept through the various wings of the castle, mostly trying to stay hidden and only getting into some engagements. However, it seemed we didn’t even need to crawl through the cracks and holes to avoid drawing attention to ourselves. 

For whatever reason, whenever we got into a fight— no matter how loud or explosive the battle was— no other [Cultists] came to assail us. They would only react to seeing us, and even then, they took a moment to decide between continuing their delivery or instantly blasting us with spells. 

So we cleared out all the [Cultists] we could find while keeping an eye out for Fairies. I wasn’t sure what they looked like, but Daniel described them as little, flying people who would annoy and trick you for fun. They sounded nice. But we didn’t find any of them here. 

However, we did eventually find the other Species I was looking for. The Minotaurs. And…

“They’re dead.” 

Daniel pointed out the obvious as we stood before a pile of discarded, rotting bodies that had been stored in a room and left on its own. They lay by the dozens, their large bodies making them obviously not Human. Their two horse-like legs bloodied and cut, as if they had been beaten in battle. 

They had the face of a cow— or a bull, which Daniel said was a kind of cow, although I hadn’t seen one in any of the cities I had been in so far— with two white horns protruding from the side of their heads. Their body was muscular, almost like Haec, with a broad chest that extended beyond even my height. 

If they had still been alive and standing, they would have easily doubled my current height, even though I was taller than Daniel as I was now! 

They might have been Lucerna’s height. Perhaps just a little bit taller. But despite being so huge and so strong— they were dead. And beyond just what Daniel pointed out, they didn’t just die randomly. They were…

“They’re chained up.” 

I spoke up, narrowing my eyes. The large links of metal wrapped around the necks of the Minotaur corpses. They were imbued with powerful magic, so much so that I was certain I couldn’t break it either. 

“Someone locked them up here after beating them in a fight. And then left them to starve.” 

I thought food was disgusting— I didn’t like eating. However, I knew most living creatures needed some sort of subsistence to survive. The fact that they were left here without food, abandoned after being defeated… it made my skin crawl. 

Daniel took a step forward, taking in the sight with a furrowed face. He shook his head and placed a hand on the ground. 

“I… don’t think they were just abandoned, Salvos. I think they had already served their purpose then was abandoned. Look, drag marks.” 

I stared at what he was tracing his finger over. The floor looked like it was scratched, damaged— which was what most of the Brilsum Ruins had looked like— but it was even newer. As if someone struggled as they were being pulled out of the room against their will. 

A thought crossed through my mind. 

“You think it has something to do with the [Cultists]?”

I raised a nonexistent brow towards him. He blinked.

“Why would that be? This was probably the working of whatever is responsible for everything weird that has been going on in this Dungeon.” 

“But then why weren’t they just taken over in their sleep?” 

The question stumped Daniel. And there was more to it than just that too. 

“Plus, look at the marks on their body. The Minotaurs died recently enough that they haven’t turned to bones just yet— what was it you called it again?”

“Decomposition.” 

“Yep, that. And that’s why you think they starved. But they were also subdued and placed here in the first place— and the kind of injuries they suffered left marks on their skin. On their bodies.” 

Daniel looked around with a frown. He realized what I was saying a moment after. 

“So, it was not mind magic that did this.” 

“It looks like the damage was caused by fire magic. Ice magic. Wind magic. And just swords, spears, hammers, flails— nothing out of the ordinary. Things Humans would use often.” 

“The [Cultists].” 

The Human man cast his gaze behind us instinctively. I continued. 

“And that would explain why they were being kept here. After all, [Cultists] need living creatures— usually high level ones or ones with a lot of mana— to summon Demons.” 

“Are you saying—”

His eyes grew wide as I looked down at him grimly. Opening my palms and shrugging, I took a step away from the prison room. 

“I don’t know. However, I do know that not all Demons are ‘bad’ or ‘evil’, and especially not all of us are wild. So, let’s not assume the worse, alright?” 

Daniel hesitated. He eyed me from behind, taking a moment to gather himself and hurry after me. 

“But Salvos, if what you’re trying to say is true, don’t you think we should leave right now?” 

“We haven’t found the Fairies yet.” 

I spoke simply, although I was a little more conflicted than that in my head. Maybe, just maybe, if there really was an Archdemon here, I could ask them to help me return— it was a hopeful thought. One that was probably not going to happen. 

However, I was a Demon, right? Just like them. Even Ignavare didn’t think to attack me unnecessarily. 

Anyway, it was not like we were actively looking for trouble. We were trying to find Fairies, and they had been frequently spotted in this Dungeon. It made no sense to give up just yet. 

Daniel disagreed.

“Salvos, I know I agreed to help you. I know I came with you this far out of my own volition. But this is starting to get reckless. Staying here, even for another day, is very risky.” 

“Everything has risks.” 

“I know that, but if the [Cultists] really succeeded, and there is an Archdemon here—”

We turned a corner, and the Human man was abruptly cut off. We stared at what was waiting before us. No— there was no Archdemon there. In fact, we didn’t even stop to stare for long. 

Because what we saw was something we had already agreed we would attack immediately. Leading a group of [Cultists], hovering just below the ceiling as it patrolled down the corridors of the castle, was a Mindreaper. 

Daniel and I ceased our arguments and immediately rushed forward. Mind magic settled in a moment later, just as we expected, but we were fully prepared this time. 

 

            
89. Seeing the Light

              
[Mindreaper - Lvl. 82]

[Cultist - Lvl. 73]

[Cultist - Lvl. 68]

[Cultist - Lvl. 65]

Daniel and I charged the Mindreaper and the three [Cultists] surrounding it. The monster turned its head, taking a moment to recognize us as an intruder, before blaring its mind magic at us. 

I winced, but fought through the pain as [Self Haste] propelled me forward. Daniel couldn’t keep up, however he was in the middle of using his Skill, slashing out and sending a blade of light in the direction of the flying Mindreaper. 

A volley of magical arrows appeared out of thin air, in the air just above the Level 73 [Cultist]. He looked to be a man who was also in his 70s, dressed in black and red robes, standing out from the other two who wore plain black robes. 

These arrows soared through the air and towards me at extreme speeds. They were almost ethereal— I swore I could see through them. And I was right, because they were made of pure arcane energy. The magical attack whizzed past me, dozens of them landing all around me. And— 

One of them nicked me. It pierced through my skin, draining me of mana in an instant. And more left minor cuts throughout my body. I grimaced as another volley readied to launch itself at me. More mind magic blasted me, making me want to curl up and hide underneath a rock and scream. But [Charge of Embers] once again proved itself useful as more than just an offensive Skill. 

It brought me straight to the Mindreaper, helping me evade the second volley of arcane bolts. Just as I reached it, a blade of light— Daniel’s Skill— finally reached the Mindreaper too. We had both agreed beforehand to always focus our attacks on these mind mages first. Their attacks were too powerful and their defenses were too weak, making it the best course of action for us.

So the blade of light cut through the Mindreaper’s leathery skin, before my own fiery spear jabbed straight at its chest. It recoiled, trying to dodge the attack, however I let the fiery weapon dissipate and sent a [Scorching Wave] at its open wound. 

The monster zipped through the air, trying to put distance myself and it as the [Cultists] below me readied more spells of more than just the arcane, but fire, earth, and ice. Not wanting to be hit by any of them, I bounded out of the way as I began creating a kusarigama. 

I first started with the chains, hurling it at one of the Mindreaper’s tentacled feet, pulling it down with me as I landed back to the ground and [Self Haste] came to an end. Then I tugged the chains while Daniel intercepted the three [Cultists], interrupting their flurry of magic. 

The Mindreaper came snapping down like a whip, straight into the sharp edge of the fire sickle, letting out a telepathic scream. It writhed on the floor before me; it let out its last desperate call for help as it blasted me with another, stronger wave of mind magic. But I grabbed it with my claws, my entire body now lit on fire, and began tearing into the monster until it stopped moving. 

I did not even stop to take a moment to breathe. The moment I realized the Mindreaper was dead, I rushed to Daniel’s side. The [Hero] was being overwhelmed by the three [Cultists] combined strength. And why wouldn’t he be losing? Each of their levels were far above his. 

He was in the middle of grappling the Level 68 [Cultist] as the Level 73 one prepared a powerful ball of arcane energy, when I joined the fray. I interrupted the casting of the spell, immediately unleashing my [Fire Strikes] at the withering man. A flash flickered around him— a protective barrier stopped my claws from meeting skin. 

An artifact? 

It definitely had not been some kind of a barrier he put up. It came into existence too quickly for it to be one. 

I managed to land one final [Fire Strike] to break the man’s aura of protection before the last [Cultist] blasted me back with a blast of ice. It froze at my skin, however I bit through the frostbite and pushed myself off the higher leveled [Cultist] and leapt onto the lower leveled one. 

I no longer had my kusarigama on me— my mana too low from being drained by the earlier arcane arrows— and was relying entirely on using my claws and [Fire Strike]. The [Cultist]— barely above me level— didn’t stand a chance even then. She screamed as my claws tore into her face, ripping her to shreds without any magical protection on her. 

I was off her in an instant, evading the arcane spells of the old [Cultist]. He tried to block my path by creating a barrier of arcane energy just ahead of me, but I saw the fissure in the air— the interwoven threads of mana alerting me of the Skill— and I leapt over it before it could halt my pace. 

I couldn’t stop, not even for a moment. The damage that had been dealt against me was too much. Even with my increased [Vitality] from raising it, I had been inundated by attacks from Level 70 and 80 beings— those far stronger than me. All I could do now was rely on my speed. 

I continued running, dodging the oncoming spells as it blew apart the hallway of the castle. It laid waste to the already ruined building. Until finally— 

Daniel finished off the Level 68 [Cultist]. He drew his sword back and instantly rushed the arcane spellcaster while he was still distracted by me. His blade tore into the back of the older man, drawing his attention, and letting me close in on him too. 

The two of us hit him from both sides, avoiding his magic easily by splitting his attention in half. Then with that, we easily finished him off. His [Vitality] as a mage-type [Cultist] clearly not as high as if he had been a warrior-type. 

 

Defeated [Nightmare Mindreaper - Lvl. 82]!

More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

…

 

Defeated [Cultist - Lvl. 73]! 

More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up!

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 61] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 62]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up!

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 62] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 63]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

Overall, it had been a quick and bloody battle. It had only been four opponents, and yet I was left just as hurt and injured as when I had been chased by the horde of monsters led by a Mindreaper at the outer city of the Brilsum Ruins. 

And unlike back then, Daniel didn’t come out of this unscathed either. He and I both collapsed to the ground, panting and bleeding as we took the moment to gather ourselves. My Human companion quickly produced a healing potion, the same one he offered me last time, and spoke up through labored breath. 

“Do… you… want… it… now…?”

Managing to muster a nod, I gladly accepted the healing potion. I chugged it down as quickly as I could while he took another one and drank from it thirstily. I watched the wounds around my body— the burns and the cuts and the freezing— close, and felt the wounds to my mind disappear as well. 

The damage was not fully gone. However, this was a high quality healing potion according to Daniel. It would have restored even severed limbs if one took it. Even though I did not lose a limb in the fight, I was grateful for its effects. 

I lay there— not long enough for [Rest] to take effect— but long enough until I was satisfied. Then I got up and pulled out a stamina potion and mana potion respectively. I downed both too, before turning back to Daniel who had taken one of each as well. 

“That was… the first Mindreaper… in here…”

I had to take a moment to catch my breath; it had still only been minutes since the fight. We couldn’t just waste time here, especially if another patrol of [Cultists] came. My Human companion slowly stood up and sheathed his blade. 

“It was. And yet, killing it didn’t break the magic on them.” 

“Killing them never did.”

I shook my head, remembering how we would kill Mindreapers outside, but the hordes they were controlling would be completely unaffected. 

“There are other Mindreapers around. And their magic can reach more than halfway to the edge of the canyon. I’m pretty sure another Mindreaper just takes over in keeping the monsters and Humans here asleep once one dies.” 

I stalked through the ruined hallway, gesturing for Daniel to follow me. 

“Let’s move to some place more safe and [Rest] for a bit.”

“I won’t argue against that, but—”

The Human man faced me with a serious look. 

“We really need to talk after this.”


Edithe brought Rachel to the training grounds of the Valiant Dreamers Company. It was crowded— even more so than usual— since everyone was gathered to hear about the status of Baris. 

Not only was he the bookkeeper of the company, which everyone knew was one of the most important jobs that kept the Valiant Dreamers from running itself into the ground, he had been their founder. And as such, a lot of people looked up to him. Edithe included. 

Rachel did not care as much, it was obvious from the look on her face. However, that didn’t stop her from following Edithe as she waded through the crowds of people and into the room Baris was in. She knocked on the door lightly, having been let through from the crowd by Ian.

And Paige opened the door, smiling. 

“Took you long enough! Come on, he’s already taken the antidote!”

She spoke excitedly, ushering Edithe into the room. Rachel clung onto the red haired woman’s hand, not wanting to be separated from her amidst all the chaos, and the two were thrust near Hadrian and Gabriel, hovering over the bedridden Baris as the [Healing Mage], Stannis, poured a vial of liquid into his mouth.

Edithe turned to Paige, speaking uncertainly. 

“Is he, uh, taking it now?” 

“Yes. Gabriel just finished the antidote this morning, and he’s certain that it will eliminate all the poison left in Baris’ body. He’ll be fine.”

The confidence in her voice reassured the red haired woman. If only a little bit. There was trust here— this company had been built on that very basis. It wasn’t like most other companies where everyone was there purely for their own financial gain. The Valiant Dreamers were more like… a family.

Edithe remembered when she first joined. Paige had been a Silver Rank, close to Gold at the time. And despite being busy with her own schedule— trying to do whatever was necessary to cross through the threshold to get promoted— Paige never once ignored Edithe when the red haired woman nervously asked for help or advice. 

Despite being the loner that she had been, Edithe was welcomed in this company. She thought it was a family, and she knew the others thought the same. So, Paige, Edithe, Hadrian, Gabriel— everyone in the room— watched silently as the antidote went down Baris’ throat. 

It was quiet, so quiet, that they could hear every swallow the founder of the Valiant Dreamers Company made. The last of the liquid dripped into his mouth and for a moment, everyone held their breath. Then suddenly, there was a cough. And another. And another.

Baris broke out into a fit of coughs as Hadrian rushed in with a panicked voice. 

“Dad!”

Edithe tensed as Paige stepped forward too, worry in her eyes more than anyone else. Baris had been the one who brought her into the company, after all. He was like a father to her. If anything happened to him, she would surely be the second one after Hadrian to break. 

The red haired woman might not have been as attached as Paige, but she was concerned too. A single bead of sweat rolled down her head as she watched nervously. Until Baris sat up, letting out a final, wet cough. 

“Y-you—” 

Baris sputtered, turning to Hadrian. 

“Where…”

The old man trailed off, eyes wide as he looked around. Everyone stared at him expectantly, but he was confused. He had been unconscious for a week this last time, and the moments he spent awake then had been nothing more than mere moments. So, Baris blinked and tried to take in his surroundings while Edithe sighed in relief along with everyone else.

“It worked…”

“He’s fine! The antidote worked!”

A few voices cheered, but a single wave of the hand by Gabriel silenced them. 

“Of course it worked. I told you it would.” 

Despite brimming with confidence in his voice, the fear in his eyes from earlier definitely betrayed his words now. Edithe laughed as Baris frowned while being consumed in a hug by Hadrian.

“How… how long have I been out?” 


Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)

Species: [Greater Demon]

Subspecies: [Midday Changeling] - Lvl. 63

General Skills:

[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 4

[Identification] - Lvl. 5

[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1

[Racial Skill: Mortal Form] - Lvl. 2

[Rest] - Lvl. 3

[Title Skill: Zealous Call] - Lvl. 2
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[Vitality]: 70 (+5)

[Strength]: 43 (+5) (+2)

[Endurance]: 65 (+5)

[Wisdom]: 82 (+5)

[Agility]: 126 (+5)

Skills:

[Available Skill Points: 3]

[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 25

[Charge of Embers] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Fire Strike] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Ignition] - Lvl. 5 (Maxed)

[Scorching Wave] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Self Haste] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 15

[Passive - Deadly Instincts] - Lvl. 9

[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 5

 

Daniel and I found a small, secluded room close to where we had our battle with the Mindreaper to [Rest] in. I took the time the General Skill took to take effect to distribute all my Skill and Stat Points in a way that would ensure my survival in the Brilsum Ruins over anything else. 

My [Agility] was important, as always, but [Vitality] had shot up to become my third highest Stat. And despite that giant leap over the course of a few weeks, I still wasn’t confident in my ability to survive any single encounter with more than one Mindreaper. 

That was what Daniel and I had to avoid the most— a battle with multiple Mindreapers. But there were other things in my companion’s mind, because after we finished settling in, he turned to me and spoke seriously. 

“Salvos.”

“That’s me!”

I replied cheerfully, although he did not seem entertained by it. Realizing that this was about what he had been discussing with me about before our fight against the Mindreaper, I put on a more serious face too. 

“You wanted to talk about going back?” 

“I do.” 

He said the words with finality in his voice. Getting up, he glanced quickly over at the half-standing door blocking the entrance to the small room. Only a single sphere of fire I had created lit up the dark room. Night time had once again consumed the day, and there was no natural light to keep the place illuminated.

“It’s because of what I said about the [Cultists], isn’t it?” 

“Yes. And not just that, it’s about what I’ve found written in the notes of the [Cultists] we killed.”

“And that is?”

“That you were right. They succeeded in summoning an Archdemon. They used Minotaurs as their sacrifice, and they got what they wanted.”

Sighing, I sat down in front of him. I tried to keep a small distance away from him, not to be too intimidating since he preferred me in my Mortal Form. But I didn’t look like a Human now. So, I was careful not to bare my teeth or do anything that he would find menacing. 

He rubbed at his temples as he explained. 

“Salvos, I know I was the one who offered to help you go back to the Netherworld in the first place, and I have no intention of going back on that promise. And I know I tagged along to go to the Brilsum Ruins out of my own volition as well. However, this is something that is even beyond me and you. We’re talking about an Archdemon here.” 

“I’m a Greater Demon. Close to an Archdemon.”

I spoke simply, not disputing or denying anything he said. Just a fact. He shook his head.

“It’s not the same. This Archdemon has a whole evolution over you. Just like Lucerna. And unlike Lucerna, we don’t have an entire city already whittling him down, nor do we have Edithe and her Spirits with us. We’re in the middle of its— his, her, I don’t know— territory. It has done something to take over all the [Cultists], Mindreapers, and monsters in the area, and we’ll only die if we face it.”

I opened my mouth but he held up a finger. 

“And we don’t even know what level an Archdemon is. You said it yourself, you don’t think you’re going to become one in your next evolution. So for all we know, it could be Level 100, Level 150, or even Level 200.” 

“That’s…”

I trailed off and tilted my head towards the ceiling. 

“That’s something that would easily kill us, yes.” 

I agreed with him. He was being entirely reasonable here— just like how fighting Lucerna alone was suicide for me. 

“However, we haven’t reached our goal yet.” 

“And that goal is something that won’t disappear if it hasn’t already for thousands of years. The Fairies were here when Brilsum was still a city, and the Fairies are apparently still here now. So they’ll still be here in the future.” 

He countered. I cocked my head, considering this. I had been insistent on proceeding with my goal— although he had been too, until we brushed by death and found out that a lot of bad things were happening here. And now…

“Huh.”

I spoke the words with a sigh. Feeling my shoulders slump and seeing the logic in what he was saying, I acquiesced. 

“You’re right. We should go back.” 

“Look, we can tell everyone about what’s going on here, then when it’s cleared out we can—”

Daniel paused and stared at me.

“Wait, you’re… agreeing with me?”

“Yep. We should leave. Now. If we stay here, we’ll probably die. It’s more than a Platinum Rank Dungeon. We weren’t prepared to face it.” 

I stood up and he hurriedly got up after me. 

“But… after everything, you’re just going to give up?”

I eyed Daniel, puzzled as to why he was trying to get me to stay now. 

“It’s like you said, it’d be like fighting Lucerna but if he was uninjured and without our other companions. I wouldn’t do that. I went back once, to face him. I was alone, and that was to free Haec. However, I never planned to fight him. Just like I don’t plan on fighting an Archdemon now.”

I pushed the door open as I took a moment to remember my [Fiend] companion. My reunion with him once again cut short, because of too many unending obstacles. 

“We didn’t come here to fight one, nor did we come here to fight Mindreapers leading an army. We came here to find Fairies and maybe fight some Minotaurs. However, even if I can convince an Archdemon not to kill me, I don’t think they’ll spare you. They’ll probably want to have you under their curse or illusion, and I won’t let that happen.” 

“We can still sneak our way around the castle.” 

For some reason, our roles were reversed now. Or maybe he was just disbelieving that I wanted to return too after being so vehement on staying. But…

“You need to sleep. And each time we leave and enter the Brilsum Ruins is a huge risk. If I mess up my [Zealous Call] even once, I’ll die.” 

I spoke with resignation as we slowly stalked through the dark hallways, deciding finally that it was not worth it. 

“Everything has risks, but the risks here are too large for something we’re so uncertain about. If I want to live to see Haec again, we’ll have to wait just a little while longer until we can come back here. Or go somewhere else entirely to find these Fairies.” 

My Human companion stared at me for a moment, still in shock. Then slowly, a smile spread across his face. One of relief. 

“Then let’s go back now. Before anything bad happens.”

I nodded in agreement right as we entered a large chamber— then we stopped. Soft, quiet footfalls made their way towards us. A light at the other end of the room shone, coming down from a grand corridor with an arched entrance way. 

Light? But none of the [Cultists] or Mindreapers had needed it before. That was an idle thought. One that was instantly spoken over by another. 

Run.

I was taken over by an impending sense of doom. Fear gripped me and pushed me to act. I grabbed Daniel’s hand, driven to get as far away from whatever this was as possible. 

He blinked, following after me, but said nothing. I pulled him back to our hallway as light engulfed the chamber. A shadowed figure continued making its way into the room, walking through it slowly— at such a leisurely pace it was like they owned the place. And perhaps they did. 

I hurriedly made it down the corridor, rounding a corner towards the room we had hidden in. I pulled the door open— 

No.

I took a step back and yanked Daniel away. Where? Where can we hide...

There.

My head snapped in the direction the voice echoed towards. How did I…? It was mind magic. It could have been a Mindreaper for all I knew. But I followed it, running into the open courtyard through the crack in the wall as we passed by the body of the Mindreaper and [Cultists] from before. 

A voice spoke up behind us. Not the one in my head, but a deep, booming voice. 

“Hrmph, it seems I had been right. Some pests have been disposing of my Mindreapers.” 

Daniel glanced back while I pulled him ahead. He watched the figure in the now-lit corridor, and the looming shadowed figure within. He opened his mouth as we reached a dead end but something still impelled me to go forward.

“Salvos, what are—” 

“Just trust me!” 

I spoke through clenched teeth. If this is a trick— 

It wasn’t. 

Daniel and I ran through the wall, and appeared stumbling into a luminescent, cavernous room. We were surrounded by rock walls— fully natural. Not like the rubble of the city. And it was here the portal behind us rippled. 

It showed the courtyard we had been in. The figure we had been running from stepped out into the courtyard, barely visible to us and speaking with the same echoing, booming voice from before. 

“Now, where did they—”

I tried to identify him. But the portal closed. A wall was left in front of us. The dull, gray wall of the cave we were in. 

Blinking, I glanced around the cave. It was lit up by glowing moss covering parts of the rock wall like splattered paint. I sighed in relief and turned to Daniel. I opened my mouth— 

And a voice spoke over me.

“Now that was close.” 

The two of us jerked and glanced up at the glowing ball of light hovering over us. I stared at it— her— as she flitted about, zipping through the air above our heads. 

“You idiots, don’t you know how close you came to dying! He would’ve killed you then me if you were a moment slower!” 

I stared at the ball of light, dumbfounded. Nothing came out of my mouth, and neither did anything come out from my companion’s mouth. The ball of light came down right next to our faces, slowly dimming to reveal a Human-like figure about the size of my hand. 

She had golden-blonde hair and yellow skin, both matching the glow around her. Only her eyes were black, and she snapped them between Daniel and I. She let out a snort. 

“What? Is this your first time seeing a Fairy? Well, this is what I look like! Now stop staring! It’s weird!”
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“—now stop staring! It’s weird!”

The soft voice cut me free from my stupor and I slowly worked my jaw. I stared at the Fairy, mesmerized as I tried to get a better look at it— her? 

She crossed her arms, harrumphing as I peered closer. 

“What did I just say?!” 

“Oh—” 

I took a step back and quickly murmured an apology. 

“Sorry. It’s just that…” 

Trailing off, I shyly scratched a clawed finger on the side of my elongated mouth. The Fairy frowned. 

“What?” 

“Are you… a Fairy?” 

She snorted and zipped up to the front of my face. The Fairy tapped her hand lightly on the top of my nose and pointed back to herself. 

“Look at me.” 

“I am looking.” 

“Now identify me.” 

“Uh, I already did.” 

“Then isn’t it obvious that I’m a Fairy?!” 

Flying back away from me, the Fairy let her features disappear under the ball of light holding her. Or was she holding it? I sensed some kind of magic— a type of distortion there. However, I wasn’t entirely sure what that was. 

I turned excitedly to Daniel and spoke in a hushed voice. 

“Daniel, she’s a Fairy! She’s what we’ve been looking for this whole time!” 

The Human man had been blankly staring at the rock wall behind us— where the portal had been. My words however, snapped him back to reality and he faced me. 

“She… she is?” 

“Yes—”

“Didn’t we just go over this?”

The Fairy interrupted me by darting back and forth through the air between the two of us. Once she got our attention, she stopped just above our heads and her light dimmed once more. 

“I am a Fairy, yes. And I just saved both your lives!” 

She stared at us expectantly. I looked up at her and opened my mouth. 

“You’re the one who told me where to go?” 

“Yes, I was the one who did that with my amazing mind magic powers.”

“And you’re the one that opened up the portal?”

“Obviously, yes!”

Speaking impatiently, she gave me a frustrated look. I nodded slowly and spoke softly. 

“That’s… amazing!” 

Instantly, the Fairy brightened. Literally.

Her ball of light flashed for a moment and a giggle broke out from her, turning her frown to a grin. 

“Why, thank you. I know I am quite amazing.” 

The Fairy spoke, raising her chin. I nodded in agreement. 

“You are definitely amazing! How did you do that? You can use both mind magic and space magic?!” 

“Why, of course! I’m a Level 103 Fairy— that’s like child's play to me!” 

“Woah!” 

I gasped, staring up at her in astonishment. Daniel eyed me with a dubious look. 

“Uh, Salvos, aren’t you being a little bit too obvious with the way you’re acting?” 

I cocked my head.

“Acting?” 

“She’s not doing any kind of acting, Mortal fool!” 

The Fairy scoffed and waved a hand petulantly. 

“I had just saved both of your lives from Belzu— such praises are expected.” 

“They are!” 

I happily agreed with her. Daniel raised an eyebrow at me but said nothing more. I turned back to the Fairy and spoke eagerly. 

“So, what’s your name? I’m Salvos!” 

I tried to proffer a hand, before realizing she had no reason to take it. The Fairy took it even still, her small hand no larger than one of my clawed fingers wrapped within my palm. 

“I’m Lily. And as you’ve pointed out earlier, I am a Fairy. But not just any Fairy, I’m a Grand Spirit.”

I felt my mouth hang open before I quickly put it back together. I sputtered.

“A Grand Spirit? What is that?!”

“To put it simply to you as a Demon, it’s like an Archdemon, but for Spirits.” 

“Huh.” 

I had no idea Spirits and Demons eventually split in the kind of evolutionary paths they had for their Species. Since Druma and Mistshard had been Greater Spirits, I assumed they would become Archspirits or something of the like. But apparently not! 

“That sounds so cool!” 

“It really is. And I’m glad somebody here understands just how amazing I am.”

Lily shot Daniel a dirty look. The Human man blinked and pointed to himself. 

“Me? What did I do?” 

“Nothing. Which is exactly the problem.” 

She flitted down to meet his gaze and began to explain. 

“I had saved your lives from that Archdemon there when I had no reason to. I risked my life for two complete strangers— that is praiseworthy, no? Simple words of admonishment are enough. But since you’ve been so rude…”

Lily raised a hand and began casting a spell. She grinned viciously.

“Maybe I should send you back to Belzu and let him take care of you.” 

He paled. 

“Wait— no, I—” 

I was about to step forward and defend my companion when the Fairy laughed. 

“I’m kidding— you actually got scared. Are you even a [Hero]?” 

The Human man flushed then blinked.

“Wait, you can… see my Class?” 

“I’ve got a type of [Appraisal] Skill that lets me see through Obfuscation artifacts. I’m pretty great, aren’t I?” 

I stared at her in wonder. 

“You are!” 

“Why are you so fascinated by her?”

Daniel asked me flatly.

“Because it’s true!” 

He gave me a blank look, then glanced back at the stone wall behind us. Where the portal had been. 

“That Demon— the one you saved us from— what did you say its name was again?” 

“His name is Belzu. And he nearly killed both of you and me because you were so slow!” 

“But you’re a Level 103 Fairy, how exactly is he going to do that?” 

“Isn’t it obvious? It’s because he’s higher leveled than me! He’s Level 138— 35 whole levels above mine!” 

“Wait…” 

Daniel frowned. 

“But he’s an Archdemon and you’re a Grand Spirit. He can’t be that much stronger than you, right?” 

“Unfortunately, he is.” 

Lily spoke in a more morose voice all of a sudden. She turned around and began flying down the cavern hallway. 

“Follow me.” 

I exchanged a glance with my companion and he shrugged. We followed after her, heading down a stone corridor as the Fairy’s voice echoed in the tunnel. 

“This place… where do you think we are?” 

“Uh, a cave?” 

Daniel replied stupidly. Lily snorted and I quickly corrected his mistake. 

“The Brilsum Ruins.” 

She smiled. 

“Correct.” 

“How did you know that, Salvos?” 

I faced the Human man and gave him the simple, obvious answer. 

“Because if we had left the Dungeon, we’d have gotten a notification telling us that we exited it. But we didn’t.” 

Lily nodded as she flitted ahead. 

“This place— it’s still inside the Brilsum Ruins. In fact, we’re still within the inner city of the Dungeon. However, Belzu won’t think about checking this place because he has cleared it out before.” 

“Cleared it out?” 

The Fairy came to a stop as the tunnel opened up to a large cavern. There was a large buildup of rocks and dirt in the center— something which I thought was ruined by the Archdemon. However, I was wrong. 

“This… is my Fairy Mound.” 

“Your Fairy Mound?” 

I blinked and faced her. 

“It’s still mine— it had been built out of the rubble from the Fairy temple that used to be here. It was a nice place. And my brothers and sisters used to live here with me.” 

“You’re talking about a Lair?” 

I spoke up, understanding. 

“Yes.” 

She turned her head fractionally to look at me. 

“This had been a Lair full of Fairies at around my level. There had been half a dozen of us. And after Belzu came here, now I’m the only one left.” 

“Oh…” 

I glanced back over at the Fairy Mound as Lily flew towards it. Climbing up the dirt and rubble, I followed after her with Daniel. It was honestly nothing more than a haphazard mess— something which I wouldn’t have differentiated from the ruined city outside. 

Daniel peered over at one of the many holes— holes too large for either of us to enter, but just enough for a Fairy. Lily darted in and out of a few of these cracks and returned to us, sighing. 

“Not all of them died, of course. Only two fell to Belzu before the rest escaped.”

“Escaped, how?” 

“By returning to the Spirit Plane.” 

She replied simply. Blinking, I took a step back. Daniel however, nudged me forward. 

I approached the Fairy from behind as she cursed under her breath— mad that she had been abandoned by her companions. 

“Uh, excuse me Ms Lily, but how exactly did… your companions go back?” 

“The same way I brought you here— with space magic.” 

She replied matter-of-factly. My eyes grew round as she gave her answer. 

“You mean… they can travel to and from the Spirit Plane using their own magic?” 

“Of course! Why do you think us Fairies are sent to the Mortal Realm in the first place? We come here to practice our space magic and learn how to go back. I’m still in the middle of learning mine. I’ve managed to make the return trip once before— but it was purely chance. When I tried to do it again, I failed. And I haven’t gotten a Skill for it either, so now I’m stuck here.” 

Grousing, Lily crossed her arms and swore even more. I tapped a finger on my chin. 

“And space magic is some sort of attribute that’s a part of your Subspecies?” 

“What? No.” 

She spun to face me and flew up and down, grinning. 

Fairies aren’t born with space magic inherent to their Species. And my Subspecies relates to mind magic.

Her voice echoed in my mind as I stared up at her in awe. Daniel didn’t hear it and he gave me an odd look. 

“Why are you gawking, Salvos?” 

“I-It’s nothing.” 

Shaking my head, I focused on getting what I wanted. The question I had hoped to have the answer for. 

“Ms Lily—”

“Just Lily is fine.” 

“Right, Lily.” 

I cleared my throat, although it came out more of as a growl. 

“If your Subspecies relates to… mind magic. But you practice space magic. How exactly do you get Skills related to space magic?” 

“With my Class, of course!” 

Lily smirked and flew up to my face. She rested both her hands on my nose as she fluttered her eyelashes prettily. 

“Didn’t you know? Of course not. Neither the Demon King or Spirit Lord educates their subjects at all. Unlike my Queen who shares everything she can with us. She’s truly glorious.” 

“Oh, uh, I’m not with the Demon King.” 

“Hmph, well the point stands since you don’t know. But it’s something that very few knows— Spirits and Demons can have a Class on top of having a Subspecies. You just have to meet the necessary requirements for it.” 

I felt my heart begin racing in my chest as my excitement tripled. I looked at Lily with twinkling eyes as she waited for me to ask the follow up question. 

“And… what are the requirements for it?” 

She smiled and booped my nose before flying back up. 

“You just have to hit Level 100, silly!” 

“...what?” 

Salvos stared up at the floating Fairy as she hovered in the air with a self-satisfied look on her face. The Demon opened her mouth, but Daniel spoke over her first. 

“Demons and Spirits can get a Class at Level 100? Like Humans can get a second Class?” 

“Exactly.” 

Lily’s voice was exuberant, almost excited to be talking about it. 

“Here’s the thing— Spirits and Demons are not monsters. We’re Spirits and Demons. And do you know what makes us different from the monsters with Subspecies that populate the Mortal Realm?” 

Salvos answered hesitantly. 

“Uh… they still have to eat and sleep?” 

“That’s true for some Spirits and Demons as well. No— what makes us different from those monsters is that we can have a Class. At Level 100, monsters mutate as they get a second Subspecies. At Level 100, Humans, Elves, Cyclops grow even stronger as they get a second Class. But at Level 100, Demons and Spirits become more as we get a Class.” 

Daniel listened on as the Fairy gave her lecture. Honestly, he should have expected it was something like that. Surely there had to have been something Spirits and Demons gained when they hit Level 100. After all, Humans got a second Class. Elves got a second Class. And Kobolds generally got a second Class, although apparently some of them could get a Subspecies at that level. 

It was something he was told with the royalty-level of education he got from the Elutra Kingdom. 

“So, are you saying all Salvos needs to do to make trips between different planes is to… get to Level 100 and get a Class on space magic?” 

Daniel asked after Lily was finally finished. The Fairy shook her head. 

“It’s not that easy. If you really want to make a trip between the different planes by yourself, you’ll have to then get that Class to Level 100. And even then, you might not get a Skill for it, and casting a portal spell that cuts through the planes isn’t easy.”

“But your companions seemed to do it just fine.” 

“My brothers and sisters were Level 100 [Space Mages]. I am not.”

Lily answered Salvos’ question simply as she floated down to her. Daniel frowned.

“Aren’t you going to ask why she even needs to learn such a spell? You’re not worried that she might use it to go to the Spirit Plane?” 

“I’m not stupid. I can see that she doesn’t have a summoning collar. Such things happen occasionally. Demons getting stranded in the Mortal Realm— although the last time I met one when it happened the Demon grew to become an Archdemon and nearly destroyed every Human kingdom to the west. That was about a thousand years ago.” 

She then gave the young man a smug smile which he found rather condescending. 

“And why should we be afraid of a single Demon? Even if the Devil himself showed up in the Spirit Plane, my Queen would take care of him.” 

“Even the Devil?!”

Salvos stared at Lily, aghast. The Fairy smiled. 

“Yes, even him.” 

Daniel wasn’t sure how much he believed that, however he could tell by the way Salvos had been pretty much fangirling over the Fairies that she believed every single word of it. He’d probably have to talk to her about people over exaggerating or just flat out idolizing others who might not actually be as amazing as they were seen to be, but that was a conversation for another time. 

“So you have no problem with Demons— even after that Archdemon, Belzu, killed two of your brothers and sisters. You still saved us. Why?” 

“Well, first of all—” 

Lily waved a hand in the air as she explained. 

“I didn’t actually like either Arthur or Tania in the first place. The both of them could have died for all I care!” 

Daniel exchanged a look with Salvos but the Fairy continued. 

“And secondly, no. I have nothing against Demons. I know you Humans like to think that all Demons are bad and evil. But us Fairies don’t care. I have nothing against any Demons except for Belzu. And that’s why I saved you two.”

“To mess with him.” 

Daniel spoke knowingly. She grinned. 

“Exactly.” 

Fairies really are tricksters— when she saved us, I thought that wasn’t the case. But now… The young man watched as Lily pranced through the air around Salvos, laughing in delight as she recalled what Belzu had been saying before they escaped. 

“He was being all threatening-like and suddenly, you two were gone! Imagine how stupid he must have felt. I wish I could’ve seen the look on his face.” 

Salvos giggled with her, although the sound that came out of her in her Demon form made Daniel cringe. She’s really terrifying like that. 

Lily took note of this as she flew up to his face and tilted her head. 

“What’s wrong, [Hero]? Scared of your own Demon friend?”

“What— no!”

He sputtered and backed up defensively. 

“I’m not scared of her. She just looks a little… scary?” 

The Fairy snorted. 

“That’s the same thing, isn’t it?” 

“No, it isn’t. Being scared of her means that I would be actively afraid of her, want to run away from her and have to fight to even stay around her. Thinking she looks terrifying at times just means that— that I’m not used to how she looks. And she likes that, right?” 

Daniel glanced over at Salvos for assistance, and she bared her teeth back. 

“Yep!” 

“See? Terrifying!” 

Lily’s gaze swept between the two of them. It glazed over Daniel before stopping at Salvos. Slowly, she nodded. 

“I see. Alright then.” 

“What?”

Salvos cocked her head. Lily smiled. 

“It’s nothing— it’s a good thing. That your friend here is fine with you being a Demon. However, not all Humans are like that. You’ll eventually be scorned and hated for what you are. Others will find out the truth about you and you will be shunned. That’s what has happened to many Demons before you. And what happens next… depends on the Demon themselves.” 

Daniel remembered what the Fairy said earlier. About the Archdemon from a thousand years ago. He felt a sliver of sweat appear on his forehead as Salvos nodded slowly, not really understanding what Lily was saying. At least, not in the way Daniel understood it. 

Lily placed a hand on Salvos’ snout-like face and spoke softly. 

“You’re a Demon.”

“I’m Salvos.”

“Yes, but you’re a Demon, Salvos. Be proud of that fact.” 

Nodding slowly, Salvos didn’t argue back this time. However, she did scowl and cast a glare at Daniel. 

“I would but Daniel here keeps on making me stay in my Mortal Form.”

“And he says he’s not scared of you. Maybe he might just be a little bit scared.” 

Lily whispered conspiratorially to Salvos. The Demon nodded excitedly. 

“You think?! That’s great!” 

“What a coward of a [Hero].” 

“I’ve got a [Hero] scared of me!” 

“I bet he pees his pants—”

“Alright, that’s enough. I can hear you two, you know?” 

They broke up with a giggle and Daniel sighed. He turned to the Fairy as she zipped through the air, carefree and laughing. 

“Lily, do you think you can help Salvos and I escape this place? If what you’re saying is true and we’re still in the inner city of the Brilsum Ruins, then that means Belzu can come here anytime and kill us.” 

“I told you, he won’t search for you here. This is a collapsed part of the city anyway. He’s never come back after that one time— and that was because stupid Arthur went ahead and antagonized him.” 

“But… you’re antagonizing him now?” 

Daniel pointed out the obvious. She waved a hand dismissively. 

“He doesn’t even know that I’m the one who helped you two escape. Since this is a Platinum Rank Dungeon, he probably assumed you two had some sort of artifact or something. After all, what kind of adventurer goes into a dangerous Dungeon without some sort of quick escape item?” 

The young man shifted his feet nervously and Salvos blinked. 

“Escape… item?” 

“You mean the [Hero] never told you?”

“No. What is that—”

“It’s nothing, Salvos. We’ll talk about that later.” 

Truth be told, Daniel had forgotten those existed. And while they were out of his pay grade, he was embarrassed that they never even crossed his mind. 

He turned back to Lily.

“So, do you think you can help us get out?”

“Of course. But the furthest I can open you a portal to is just at the edge of the Brilsum Ruins. Anything else would take me some time and effort— and I don’t wish to spend any more than I already have on you two.” 

“Are you not coming with us?” 

Salvos asked, almost worried. 

“You’re just going to stay here when that Archdemon can discover you at any time?” 

“It’s not like Belzu will stay here forever. Whatever he’s doing— he’ll leave eventually. So I’ll just wait here, until then. Maybe one of my brothers and sisters would even decide to check on me and help me go back. Although I’m sure they think I’m dead.” 

“But—” 

“I’ll be fine, I’m amazing, remember?” 

She stopped and stared at the Fairy. Slowly working her mouth, she nodded. 

“Yep, you’re amazing. I just thought…” 

Salvos trailed off. 

“It’s nothing.” 

“Then get going already!” 

“Wait, one last thing.” 

Daniel cut off the Fairy as she began to cast a spell. The portal that almost flickered to existence faded away and Lily flew up to him. 

“What?” 

“This Belzu… you fought him, right?” 

“I did. Why?”

“What kind of magic does he use.” 

“Isn’t it obvious with what he’s doing?” 

“Uh… Salvos and I thought he was using curses or illusions.” 

“Well you’re right. Because he uses both.” 

Daniel blinked, taking a step back. Then he slowly nodded. 

“I see. Thanks, Lily.” 

“No problem, you weak [Hero]. Now both of you, get out of here. This is a Fairy Mound. Don’t you know you Humans are not allowed near our Fairy Mounds anymore? Not after you kept building your temples around them!” 

Salvos piped up with a raised hand. 

“But I’m not Human!”

“Well, you’re with one.” 

Lily snorted as the spell finished casting. A portal opened up, leading to the dark, orange canyons just beyond the Brilsum Ruins. Daniel stepped through it without much hesitation, however he noticed how apprehensive Salvos was with going through it. 

She thought she had another companion, huh? It got her excited. Now she must say goodbye again. 

The Demon’s voice was soft as she spoke through the portal, even from their side. 

“Do you… think we’ll see you again?” 

Lily looked at Salvos for a moment, then snorted. 

“Only if you come back here, because I’m not leaving, you are.” 

“I see…”

Nodding to herself, Salvos waved at the Fairy and the portal closed. Her shoulders sagged as she turned around and trudged after Daniel. They quietly made their way up and away from the large crater that held the Brilsum Ruins, making sure to keep low and away from the Mindreapers. 
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They made their way through the canyon, walking along the deep crevices left with their markings to return to their camp. However, the entire time, Salvos seemed a little down. That was quite the contrast to how she had just been earlier.

Eventually, Daniel couldn’t keep silent anymore, and said something. 

“So… you now know how to go back to the Netherworld.”

Brightening a little, Salvos glanced over at him. 

“I guess I do, huh?” 

“And it’s even something you really like— leveling.” 

“It is!” 

The cheery demeanour of the Demon returned once more, and Daniel couldn’t help himself but laugh. Or maybe that was the lack of sleep getting to him. 

“What’s so funny?” 

“It’s— nothing. You’re just quite simple, despite being incredibly complex at times. I find that amusing.” 

“Huh.” 

“Don’t just ‘huh’ me.” 

He sighed, rubbing at his temples. Then turned back— seeing the sun begin to rise on the horizon. As night turned to day and their adventure to the Dungeon over. 

“You know, that was a lot easier than I thought it would be.” 

“What do you mean? Lily said we almost died. And I almost died, a lot!” 

“I know, but… usually, these kinds of things ends with some kind of a big battle, you know? Compared to that this was…”

He trailed off and shrugged. 

“Anticlimactic.” 

“Huh.”

 


And then, they celebrated. 

Baris had made a full recovery. Everyone who had been waiting just outside of the room cheered when they heard the news. They had not been anticipating any kind of bad news, however they had been afraid— afraid of what could happen. 

Edithe had been afraid too. Things could have easily taken a turn for the worst. The poison had crippled a Level 81 [Mage]. Especially [Mages]. 

While [Mages] were generally weak because of their low [Vitality]— although this was a rather common misconception, [Mages] could have high [Vitality], they just raised their [Endurance] instead as it was good for their mana— high level [Mages] knew of this weakness. So, they trained General Skills to make themselves more durable. 

Baris had been one of them. He prioritized having a good Class and good Skills above all else. As such, in life, he had been rather slow at leveling. At least, compared to his son who was now Diamond.

But everything went well. The father and son were now chatting happily out in the main hall of the building while excited members of the Valiant Dreamers Company— and trainees stood more to the periphery, but were relieved to see their respectable and trustworthy founder alive. 

Edithe herself was talking to Paige and a few others, drinking some alcohol and enjoying the light snacks set about. It was a celebration, after all. Almost a party. 

“—and you weren’t there, Edithe, but Hadrian had been completely helpless with dealing with our accounts and clients the whole time!” 

“Right, I was busy with… Rachel.”

The red haired woman glanced over at the little girl, sitting at the edge of their table, saying nothing and keeping to herself. She gestured for Rachel to come a little closer to her, however she simply shrunk further back into her seat. 

Paige didn’t notice this subtle gesture and downed a mug of ale. 

“Well, you do you! I’m just saying though, she’ll be fine. Honestly, she’s completely safe in the headquarters. Ever since that girl—”

“Salvos.”

“Yeah, her. Ever since she broke into the building that easily, we’ve set up some better protective wards. And there’s almost always a team of Gold Ranks in there. Even now, Sam’s team stayed back to oversee the delivery of some Thornserpant parts. What’s there for you to worry about?” 

She waved a hand drunkenly, and Edithe nodded. That was true. And while the Harrowed Vindicators were dangerous, would they really attempt to siege a company building all for a girl while the people they were really after were nowhere closeby? That wouldn’t possibly happen, no matter what kind of scenario it was. 

But what Edithe was worried about was Rachel herself. She was always so closed off. So afraid of others— except for Edithe. And how much of that was because of Edithe’s attempts at getting her to open up and how much of it was because Edithe was Salvos’ friend… the red haired woman couldn’t tell. 

Taking another sip from her mug, Edithe slowly stood up and excused herself. 

“Sorry, but I’ve got to go.”

“Aw, already? Well, fine. All the more for me!” 

Paige greedily grabbed more food from the table as the others there fought with her for it. Edithe proffered a hand to Rachel and nodded at her. 

“Come on, let’s go.” 

“O-oh, ok.” 

The two left the hall and went outside, leaving the noise and crowd behind. Rachel paused mid step and glanced back nervously, speaking softly to Edithe. 

“Where are we going?”

“We’re going back.”

“A-are you sure? I can stay there longer. You looked like you were having fun with your friends.” 

Edithe lightly placed a finger on her chin. 

“Hm, they were too loud. Plus, you didn’t look like you were having fun. So, I decided we should both go back.” 

“I-I see…”

Edithe had been about to take Rachel’s hand and walk back to the city when the door to the hall opened. Light escaped out into the darkness of night and a tall, lanky figure walked out with a grunt. She blinked.

“Alchemist Gabriel?” 

“Hrmph, you’re…” 

“Edithe, Sir.” 

“Just Alchemist Gabriel, is fine.” 

“R-Right.” 

The [Alchemist] dusted at his coat and stretched his back before stepping up beside both Rachel and Edithe. The three started back into the direction of the city, although the two girls were at an awkward distance away from the man.

“Are you going back too, Alchemist Gabriel? So soon after the party began?” 

“I’m not one for parties.” 

He grunted and said nothing else. 

“Oh, well, we’re the same.” 

Edithe noticed how Rachel once again seemed to grow even smaller than she already was with someone else around and was glad that she made her decision to take her back. However, she wished that she had made the decision sooner so they wouldn’t be in the middle of this awkward walk. 

Gabriel said nothing, even as they approached the gates of the city. Dim, orange torches lit up the sides of the walls as a group of guards gathered around the rolled up portcullis. Edithe frowned. 

Why are there so many guards? Was there a monster sighting or something?

She approached the first guard— but Gabriel reached them before her. 

“What’s wrong, guard? What’s with the crowd?”

“Oh, you’re with the Valiant Dreamers Company, aren’t you? We had just been about to send a messenger your guys’ way.” 

A messenger? Edithe hurriedly rushed up besides Gabriel and spoke quickly. 

“What’s going on?” 

“We’re not exactly sure right now, but we think there’s—” 

Gabriel narrowed his eyes as he looked up beyond the walls. Then he broke out into a run and barged into the city. Edithe blinked and stared up, confused at what made the man react so suddenly.

Then her eyes grew wide. 

Smoke? But that’s from— 

“Take care of the girl!”

Edithe broke out into a run. She dashed past the guards, leaving Rachel behind to the low leveled guards at the gates. If she had been in the right state of mind, she would have realized how stupid that was. The Harrowed Vindicators would have easily slaughtered them all and got to the girl. 

But she wasn't in the right state of mind. Her mind was racing along with her as she darted through the streets of Viechester. She turned corner after corner, not even thinking about summoning Druma or Mistshard with [Quick Summon]. Because she had to see if what she saw really was coming from where she thought it was.

And her eyes didn’t lie to her. 

Edithe came to a stop right before the Valiant Dreamers Company headquarters. The building was lit ablaze— flames rising, raging like the morning sun during dawn. She watched the fire dance, making a corybantic spread throughout the building. 

The [Summoner] nearly dropped to her knees, but gathered herself. She ran through the gates, beginning her summoning process for Mistshard. 

But just as she made it to the front door, an explosion blasted the inside of the building. Figures burst out, trying to flee the scene as a storm gathered in the heavens above. 

Rain and lightning fell and Edithe raised a hand, pointing it at the nearest figure. 

“Stop!”

She yelled as a spell blasted out. The Gold Rank adventurer was not sure what would have happened. It was a blast of ice— one she learned from Mistshard. 

Everytime she had used it against Paige or another Gold Rank, they would have easily blocked it. It was not a spell used by l [Ice Mages] at her level, but by those 10 or 15 levels below her.

And yet, the figures fleeing the Valiant Dreamers Company headquarters fell. Every single one of them had been struck and downeed by the spell. The magic freezing the first man completely, while leaving the others incapacitated on the ground. 

Edithe had been in the middle of casting her next spell, but she stopped. Every single one of the running figures had been easily halted by her. Were… were they even assassins? 

Groans broke out from those that lay on the ground, and she slowly walked over to them, suddenly feeling a sudden surge of fear that she might have attacked bystanders. Or worse, members of her own company. Trainees who accidentally got caught in this mess. 

And when she got to the frozen man, lying dead on the ground, her eyes did grow wide in recognition. The man there was someone she had known. But not someone she had liked. 

Blake. Or— 

“The Iron Champions Company.” 

A voice broke the red haired woman from her thoughts. She spun around, raising a hand warily, but lowered it when all she saw was Gabriel. Behind him, the fire that had taken over the headquarters had been snuffed out by the deluge of water he had summoned, and charred corpses were strewn about in the main lobby of the building. 

But those weren’t corpses from the Valiant Dreamers Company. They were far too many. And the burns were far too deadly. 

“They had assaulted our headquarters. They hired not assassins— they did not even try to pretend they had no hand in this.” 

Gabriel spoke again, once again snapping Edithe’s attention to him, and this time, she noticed the body he was carrying. Sam…? 

The Gold Rank adventurer who volunteered to stay behind and look after the headquarters during the party was dead. And slowly, Edithe met Gabriel’s gaze. 

She watched as his jaw clenched, not even realizing that a small crowd had gathered behind her. Slowly followed by members of her own company who had been called from the party. They came and they all saw Gabriel standing there, in front of the damaged building, and asked questions— wondering what happened.

Edithe knew. And yet, she couldn’t say anything. Her heart frozen in fear at what was to come. At what this meant. 

“The Iron Champions Company has assaulted our company’s headquarters! They have slain a Gold Rank team and a dozen other Silver Ranks without due cause or warning!”

Gabriel bellowed, drawing the attention of everyone nearby. The adventurers, the guards, and the bystanders. Edithe felt her fist clenched into balls as the [Alchemist] finished. 

“This is war!” 

 

            
91. Company War

                
War.

Or more specifically, a company war. It wasn’t the same as a war between countries or city-states— armies didn’t march out to meet each other on the battlefield. There weren’t battles over city or territory. 

Instead, company wars were smaller in scale. They focused on stealing the resources of another company, siphoning members away from a company and secluding them from the Adventurers Guild. And most importantly— killing each other until the other company was destroyed. 

Because at the end of the day, war was war. Even between adventuring companies. 

And Edithe had never thought it would come to this. Even a day later, it made no sense to her. The escalation from petty harassment to the cloak and dagger assassination attempts, to a direct attack on the Valiant Dreamers headquarters? No one would have seen it coming. At least, not so soon. 

“To think they would go this far in retaliation for revealing the location of their Dungeons, when hoarding Dungeons is looked down upon in the first place? And we did not even take it from them, we shared it with the public. I never knew the Iron Champions Company was run by fools.” 

“It doesn’t matter, Father. They’ve directly attacked us. Even if they disguised their own members as assassins, it doesn’t change the fact that they’ve killed four Gold Ranks and a dozen other Silvers. This is war.” 

“Not yet.” 

Baris snapped, glancing up from the large table showing a map of all the different locations the Iron Champions Company owned. And the various Dungeons and resources they had a monopoly over too. 

The meeting room was occupied only by the top brass of the Valiant Dreamers Company— only Gold Ranks and above were allowed, and even then, only some were let in. Like Edithe. 

And that was only because she was familiar with the Iron Champions Company, having been in Silvergrove, Hazelbury, and other cities where they had a lot of influence. Baris, despite having just recovered from a deadly poison, was here too. And he was in charge of this meeting.

“Edithe.”

His voice instantly drew Edithe to attention. They weren’t in the military, but she couldn’t help but straighten and face him with proper respect. 

“You say that you recognized one of the assailants who tried burning down our headquarters, correct?” 

“Yes. His name was Blake. And he had been a prominent member of the Iron Champions Company— at least, over in Hazelbury. I’m sure if you asked around many other adventurers or even civilians in the city can vouch for that fact.” 

“No.” 

Baris raised a hand and shook his head. 

“I am sure the Iron Champions Company has thought of this. They would simply claim that this Blake had been fired from the company weeks or even months ago and that he was acting out of his own agency. Same goes for any other member we can identify from the prisoners rounded by the city guards or the others killed by Gabriel— although I’m not even sure that’s possible considering the state he left them in.”

The [Alchemist] was not here in the meeting room; apparently, he had other matters to attend to. Edithe did not know what held precedence over the company being possibly embroiled in a war with another company that was even larger than theirs, but he was high leveled and usually left to his own devices. So, she did not question it. 

Hadrian spoke up, voicing the thoughts that were not just in Edithe’s head but in many of the others in the room too. 

“Father, I don’t understand. Why won’t you just let us declare war on them? They attacked us first. It doesn’t matter what the consequences of a company war are if we’re already in one.” 

“You don’t get it, do you?” 

The older man sighed and pressed his fingers into his eyes. He slowly pulled up a chair and sat back down, sweeping his gaze over the room. A few of Edithe’s friends were here. Ian, for one, had the privilege of being here as one of the higher leveled Golds in the company. And some Platinums Edithe recognized but did not often talk to— Jeremy, Celine, and Evelyn were the ones she could name. 

Paige wasn’t here. She was back at the Valiant Dreamers Company training grounds, in charge of guard duty there today. 

Hadrian frowned. 

“What do I not get?” 

“The reason why the Iron Champions Company is being so underhanded with attacking us. It’s because they want to goad us into declaring war on them.” 

“Then let’s give them just that—” 

“Stop and think for a moment, will you?” 

Baris cut him off with a loud grunt. He folded his arms and spoke slowly, his words reaching everyone in the room. 

“Why does the Iron Champions Company want us to be the ones to declare war on them?” 

Hadrian frowned, placing a hand on his chin. Edithe slowly offered a hand, and Baris turned to her. 

“Yes, Edithe?” 

“Is it because they realize that they don’t have any proper reason for it? That if they declare war with us now, it’d be over us giving their hoarded Dungeons to the public? And that’ll earn them the ire of other companies that look down on that practice?” 

“That is true. And if that’s their goal, what exactly would they do to ensure it does not backfire on them?” 

The leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company blinked. His eyes widened as he turned to his father. The realization settled in for Edithe too— so did for many others in the room. 

“They prepare for it. They won’t just sit around. They’ll make sure they’ve got every advantage they have. Such as stationing their members around our company, prepared to strike us the moment we declare war on them.”

“Exactly.”

 

—--

 

So, it wasn’t war. The meeting ended, and Edithe left the room realizing that the Valiant Dreamers Company was stuck in a tough spot. If they retaliated now, they’d be struck down in an instant. Their enemy had already drawn their wand, prepared to cast a [Fireball] the instant they unsheathed their blade. 

It was a preemptive strike— one which couldn’t be countered. What mattered now was how they reacted, and Edithe knew that if they just waited it out, they’d also suffer just as much from the whittling down and attrition caused by the Iron Champions Company and their ‘assassins’. Do they even have assassins? Have they been members of the company all along? 

Edithe wasn’t sure. However, she had to clear her mind on these thoughts the moment she returned to the headquarters. Rachel was there, waiting for her in their room. Princess was wrapped in the little girl’s arms as she ran up to the red-haired woman. 

“Edithe—” 

She hugged Edithe’s legs and spoke in a muffled voice, her head buried in Edithe’s pants. 

“You’re back.” 

“I am. Sorry, I took so long. The meeting ran a little longer than I thought.” 

Rachel drew herself back and looked up at Edithe with wide eyes. 

“Is this about what happened yesterday? Those assassins that tried to burn down the building?” 

Well, they didn’t try. They succeeded, if only briefly. And the [Enchanters] and [Mages] of the company managed to repair all they could. Even then, however, the building was still damaged and burnt in many places. Luckily, Rachel and Edithe’s room wasn’t one of them, having been guarded by additional protection wards the red-haired woman put in place. 

“Not assassins.”

Edithe corrected Rachel, running a finger through the girl’s hair. 

“The Iron Champions Company.” 

“And they are…” 

“The bad guys who have been disturbing us for a while.” 

Bringing herself down to meet Rachel’s gaze, Edithe spoke softly. 

“This has nothing to do with you. It’s something that matters only to our company.” 

“I-I see.” 

The little girl nodded as Edithe took her hand and walked her out of their room. 

“Where are we going?” 

“It’s going to be a little bit dangerous around here from now on. And while I think it’s good to keep you here, safe from any bad guys that might be after you, I don’t think this place is the safest place you can be right now.” 

“We’re leaving?” 

Edithe stopped at the door and glanced back. Rachel had nothing— she owned nothing when Daniel and Salvos brought her here. Only the doll in her arms belonged to her. So, there was no need to pack. 

“For now, you’ll be staying at a temple, with someone I trust.” 

“A temple?” 

Rachel cocked her head just like Salvos would. Edithe nodded. 

“Yes, the Sanctum of Elements. There’s a [Priest] I know there. William. I asked him to take care of you, and he said he would.” 

Edithe spoke reassuringly as the girl took a hesitant step back, almost like she wanted to run back to her bed and bury herself under the blankets. 

“He’s someone I trust. And Salvos and Daniel have met him before too. And I promise I’ll check up on you every day too.”

“Why can’t I just stay here with you?” 

Rachel asked, her voice smaller than even she was. Taking a deep breath, Edithe tried to explain. 

“Because it’s dangerous. The Iron Champions Company could’ve struck this place while you and I were here. If they did and you got hurt somehow… well, I’d never be able to forgive myself.” 

Faces flashed through Edithe’s mind. People she couldn’t protect. People she cared for, killed by a rampaging Greater Demon because she insisted they pretend to be [Heroes]. 

“I made a promise to Salvos, Rachel.” 

Trying to bring up the name of the girl’s idol, Edithe spoke softly and patted her head gently. 

“I will keep you safe no matter what. And this is what’ll keep you safe.” 

Rachel remained quiet for a moment. She stood at the doorway, unmoving, as a few people passed through the corridor beyond. Gabriel was one of them— however, he ascended the stairs at the end of the hallway, not bothering to even greet Edithe. 

Finally, the little girl spoke. And it was a question. 

“...when is she going to come back?” 

“Salvos?”

Edithe blinked and watched Rachel reply with a small nod. The red-haired woman hesitated, then lied through her teeth. 

“I’m sure she’ll be back soon.” 

“Really?”

“Yes.”

 

 

—--

 

 

“Please take care of her, William. And call me if anything happens— no matter how minor.” 

“I will, Edithe.”

The [Priest] warmly nodded back to her. He stared at her for a moment, his expression almost sorrowful. Edithe shifted her feet uncomfortably.

“W-what?” 

“It’s nothing. You’ve just grown so much now.” 

“Right, uh, thanks.” 

Edithe quickly waved back at William and then shouted her goodbyes to Rachel. The girl kept calling out to her, even as she disappeared amongst the crowds of people making their way through the large city square. 

Apparently, most of them were unaware of what happened last night. If they had known that a company war was looming over the horizon, they would surely be a little more afraid. Because company wars were deadly, even if mostly to the adventurers in the companies. Collateral damage still happened— especially when it was two high-leveled individuals fighting. 

Edithe was Gold Rank, considered already to be a rarity in small cities. Slightly more common in big cities like Viechester. And if she ended up in a duel with another [Mage] around her level, she wasn’t sure if she’d be able to avoid harming a passerby around her. And considering that Hadrian was at Diamond— 

She really didn’t like that it had come to this. 

The red-haired woman felt her hands shaking. Even now, while in the middle of the day, walking through a crowded street, she felt fear grip her to the very bone— the pressure from its grasp caused her knees to go numb. It splashed over her like cold water, making her tremble at what was to come. 

War. 

And more than that.

Death. 

She didn’t want to see her friends die again. Edithe still remembered hearing Daniel break the news that her team had died. And it broke her. Revenge had not fixed her. It did not fill the void in her heart. 

Clenching her fist, Edithe took a few steady breaths, trying to calm herself. I need to relax. She had been asked by Paige to meet at the training grounds to tell her all about what happened in the meeting, but she did not want to think about that right now. 

They had not arranged for a specific time, and Edithe really needed some time to just breathe for a moment. And when a woman complimented her on the ruby pendant around her neck— the one Salvos picked out for her— then invited her into the cafe she was standing outside of to try one of the delicious coffees they had… 

Edithe decided it wouldn’t hurt to just give a quick taste test. Paige wasn’t impatient, after all. She was very easygoing and kind— although she would’ve teased Edithe for wasting time on coffee and not some good old-fashioned ale. 

So Edithe made her stop. She stayed for a little bit. Maybe fifteen minutes at most. She chatted with the waitress who Edithe was pretty sure was flirting with her. But she didn’t swing that way— although with how pushy some men were, she sometimes considered it. 

Then she took her leave. She started for the Valiant Dreamers training grounds, passing by the headquarters that looked worse for wear but at least wasn’t a pile of rubble on the ground. Then she reached the gates of the city. A familiar sight from the day before— but this time, it was day. 

And there was no smoke billowing in the distance. No burning headquarters. No rush. 

That was until Edithe saw the bloodied man stumble up to the front of the gates. The city guards gasped as the man— a trainee of the Valiant Dreamers Company sputtered, crying for help. 

“What’s wrong?” 

Edithe hurriedly asked, running up to him. However, she already knew the answer. She produced a healing potion and gave it to him quickly. The man— a young man, maybe in his early 20s— spoke, pointing back towards the training grounds. 

“A-attack—”

But she expected it. She had feared the worst. And Edithe ran. 

This time, she summoned Mistshard. This time, she was not going to be too late. The Greater Spirit appeared flying next to her, flapping her wings and soaring through the air. 

“Master, what do you need of him?”

“Mistshard— the Valiant Dreamers training grounds. Go there, now!”

She ordered her Spirit— her summon— to fly ahead of her. Maybe that would have left her vulnerable, but— 

“Stop those who are sieging it. Save anyone you can! Hurry!” 

Mistshard obeyed. She shot up above the canopy of trees lining either side of the dirt road leading to the small settlement. The place full of new recruits— low-leveled adventurers who had not seen true combat just yet. And Edithe continued cutting through the trees, trying to get there as soon as possible. 

By the time she arrived, Mistshard was already there. The [Elemental] was sending a hail of ice down onto a group of hooded individuals. Assassins? No— they had to be members of the Iron Champions Company, right?

Wrong. 

The hooded individuals sent a blast of poisonous gas up into the air, pluming it up towards the Greater Spirit, however, Mistshard managed to fly out of the way just in time. Edithe raised a hand and sent a bolt of lightning towards one of the hooded figures— the one closest to her. 

And the hooded figure fell dead in an instant, already injured…?
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Gold Rank? Or high-leveled assassins? But these assassins didn’t cloak themselves in the same shadow clothing the Harrowed Vindicators wore. Then who were they? 

Edithe didn’t know. All she knew was that there were half a dozen of them. And their attention was now turned to the lone Gold Rank adventurer and her summoned Spirit. 

One of the hooded individuals drew a crossbow and fired three bolts at Edithe. She took a step back, ready to dodge it, knowing full well that it was tipped with a dangerous venom. But the bolts doubled midair— then the shadows tripled. 

Her eyes widened as she watched the oncoming volley. She began preparing a barrier to intercept it— but would it be enough? 

Then a strong gust of wind blew the bolts aside, sending them flying back at the hooded individuals. Paige stumbled out of one of the damaged buildings nearby, wand raised with one arm and the other limply hanging on the side. 

“E-Edithe!” 

She exclaimed as Mistshard flew down once more, striking the hooded individuals with a blast of ice. They leapt back as Edithe ran to her friend’s side, sending regular Fireballs the way of the assassins to keep them busy. 

“Paige— what happened?” 

“These bastards— dozens of them— attacked us while we were in the middle of our lunch break. They didn’t discriminate, killing everyone they could. So many tried to fight back, but…”

Paige trailed off, glancing back slightly. Edithe’s eyes widened as she saw what was in the room the other [Mage] came out from. Bodies.

Littering the entire floor of the cafeteria were corpses. Members of the Valiant Dreamers Company, killed in a surprise attack. 

“Every single one of them was Gold Rank, at least. Two above Level 70, but they were taken down because we singled them out first.” 

Edithe hesitated. She reached into her Bag of Holding to grab a healing potion.

“Paige, I—” 

Mistshard was sent flying back by an explosion. One of the hooded individuals hurled bombs her way as another rushed forward, drawing two hidden blades and leaping up in the air. Edithe clicked her tongue and sent a spear made of ice at the jumping assassin as Paige fired her own spells at the way of the other assassins. 

She caught him mid-air, killing him—
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She leveled up. But she didn’t get the chance to even register the notification before a spray of acid came her way. Edithe managed to create a barrier just in time, but when the barrier dissipated, she stared. 

The woman beside her had been too slow. She had been casting spells too— fighting her hardest. But she had been injured. And now…

Paige’s skin was melting. She was writhing on the floor, screaming and clawing at her face. 

Edithe stared at her friend as she cried out in agony. And for a moment, she couldn’t move. She couldn’t react. Fear gripped her just as it did before. When Paul saved her. When he died. 

And another spray of acid came her way. She glanced up, still caught in a daze, stupidly staring— 

But a barrier of ice formed around her. A dome covered her entirely, breaking her out of her trance. Edithe stepped forward, not knowing where this protection came from— if it was Mistshard or someone else who had cast that. 

But she fumbled for the healing potion she held in her hand. She uncorked it and stood over her whimpering friend. 

Edithe began to pour it, begging, pleading that it would work. That it would bring back all the skin that had been lost. But all that showed was bones. The white ivory underneath a Human’s skin. 

The screaming face of a woman— a friend— on the skull that remained. 

Edithe stared at her friend’s corpse. At what Paige had become. Then she dropped to her knees, weeping. Blasts resounded behind her. Explosions. The sounds of battle. 

But she didn’t stop crying until it was over. When Baris undid his spell, receding the ice dome back into nothing. When he had killed the assassins that had sieged his training grounds, with the help of the [Ice Elemental]. 

He looked down at Edithe, crying on the floor, tears pouring out of her face, a deluge of rage within her heart. And she stared up at Baris, speaking through gritted teeth. 

“This.”

She said, meeting his gaze. 

“This can’t go on.” 

It was a statement. It was not a plea— it was clear what she meant. And Edithe knew that Baris agreed with her. They couldn’t hold out like this. 

That something had to change with them and how they approached the Iron Champions Company, or something else had to happen.


Something happened. 

Something else had happened. 

It wasn’t something that I didn’t like. I leveled up! However...
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“Hey! That was mine!” 

“What do you mean that was yours? It was chasing you down!” 

I scowled and stepped over the body of the large monster. 

“I was leading it on, so that I could finish it off with a Blazing Bolt. Their scales are tough!” 

“It was only Level 64. Just admit it, Salvos. You’re tired and hurt.” 

“So? You are too!” 

The Human man wiped the grime and dirt from his face— he wore a withered expression. The type he usually had when he hadn’t slept for a week. However, we had only been traveling through the Drakes’ territories for a few days. 

“That’s because you insisted we passed through here before going back. And unlike last time, we went straight past their Lair!”

I snorted and shook my head. 

“At least we didn’t attack it. They attacked us and chased us here.” 

“We didn’t attack it because there was that huge Level 90 Drake guarding it alongside a dozen others! We’d have died!” 

“Not if you used your [Hero’s Slash] on her while I distracted them with my [Title Skill: Zealous Call]! Then we’d have taken them out easily! But no— you chose to run instead.” 

I felt annoyed that we passed out on some good experience. It wasn’t our fault they got aggressive just because we came close. Even worse was how they chased us down even now, when we were far away from their Lair. 

Wild, I thought, glancing down at the corpse of the Drake. 

“Whatever.” 

Daniel muttered and walked ahead, arms crossed. 

“We’ll close to the roads now, Salvos. Then we’ll be heading straight back to Viechester.” 

“Fine!”

I huffed, following after him. He paused and turned back, facing me with an arched brow. 

“You know what that means, right?” 

I blinked. Then the realization hit me. 

“Aw— please, no.” 

“You have to, Salvos.” 

“But didn’t you hear what Lily said?” 

I petulantly stomped around him, throwing a fit like I often saw Human children do. Daniel just gave me a blank stare. Sighing, I stopped acting like a child— not because of him, but because Edithe had told me once before that I shouldn’t do that. 

Then I steeled myself and met the Human man’s gaze. 

“Fine.” 

Slowly, I felt my body shift. Pops resounded off my body— like short bursts of thunder. Or rocks being grounded into each other. And the world around me grew. 

I shrunk back down, no longer taller than my companion. My claws disappeared as my skin turned to a less pale color. More olive, but slightly white even still. 

Then I faced Daniel and spread my arms wide.

“Happy?” 

The Human man blushed and hurriedly faced away.

“What are you— not right now! Put on some clothes first!”

 

            
92. A Nice Feeling

                
“...How many times must I tell you to always wear clothes when you’re changing back to your Mortal Form?” 

“Uh…”

I tilted my head up, a single finger pressed up against my upper neck. Thinking for a moment, I began muttering to myself. 

“Well, the first time you did it was with Edithe. Then after Edithe left you told me to—”

“It was a rhetorical question.”

“Oh.”

I slowly lowered my hand and faced Daniel. Dressed now in the blue jacket he had given me and some pants I had procured from my bag, I was fully clothed, and the Human man was no longer the same color as a tomato. 

“Honestly, it’s a good thing you were still wearing that cloak. Even though it’s torn, it still covered most…”

He trailed off, blushing once more. Clearing his throat, Daniel walked ahead down the worn dirt path. 

“Anyways, just remember not to do that next time.” 

“Sure.” 

I opened my palms and shrugged, not really seeing what bothered him. I knew Humans liked wearing clothes, but I didn’t expect it to be such a big deal. Edithe mentioned something about decency— however, I didn’t think clothes would make me any less decent at fighting than I already was. 

The two of us were now heading back to Viechester. We had run into a bunch of Drakes— mostly because I wanted to see them briefly— and had to fight them off until we left their territory. I was pretty sure we could have taken on their Lair, but I decided we had no reason to attack it. 

Going back to Viechester was the most important thing in Daniel’s mind right now, especially after what we were told by Lily about that Archdemon in the Brilsum Ruins. Level 138. Uses illusion magic and curses.

Not to mention that he had an army of monsters with him too. 

So, the [Hero] wanted to go back to a Human settlement and warn people about this threat to Humanity. I wasn’t really as bothered by it as he was, but I could see why he would be concerned. 

If Belzu attacks Viechester while Edithe and Rachel are in it… The thought wasn’t a very nice one. It made me feel the same kind of worry I felt for Haec when he had been captured by Lucerna. 

Daniel came to a stop as the road split into two. He produced a map from his fake Bag of Holding and studied it for a moment. I peered curiously at the air around it— trying to see what kind of disturbance had been made with the mana threads in the air. 

Then I realized it was familiar. I opened my mouth and gasped. 

“That’s space magic!” 

Blinking, my companion turned to me. 

“Uh, what are you talking about?” 

“That.”

I pointed at his bag, then at him. 

“That’s not a Bag of Holding! And what you did just now to make that map appear… it’s the same kind of space magic Lily uses!” 

I stared at Daniel accusingly. He took a few steps back, raising his hands placatingly.

“Wait, I can explain—” 

I spoke over him.

“You’re not a [Hero], you’re a [Space Mage]! And you never told me!” 

Daniel paused. He gave a puzzled look. 

“Uh…”

“You’re not?”

I cocked my head. 

“No, I’m not.” 

Speaking flatly, the Human man made me deflate. 

“Oh… but I thought you’d have been able to send me back to the Netherworld…”

Slowly, I felt my shoulders sag. They lowered as if they were being pulled to the ground by some force— like that gravity thing Daniel tried to explain to me when he talked about that physics thing that one time.

He sighed.

“I never thought anyone would realize it, but… it’s a Dimensional Storage Unit.” 

“A what?” 

“Basically, it keeps things in a pocket dimension. A piece of space that’s shrunk down and held within an item. In my case, it’s this pen I have in my bag.” 

Daniel produced an ordinary-looking pen— the one I had used to sign my name onto the sheet the Adventurers Guild gave me. Other than being slightly decorated, I would have thought nothing else of it. But it was apparently something more. 

“So, if I just touch it, I can summon anything that I’ve stored inside of it. See?” 

A healing potion poofed into existence in my companion’s hand. I blinked a few times, confused at how that just happened. I had thought it was space magic earlier, but now that I knew what to focus on, it… wasn’t?

“And it’s not space magic.”

He confirmed it for me.

“Huh.” 

“Yeah, it’s dimension magic. Instead of changing reality entirely like opening holes in it, it just manipulates it slightly.” 

“How do you know so much about magic?” 

The Human man sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose as if he was remembering something terrible. 

“Well, I was, uh, tutored… about a lot of things… when I first came here.” 

“A lot of things?” 

I gave him a dubious look. He sputtered defensively. 

“Look, it was a lot of theory and almost nothing practical! If you want me to tell you exactly how big a block of banclite needs to be to repel a spell from a Level 100 [Fire Mage], I can tell you that without a problem!” 

“Sure.” 

For some reason, that one word only worked him up even more.

“Salvos, I know I haven’t been much help to you when it comes to going back to the Netherworld, but it’s only because that’s a very taboo subject. But if you needed help with anything else, I’m telling you, I would be a lot more useful!”

“I believe you.” 

I nodded and stopped. The two of us were now passing through a valley, having left a lightly forested area to cut through the mountains. The Motharis Mountain Range was vast, spreading out in high waves like an ocean, but with the right paths, we could cut travel time by a lot. 

Placing a hand on Daniel’s shoulder, I met his gaze and beamed. 

“I was just joking earlier. You’ve been a lot of help to me, Daniel. Thank you for that.” 

I spoke simply before turning back around and entering the valley. The Human man halted for a moment, averting his gaze before murmuring a few incoherent words and hurrying after me.

 

 

—--

 

 

Days passed as we made our way through the Motharis, taking just as long to return to Viechester as it did for us to get to the Brilsum Ruins. We weren’t in any particular rush, and while I could have been even faster if I traveled by myself, I wasn’t just going to leave Daniel here alone to fight off the various dangerous monsters that could kill us. 

“Watch out!”

 

 

Defeated [Flayer Vulture of Hunting - Lvl. 58]!

Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!

 

 

I struck down the massive, flying beast. My kusarigama’s chains dragged it straight down to the flaming bladed edge. It sheared the violet and red monster in half, spilling its blood all over the gray stone floor. 

I wiped a bead of sweat from my head and turned to Daniel reassuringly. 

“I saved you.”

“No, you didn’t. That monster wasn’t anywhere close to killing me.” 

The Human man sheathed his sword, sighing. I raised a brow. 

“Oh, yeah? Then I wasn’t anywhere close to dying to that Drake!”

“Are you still on about that? Ugh, fine. Yes, you saved me.” 

I beamed and raised my chin. 

“Praise me more!”

“What are you, a Fairy?” 

“No, I’m Salvos.” 

I cocked my head and gave him an innocent look. Daniel shook his head, walking forward and continuing down the steep decline. We had crested up to the top of a tall mountain, taking a shortcut that would lead us straight to the edge of the Motharis Mountain Range. Our presence had attracted a few Flayer Vultures. But they weren’t exactly the biggest threat to either of us. 

Descending the mountain’s side, I cast my gaze over the vast landscape beyond. We had reached the ever-changing biomes of the Motharis. There had been deep, orange canyons and peaking, snowy mountains juxtaposed with one another. There were vibrant, green forests and dull, gray wastelands leading into each other. 

But now, what I saw were plain, grassy flatlands, stretching out beyond the horizon, starting from where the hillocks and hills ended. A single road stabbed through the heart of the tumulous landscape, slicing a brown path through it and towards Human civilization. That was where we were headed. Although, we weren’t exactly as close to Viechester as we had been when we first entered the mountain range.

“Right now, we’re on the south side of the Motharis. When we came in, we went through the southwest. So it’ll take us a few days— maybe even a week— to get back to Viechester.” 

“Can’t we just run all the way back? I’m sure I can get there in less than a day!”

I raised an arm, flexing it like I saw some Human men did when trying to hit a woman. Or was it hit on a woman?

“Yeah, you could. But I couldn’t. And I’d rather not sprint all the way there, Salvos.”

“Didn’t you say we’re in a rush?” 

“Not exactly. We just have to bring this news back to the Adventurers Guild there. Or bring it to one in a town nearby. As long as word is spread about this Belzu, we’ve done our job.” 

“I… see.”

I had thought the [Hero] would be more concerned about directly stopping the evil Archdemon trying to amass an army of monsters— and he was, just not in the way I thought he would be. 

“What?”

He snorted as I gave him an odd look. 

“Did you think I’d be leading the charge to slay an Archdemon over 70 levels above me? I’m not an idiot. I’ll let the Diamond Ranks deal with that.” 

“So, we’re just going to be telling everyone about Belzu, then… what?” 

“Then you try and get your Class, I guess. There really isn’t much else to do.”

I frowned, stopping behind him as he took a few steps further down. He turned back and blinked. 

“What’s wrong, Salvos?”

“Don’t you want to do anything?” 

I asked the question which suddenly came to me; I should have thought about it sooner, but I just considered him to be my companion. But— 

“Are you really just happy with following me around like this?” 

Daniel frowned and rubbed at his chin. He seemed to ruminate over it for a moment, then raised his shoulders in a helpless shrug. 

“I don’t really know. I mean, what else is there for me to want? This isn’t my world. And I don’t actually have any friends here except for you and Edithe. So… yeah, I guess?” 

“Huh.” 

I peered at Daniel’s face, trying to see if he was maybe lying or not. There was no reason for him to lie, but I just wanted to make sure. He backed away when I got a little too close for his liking, then I nodded to myself. 

“What, Salvos?”

“It’s nothing. Let’s just go back for now.” 

I made the decision and pressed forward. The [Hero] from another world stared after me before catching up. We were right at the edge of the Motharis now. The landscape was getting flatter and flatter. The rocks and stone were being replaced by dirt and grass. 

A light forest of trees smoothened the transition from mountain to flatlands. But it was only a smattering. It lasted briefly— and it was here, we were attacked. 

“Hey, what’s that noise?” 

Daniel blinked. 

“What noise—” 

The ground shot open. It exploded into debris and dust, breaking into a large crater with a tunnel at the bottom. 

I grabbed Daniel and yanked him out of the way. I watched with wide eyes as a large monster burrowed its way to the top, casting its sweeping gaze at the forest around it. For a moment, I thought it would be a Centinel. But no— there would be no reason for a Centinel to be here. 

They were destructive monsters. And they would take aim at Human settlements or other monsters’ habitats. 

Instead, what I saw was a four-legged monster. One with sharp claws on its paws, each of them about as long as the finger they were attached to. Its palms were pink— and so was its long snout. The rest of its body was covered in gray fur, and it stared down at Daniel and me with beady, black eyes. 

[Musur Craver - Lvl. 82]

It was like a [Howre], but larger. 

“Wait, is that some kind of an evolution—” 

The [Musur Craver] struck down at us. It loomed over the treetops as tall as a Gatho Mammoth. Its crushing hands did more than just break open the earth, it cut it asunder. I leapt back and away from the attack, pulling Daniel with me. 

I glared up at the monster that attacked us without any provocation and yelled out. 

“If you want to fight, then fine! Daniel!” 

I turned to him. He drew his blade and nodded at me. 

“It’s a bit high leveled, but not so much compared to the Mindreapers. I won’t have to use my [Hero’s Slash], so I’ll just distract it, and you’ll take it down with a Blazing Bolt.” 

“Got it.” 

I began creating a bow of fire as the [Hero] charged out. The large Ground Craver— some sort of a derivative evolution of the [Howres] we fought in the Silkfall’s Crevice— struck down at him. He parried the attack, even when it nearly sent him flying. 

I focused not on the battle ahead of me, but instead only on the spell I was crafting in my hand. A Blazing Bolt. Or rather, a Refined Blazing Bolt. Would I be able to create one together with a bow, all by myself? 

I wasn’t sure. But I was going to give it a try. 

I felt the threads of mana weave together, forming an intricate design. A pattern of magic, forming a furious arrow. One with flame wisping out of its side, exuding an intensity that even I could feel. It was like my entire body was on fire— as if I had [Ignition] activated— and I watched as the ground just under my feet burned up ever so slightly. 

I raised the fire bow, holding within it the blinding, brilliant arrow. Daniel blocked another dangerous blow from the [Musur Craver]. He countered it by striking at its feet, cutting a deep wound into it. And it caused the monster to stumble. 

It fell forward, right as the Refined Blazing Bolt cut through the air. It pierced the skies and came flying at the [Musur Craver]. Its eyes widened as the bright light came closer and closer— until everything went dark.

 

 

Defeated [Musur Craver - Lvl. 82]! 

More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

 

The monster fell, its head blown open by the powerful spell. The attack drained a large amount of mana from me with each use. Sighing, I wiped my brows, swiping aside the beads of sweat forming there. 

“That…”

I panted, doubling over as Daniel walked back towards me. 

“Took a lot of mana.” 

“Tired already?” 

He laughed and offered me a hand. Gladly taking it, I straightened myself. The Human man turned around and stared at the body of the monster. 

“I wonder what pissed it off so badly.” 

“I don’t know. But it got what it deserved.” 

I spoke simply, walking past him. Daniel shrugged as we began to make our way out of the small grove of trees. Until the earth before us exploded once more. A [Musur Craver] crawled its way out of the ground and stared down at us. 

I opened my mouth. 

“Another one?!”

Apparently, I must have become a [Summoner] because my words brought the ground behind us up. A second [Musur Craver] loomed over us. Then a third. And a fourth. 

Daniel and I stood back to back, surrounded by the Level 80 monsters from all sides. He posed a question to me before the first monster decided to attack us. 

“So… how many more times can you use that Refined Blazing Bolt?” 

“Maybe a dozen more at most before I deplete myself.” 

“Then let’s hope there aren’t a dozen of them hiding below us.” 

“As long as there isn’t a Lair here… oh, who am I kidding. There probably is one.” 

“Right—”

The first [Musur Craver] came swinging down at Daniel and was sheared in half. Daniel’s sword stopped glowing, the [Hero’s Slash] instantly killing the powerful beast. 

“Well, I guess we better run then.” 

The two of us made a break for it. However, the monsters still tried to bar our path. More and more popped out around us, outnumbering even the trees we had left behind. I created Blazing Bolt after Blazing Bolt— not bothering to refine them to deal more damage. Because I didn’t have the time for it. And we ran, fighting, keeping the monsters back, slaying some of them. Until eventually...

 

 

Defeated [Musur Craver - Lvl. 85]! 

More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!

 

 

...

 

 

Defeated [Musur Craver - Lvl. 83]! 

More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up!

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 64] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 65]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up!

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 65] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 66]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!


Daniel and I escaped from the grove. Because the Human man wasn’t as fast as I was, I had to fight beside him, keeping him with me until we were clear from whatever Lair lay underneath the thicket of trees. 

The two of us exhausted every Skill we had or could use— there were so many of them. All of them over Level 80, and each of them powerful on their own. If they had been swarm monsters, I probably could have taken them all on my own. But they weren’t. 

So we fled and took dozens out until we reached the road we had seen. The dirt path that would eventually lead us to civilization, so far away from the undulating hills in the distance. 

Watching us from afar until we were nearly out of site, the [Musur Cravers] must have been very territorial, as they only burrowed back into the ground then. I remembered the [Queen Howre] I had fought— how she came after me just because I walked close to her Lair. 

They’re very aggressive, I mused as I picked myself off the ground. Daniel had been lying collapsed next to me too, but he was slower to get to his feet. The [Hero]’s [Endurance] was lower than mine. 

“That was dangerous. Why are there Platinum threat monsters hiding at the edge of the Motharis?!” 

Shrugging, I helped him up. 

“I don’t know. But we survived, see? And that’s all that matters!” 

“That was a bit too close of a call than I would have liked.” 

He murmured under his breath ungratefully. The two of us didn’t exactly escape unscathed. Especially Daniel. He had been clawed a few times by the [Musur Cravers]. Deep gashes ran through his body, although they were now closing up as the healing potion he drank took effect. 

The Human man tossed the bottle aside as I opened my hand. 

“What?” 

He gave me a blank stare. 

“Can I have one too?” 

“I only have one left, Salvos. And you were barely even injured.” 

“I was swatted aside!” 

“Once.” 

Daniel rolled his eyes. 

“And I’m pretty sure your Ring of Lesser Protection absorbed most of the damage for you.” 

“It did not!” 

I lifted up my hands for him to see. 

“I’m not wearing any artifacts right now, look!” 

“Wait, why didn’t you— isn’t that dangerous?” 

He gave me a worried look, but I just waved a hand off dismissively. 

“The Amulet of Strength and Ring of Lesser Protection keep running out of mana! I have to recharge them and that always takes a while. So I decided to only use them when necessary.”

“That’s risky, Salvos.” 

“Everything has a risk.” 

“You’ve said that already.” 

I crossed my arms and spoke simply. 

“It’s true.” 

“Well, I guess it’s safer now that we’re out of the Motharis. As long as we don’t run into any more nasty surprises like a group of Diamond threat monsters waiting for us further down this road.” 

Placing a hand on Daniel’s shoulder, I gave him a sorrowful look. 

“Then I’ll be sorry for your loss.” 

“Wait, you don’t plan on ditching me if that happens, right?” 

I started ahead, ignoring the man as he made sounds of protests. He followed after, slowly, and we continued on our way to Viechester. 

The road leading us through the plains eventually brought us to a heavily forested area. The trees here grew tall and proud— the vines reaching down from them covered the canopy above, almost blotting out the sun. And it only grew worse when the sun began to set, and I had to start a fire to light our way ahead. 

“Are you sure this is the way back to Viechester?” 

I asked Daniel, one hand held up, fire burning on it with my concentrated use of [Ignition]. He peered down at the map he held, frowning. 

“It is. And it was marked by Edithe— or whoever had this map before she gave it to us— as a safe spot. Other than a few animals here and there, it doesn’t have anything that could threaten even a team of Silvers.” 

“It certainly doesn’t look that way.” 

Glancing around the dark shadows around us, I felt less safe here than even when I was back in the Netherworld. At least there, I could see whenever a wild Demon made its approach. There could be anything hiding in the trees here, and I wouldn’t have known. 

“I think we can trust this map for now. I’m a bit… tired.” 

He exhaled deeply, leaning against a tree. 

“It’s been a long journey, Salvos. And if it says we’re safe, I say we trust it. I need to rest and [Rest] and sleep this pain away. Stamina potions help, but once their effects wear off, you get even more exhausted than before.” 

“I know that!” 

I scoffed. 

“I use them all the time. And they taste terrible!” 

“You think everything tastes terrible.” 

“But it’s true!”

The Human man slowly settled himself onto the ground. He placed his back against the tree from before and gave me a pleading look. 

“So, what do you say? Can we just stop here for the night? All my good Skills were used up, and my legs don’t want to move right now.” 

“Sure.” 

The two of us began setting up camp, and slowly, I felt the effects of [Rest] take over me. The General Skill still refused to level up— even after so much time had passed. And I didn’t think it was going to level up anytime soon. 

It was probably because of my use of healing, stamina, and mana potions. Whenever [Rest] washed over me, it was just as a supplement to what had already been recovered by the alchemical goods. 

Once the Human man was lying in bed and snoring, I began to distribute my Skill and Stat Points. Most of it went to [Agility] and [Wisdom] now— I no longer had to worry too much about my [Vitality] since I wasn’t in constant danger of being blasted by mind magic. 

 

Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)

Species: [Greater Demon] (Mortal Form - Human)

Subspecies: [Midday Changeling] - Lvl. 66

General Skills:

[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 4

[Identification] - Lvl. 5

[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1

[Racial Skill: Mortal Form] - Lvl. 2

[Rest] - Lvl. 3

[Title Skill: Zealous Call] - Lvl. 2

Stats:

[Available Stat Points: 0]

[Vitality]: 70 (+5) (-6)

[Strength]: 43 (+5) (-6)

[Endurance]: 65 (+5) (-6) 

[Wisdom]: 88 (+5) (-1)

[Agility]: 135 (+5) (-6)

Skills:

[Available Skill Points: 1]

[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 30 (Maxed)

 

[Charge of Embers] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Fire Strike] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Ignition] - Lvl. 5 (Maxed)

[Scorching Wave] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

 

[Self Haste] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)

[Passive - Deadly Instincts] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 5

 

All my Skills were maxed too. Only [Passive - Weapon Mastery] remained at Level 5. And while I had been neglecting it somewhat, I didn’t really think having the Skill maxed out would make too significant of a change. 

But I was going to max it out anyway; from what I had been told by Daniel and Edithe, Skills were likelier to be upgraded during a Class advancement if they were already maxed. It also helped you meet the requirements for rarer Classes— something which I was sure applied for evolutions and Subspecies as well. 

Then when I was finished, I did something different that night. I did not practice my [Advanced Mana Manipulation] as I usually did. I didn’t even switch between my Mortal Form and back to try and gain a level in it. 

What I did was… weird. 

Having spent a lot of my energy during the day fighting, traveling, and nearly dying, I decided to just… sleep. Or at least, I thought to try. 

I had passed out once before: I had fallen unconscious after escaping from Lucerna’s wrath when I first came to the Mortal Realm. So, it wasn’t really a stretch to assume that I could sleep. 

I leaned against a tree and closed my eyes. I normally would have kept watch throughout the entire night, but Daniel said it was safe here. And I was willing to take the risk if it meant I could get some brief reprieve. 

I lay there for what felt like forever, staring into the void with my eyes snapped shut. Until something began to take over me. I almost succumbed to a very serene, peaceful feeling. It felt like all my pain— all my worries and concerns— were fading away. It was a nice feeling. 

Then an inane thought broke me out of it. 

Is this what it’s like to be Human? It’s… nice.

I jerked up, glancing around in a panic. The voice— the words in my head— they were entirely mine. I knew I had thought of it myself when I was on the brink of losing my consciousness. But still, I feared for a moment that that had been mind magic. That something else had said that to me, trying to play a trick on me. 

Then I stared down at the palm of my hands— Human hands. I squeezed them shut and opened them. There were no claws. No natural weapons I could use to hurt my enemies. A [Fire Strike] from a punch delivered far less damage than what a [Fire Strike] from claws would inflict. 

And I had penalties for being in my Mortal Form. Maybe if the Racial Skill continued to level, they would be gone, but right now, I was far weaker like this than in my Demon form. No— not Demon form. Just as Salvos.

But I had thought being a Human was nice. The thought shook me. I didn’t like it at all. 

I reflexively clenched my fist, turning it into a ball. If I had done that with claws, I probably would have stabbed myself. If I wasn’t careful. 

Sighing, I rested my back once more against the tree trunk behind me. My head tilted up, towards the sky— there was a clearing in the leaves above. A small hole that revealed the darkling skies above. 

I stared at the stars. The beautiful, twinkling dots were littered through the black canvas, staining it with light. They were so numerous. So pretty. 

It was nothing like the Netherworld. The bland, bleak world I had been born in. I had no reason to go back there other than to find Haec. So, what was wrong with just pretending to be a Human here? 

I scratched my head, trying to claw those thoughts away.

“...am I thinking this because of what Lily said?” 

I had been a little bit bothered since I met the Fairy. I wasn’t sure why, but the encounter with her, while nice, left me feeling uncomfortable for days. And now, I was starting to realize why I felt uncomfortable.

I shook my head, trying to clear my mind. I stared up at the night sky, not thinking about anything. Just mesmerized by the beautiful sight. 

Then, I blinked. My eyes narrowed. I saw something moving. There was a fissure in the portrait. The static scene became dynamic, as a blur ran through it. A blur— smoke? 

I stood up, looking at the plume of smoke running through the air. That’s a lot of smoke, but… small smokes? Climbing up a nearby tree to get a better view, I cast my gaze to the horizon, in the direction where the various trails of fumes marked the sky. 

Dozens of torches lit up the edge of the forest. Orange lights that revealed figures that had just entered from the pathway we came from. And they were coming closer. Straight at us.

“...Huh. Should I wake up Daniel and tell him about this?” 

            
93. Stand and Fight

                
Something had to happen. 

Something had to be done. 

But their hands were tied. The Iron Champions Company had planned this for months. They had prepared for this, devoting as many resources as they could to carry out this plan. They wanted to cripple the Valiant Dreamers Company, and they were willing to use any underhanded trick to achieve it. 

Did anyone expect them to go this far— just because the Valiant Dreamers Company had sabotaged a few of their monopolized Dungeons? Perhaps assassins should have been expected. That Baris was poisoned was a failure on the part of every member of the Valiant Dreamers Company. 

But everything after that— the sieges, the attacks, the massacres. It was not out of the incompetence of their company. It was because the Iron Champions Company were even more vindictive, cruel, and evil than Edithe had thought. 

Or, at least, that was what she was telling herself. 

Starting a war over this? The red-haired woman shook her head, then felt her fists tighten to a ball. Killing my friends over a stupid Dungeon? If someone had warned Edithe a few months ago that this would happen just because a map over a high Silver Rank Dungeon was stolen, she would have laughed in their faces. 

But this was the reality. The Iron Champions Company had unofficially declared war. And the moment the Valiant Dreamers Company made it official, they would have been assaulted on all fronts. 

“The corpses of the assailants of the training grounds have been identified, and we’ve determined that these were assassins. They were not affiliated with the Iron Champions Company in any way, other than a possible contract between the two right now.” 

“But didn’t you say that the Iron Champions Company themselves were the ones attacking us?” 

A voice spoke over Hadrian. Jeremy— a Platinum Rank adventurer whom Edithe was acquainted with. He pointed an accusing finger at the leader of the Valiant Dreamers. 

“We had switched up our guards for the training grounds. We thought that the ones attacking us would be adventurers, not assassins. If we had known that, we would’ve kept Ian on duty that day!” 

“We assumed, from the information we had, that everything that had happened so far was the work of only the Iron Champions Company. But now we know that they’re also hiring outside forces to kill our members. That was a mistake on my part, and I apologize for it, Jeremy.” 

“What about these assassins then?” 

Another person spoke up. This time, it was someone Edithe was less familiar with. A Gold Rank by the name of Mariah. She wore a scowl on her face like it was the shawl around her neck. A [Summoner] at around the same level as Edithe, the two should have been friends or at least known each other better. 

But unfortunately, she never stuck around the company often. 

“Could they be those assassins you antagonized? By letting that girl stay with us, you’ve loosed that pack of dogs, the Harrowed Vindicators, on us!” 

Edithe felt her jaw clench, mostly to keep herself from speaking up. She was not in the best of moods right now, and she was using every bit of willpower she had to keep herself from slapping that woman across the face. Leave Rachel out of this. 

But Hadrian spoke for her, a calm and collected voice of reason that almost made him resemble his father.

“We’ve checked with every contact we have. None of those assassins that attacked us have ever been associated with the Harrowed Vindicators. We’re still not sure if they’re even part of a group or individual assassins the Iron Champions Company hired, but we know for a fact this wasn’t the Harrowed Vindicators’ doing.” 

Mariah sat back, murmuring a complaint under her breath. Hadrian swept his gaze around the room— it wasn’t a formal meeting. Not like the one Edithe had been in just yesterday. It was to alleviate the concerns and questions anyone would have had about what was currently happening and what could possibly happen in the future. 

“Any other questions?” 

Hadrian asked, waiting for a response. When none came, he nodded and placed his hands on the table. 

“Then we’re done for the day. If you have further worries, don’t be afraid to speak up. We’re the dreamers. Don’t forget that.” 

The room slowly emptied out. The Silver, Gold, and even Platinum Ranks streamed out of it, pouring out into the Adventurers Guild below. The ones who attended had mostly been members of the Valiant Dreamers who weren’t actually as attached to their cause or the company itself. A few, like Jeremy and Edithe, were part of the core group. But the rest were those who only signed up for the benefits provided by the company, doing the bare minimum to stay a member. 

Edithe, however, stayed behind. Hadrian turned to face her, raising a brow. 

“You have a question, Edithe?” 

“I… do.” 

She felt apprehension seize her momentarily— the doubt and uncertainty of the others from earlier made her second guess whether she should speak now. Hadrian was swamped with those who had been completely caught off-guard by what was happening, demanding something to be done, as though he had known this was going to happen. 

The truth was, everyone had been taken by surprise by the current events. Even Baris and Hadrian were no exception. So, Edithe felt bad for speaking out against their decisions, but she felt that it was the right thing to say. 

“This can’t go on, Hadrian.” 

Her words were simple, straight to the point. The leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company paused. He peered closely at her, not saying anything. Then he nodded. 

“I know.” 

She blinked, seeing how empathetic he was to her cause. To the anger she was feeling. Paige. Edithe stepped forward, one hand forming a fist as the other gestured vaguely behind her. 

“Then why aren’t we doing anything about it? This is war. That was what Gabriel had said from the start. Why are we just sitting around, letting them cut us down like lambs to the slaughter?!” 

Catching her breath, Edithe realized she was yelling. She backed up, quickly murmuring an apology. 

“I… sorry.” 

“No, you’re right.” 

Hadrian sighed. The leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company— still so young and inexperienced— took a seat and rubbed at his temples.

“I agree with you, Edithe. However, I agree with my father as well. What he’s saying— the fact that the Iron Champions Company has planned such a long time for this— it puts us at a severe disadvantage. Any move we make will result in casualties. But I don’t think we should let them act as they please either.” 

“But your father, Baris, thinks we shouldn’t strike back.” 

“No. He thinks we should hold out. We have allies. People who will support us in covertly fighting against the Iron Champions Company. But those are far and few amongst the pull we could get if we officially declare war.”

“Then why don’t you declare war?” 

Edithe stared at him. The tired man. One who was backed up into a corner with nowhere else left to go. He could either lash out first or stand on guard for the enemy to strike. Both would result in getting beaten and hurt. But which would result in a victory? 

“Dad thinks that we’d minimize the risks if we hold them off. That the attrition we’d suffer from many small attacks would be far less than the death toll from a full-scale assault. That’s why he wants me to hold off in declaring war.” 

“But he’s not the leader of the company, is he?” 

Hadrian’s head snapped up. He met the red-haired woman’s gaze, her fiery red hair burning like the anger in her heart. Was she being reckless by suggesting this? Was this the same as what happened with Lucerna and her team? No— back then, we charged in when no one in our team was hurt. Now, it’s different. Paige was dead.

And so many others too. 

“You’re the leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company. No matter what Baris says, he can’t stop you from pushing your weight as our leader and declaring war.” 

“But… he wouldn’t approve of that.” 

“Because he disagrees with your judgment.” 

Turning her head to face the window, Edithe saw the sun standing high in the sky. It was still afternoon. In fact, it was barely even noon. The day had just begun, and so many things had already been done. Things had been busy. It proved how productive one could be if they really put in their all to something. 

“He thinks that declaring war is reckless. And despite disagreeing with him, you trust him. Because you believe in him.” 

“Yes. I’m still inexperienced, Edithe.” 

The blond man cast his gaze to an open palm. He clenched it and spoke through gritted teeth. 

“This all happened with me as the leader of the company. It never happened with him. He knows more than me, so I have to trust him.” 

“Then why not trust the Baris that made you the leader, Hadrian?”

Edithe faced him. She met his eyes, speaking confidently, knowing that she was right. 

“He entrusted you with this job. Talk to him. Tell him why you think he’s wrong. And make preparations for war. I’m sure if you do that, Baris will see your point and concede.” 

“But—”

“Hadrian.”

She cut him off and spoke not out of anger or fear, but from the passion and certainty that had been cradling in her heart. 

“This cannot go on.” 

The young man looked at her. At the truth she was saying. And he slowly nodded. 

“You’re right.” 

He acceded. 

“I will talk to him.” 

Hadrian got up and started out of the door. A small smile spread across Edithe’s face but was quickly stymied from knowing what was to come next. It would be war. And that was not something she was looking forward to. 

Stopping right at the doorway, he glanced back at her. Conviction on his face. The plan he must have had been fostering secretly ready to be unleashed. 

“And call every Gold Rank adventurer to be back at the headquarters by tonight. Every Silver to the training grounds. I’ll have the Platinums be split up personally. Gabriel will be with the Silvers, so don’t worry about them.” 

“Wait, tonight? Why?” 

“Because—”

He stepped out into the hallway, turning away from her. 

“We’re going to be declaring war. Tomorrow.”

 


 

I watched as the dim torches in the distance drew closer. The smoke from the flames filled the night horizon, breaking free from the layer of treetops ahead. They were small, thin lines reaching out to the sky, and I probably would not have noticed them if not for how numerous they were. 

Various people were coming at us. People who were making their move in the middle of the night. That set of an alarm in my head. The Harrowed Vindicators?

Hopping down from the tree and landing next to Daniel with a soft thud, I immediately shook the Human man awake. He rubbed at his eyes, groggily looking up to face me.

“Huh— what? Is it morning already?”

“No. You’ve only been asleep for an hour.” 

He clicked his tongue and snapped his eyes shut. 

“Salvos, I know you don’t like—”

“It’s not that!”

I spoke hurriedly. One of my companion’s eyelids slowly reclined back up— he met my gaze and sighed. 

“Is it urgent?” 

“Yes.”

“...Am I allowed to sleep for five more minutes?”

I paused, tilting my head back up. I saw the fumes in the distance, getting closer. Then I shook my head. 

“Probably not.” 

Daniel pulled himself up, drawing himself awake with a deep breath. A labored breath. He grimaced, placing a hand on his knees. 

“Ouch— I think I might need a bit more healing potion if we’re going to get into a fight. I’m still not fully recovered from earlier.”

“We should run.”

I spoke simply, stopping him from summoning a vial of the red liquid. I lowered his hand down and grabbed his stuff. 

“I think it might be the Harrowed Vindicators.” 

“The— the bounty hunters?”

I cocked my head. 

“I thought they were assassins.”

“Same thing.” 

He immediately collected his items— quickly sweeping up the campsite of everything important— and stored it in his Dimensional Storage Unit. I watched as his bedroll, his flask of water— everything— vanished the moment he laid a hand on them. 

“I want one.” 

“I’ll get you one. But later.” 

Sheathing his sword onto his side, the Human man turned to meet me. The two of us nodded. 

“Let’s go. Now.” 

And we were off. In the darkness, under the thick canopy of trees, blocking the dim light from the stars and moon above. We moved quickly and swiftly, darting around the thickets barring our path. I could have moved faster on my own, but Daniel was my companion.

I wasn’t just going to leave him alone. 

I held onto his hand, pulling him forward so he could run just a little faster. I also kept an eye locked onto the approaching lines of smoke. They were slowly getting further and further away. They probably had no idea we had already begun getting a move on. 

If they did, they would have picked up their pace— which they weren’t doing. So that gave me some confidence. I whispered to Daniel’s ear as he and I walked out into a small clearing in the forest. 

“Think we should hide?” 

Gesturing at some nearby hills peaking over the treetops, I continued. 

“There are probably some holes or caves we could wait in. Maybe stay there for a day or two until we recover all our Skills, stamina, and mana.” 

Daniel grimaced as I proposed the idea. He slowly shook his head and looked at me apologetically. 

“I don’t think that’s a good idea. If they’ve come after us this far, they probably have some kind of tracking Skills or artifacts that would lead them to us no matter what. We should just keep going.” 

“But if they can track us down, won’t they keep following us?” 

“Maybe. But as you said, I’d rather not fight them until I’m back at a hundred percent.” 

The two of us were still exhausted from the day’s events. I was less so than Daniel, but if this really was the Harrowed Vindicators coming after us once again, I didn’t think we’d be able to take them on until both of us were ready to fight. 

Although, both of us have leveled since our last clash with them… I glanced back up above the canopy of trees. The smoke was indeed coming in our direction once again. They really did have some way to track us down. 

I turned back to Daniel and made another suggestion. 

“Shouldn’t we at least have a look at them first? If they’re the same level as last time—” 

“They won’t be.” 

“Why not?”

I cocked my head. 

“They just won’t. Trust me.” 

He seemed so certain. So certain that I decided to just trust him. 

“Fine.” 

Spinning back around, I activated [Self Haste] and swept Daniel off his feet. He sputtered as his arms waved in the air. 

“What are you doing?!”

“I’mgettingusoutofhereasfastasIcan!”

“...what did you say? Speak slower—” 

And I ran. 

I dashed forward, zipping into and through the trees. Even while carrying him, I moved faster than I would have from dragging him along and running. I had [Self Haste] activated, after all. I was not only faster, but my senses were sharpened. 

I ran over the roots that stuck out of the ground and threatened to trip me. I dodged around the groves that grew so dense wouldn’t have fit in it. I even avoided stepping on the fallen branches from the trees, careful not to leave anything behind that could let our pursuers follow after us. 

I became like the leaves in the wind. The breeze carried me forward— did I know where I was going? Absolutely not. And yet, that only served to help us. 

If we didn’t know where we were going, our pursuers wouldn’t either. Their tracking Skills had to end, eventually. 

Right?

 

 

—--

 

 

Day came. The sun rose over the horizon. My [Self Haste] had run its course hours ago. And Daniel protested me carrying him ‘like a princess’ so I let him run by my side on his own. I’d like to be carried like a princess, was the inane thought I didn’t say to him at the time. 

We continued fleeing our pursuers. We made our way out of the dark and dimly lit forest, cutting into relatively clear and open flatlands. Then back to another forest. An entire day passed— the sun began setting low into the sky— before we even stopped for a brief reprieve. 

Exhaustion was beginning to set in once again. Without any stamina potions to use, we had to rely only on [Rest] to recover. But that would not have been enough. The only reason we dared to take a break was that our Skills were ready now. His Skills, specifically. 

We waited for a bit. Just to see if we were still being hunted down, even after all the running we did. And when the dome of light overhead changed into a dome of darkness, we saw the little kindlings of flame pop up in the distance. And we got up and began to move again. 

“There are dozens of them. More than the last time.” 

“Even if they’re all Gold, we can take them.”

I spoke confidently, even as I followed him under the blanket of leaves. 

“My worry is that they aren’t all Gold, Salvos. That they’re all Platinum. Do you think we’d be able to take them on then?” 

I chewed my lower lip, uncertain. 

“...Maybe?” 

“Then what if there’s a Diamond too? Someone as powerful as Belzu.” 

“That’s not possible!” 

I stopped mid-step. The Human man whirled around as I crossed my arms. 

“Lily was Level 103, and she’s a Fairy that’s lived for thousands of years! A weird Human can’t possibly surpass her in only a few decades!” 

“Well, you’re a weird Demon who has surpassed many Humans and Spirits and Demons in only… what, two, three years?”

“Three years.” 

I corrected him. He raised his shoulders in a shrug. 

“It’s possible, and while not likely, it’s possible.” 

Trudging on, the [Hero] spoke in a grim voice. Also, in English. 

“Unfortunately, you have to fear the worst in these kinds of situations. I knew someone once. She always said it was better to be safe than sorry. That was her favorite catchphrase that she never followed. Still, I’d rather not die from a fight we can avoid.” 

I groaned— partly because I didn’t expect the change in language. However, since he kept to English the entire time, I understood what he said without a problem. Even if it was a little bit jarring. 

“But it’s not something we can avoid, Daniel. They’re going to keep coming after us. And we’re going to keep running. We have to fight.” 

“No, we don’t. If we can lose them—”

“We can’t lose them.” 

I was vehement about it. They had been following us for an entire day. Even after I had run as fast as I could with Daniel in my arms, they never once lost track of us! 

“Daniel, if they were really as high leveled as you think, why couldn’t they just catch up to us right now? If they were stronger than us, at least one of them has to be faster than you.” 

“I…” 

He bit his tongue, unsure how to respond. I glanced back— at the trails of smoke that were still far away but getting closer. 

“Isn’t it possible then that they’re just waiting for the best time to attack us, when we’re exhausted after you’ve lost days of sleep? Or worse, leading us to a trap?” 

His eyes grew as I continued, creating a kusarigama and twirling its sickle in my hand. The blue flames from my Skill lit up the forest around us, just barely. It let us see our surroundings better, even if it let others spot us better too. 

“That’s… unlikely.”

“But it’s possible.” 

I turned around, sweeping my gaze through the trees until it landed in the direction of our pursuers. 

“They’re going to reach us anyway. We’re going to have to fight them. I saw we do it while we can both face them at our best— before we’re both tired and unable to put up a fight.”

My companion stayed silent for a moment. Just a moment. Were my words persuasive? Did I make a good argument? I was not well versed in Human interaction, but I knew Daniel. And I knew he would agree with me. 

His answer came a split second after I took a step forward, already prepared for battle.

“I guess you’re right—”

There was a flicker. My eyes snapped to the left, and I leapt back. 

“Daniel—”

But I was too slow. The crossbow bolt struck the Human man across the chest. It sent him flying back, as I reached out to grab him, the impact stronger and harder than even a blow from a [Musur Craver]. 

The world slowed around me. I blinked and everything grew dim for an eternity. Then my head turned at a glacial pace towards the source of the attack. 

At the shadowed figure hiding with the trees. No— not figure, figures.

A dozen figures surrounded my downed companion and me from all sides. They wore hoods over their faces— a dark cloak that obscured their entire body. Weapons were already drawn, a battle already instigated. They had just arrived, and they attacked us instantly.

There was no hesitation behind their actions. That was what assassins did. Bounty hunters hired to hunt down a [Hero]. 

The Harrowed Vindicators. 

 

            
94. Declaration and Introduction

               
“Yes, Hadrian wants you all to gather in the headquarters by tonight. He has an important announcement to make.” 

Harper looked at Edithe with narrowed eyes. 

“An important announcement? With almost no warning? Don’t tell me—”

“I don’t know.” 

The red-haired woman spoke simply. She turned her gaze to the rest of Harper’s team— a Gold Rank team. They all wore nervous looks on their faces. The possibility of what was to come struck fear into the hearts of every single one of them.

“Just be prepared for the worst, alright?” 

With the missive sent, Edithe took her leave, not bothering to listen to the speculations and worries Harper and her team might have had. Because the truth was— Edithe lied. She knew exactly what the announcement was about. But she couldn’t say it here. Not in public where there could be an Iron Champions spy around any corner. 

Edithe passed the message on to numerous other teams. Some, like Harper, who heard it took it with fear. But others were prepared, or even excited, for it. 

“Does this mean we can finally show those Iron Champion bastards what we’re made of? I had been tired of sitting around and letting them do whatever they want! Has Hadrian finally talked some sense into Baris?”

Celine eagerly pressed her face up against Edithe, grasping at her hands. Edithe gently pushed the Platinum Rank adventurer back and shook her head. 

“I do not know.” 

“Fine! But I know you’re aware of more than you let on.” 

Edithe simply smiled and shook her head. 

“I am as unaware as you, Celine.” 

“Hah, of course, you are! Well, that doesn’t change the fact that we can finally teach those assholes a lesson.” 

Pretending to ignore the comment and excuse herself, Edithe couldn’t help but mentally agree with the rowdy Platinum Rank woman and her team. They were a group of all-[Warriors], rough but caring. And what had been happening over the past few days must have infuriated them even more than it did Edithe.

“Hey, Edithe.” 

Celine spoke up as the red-haired woman exited the bar. Edithe turned back slightly, raising a brow. 

“Did you need something?” 

“Take care of yourself, alright? Don’t push yourself too hard.” 

Edithe blinked and rubbed at her eyes. Did she look that tired? She definitely did not get enough sleep the night before, the horrors of helplessly seeing Paige’s death ingrained in her mind. 

Celine continued, snapping Edithe’s gaze back up. 

“And don’t worry, we’ll get you your revenge.” 

“R-right. Thank you.” 

Nodding respectfully, Edithe hurriedly left the Platinum Ranks alone. There was so much she still had to do, after all. She had to speak with Rachel— tell the girl that she probably wouldn't be able to visit for a while. But also… 

We’ll get your revenge.

The sweet words resounded in her head, almost drawing her to it like a bee to honey. The nectar of killing the one you hated— the vindication from it— was something she had already tasted. And she realized, after Lucerna’s death, a simple thing. 

I still feel so… empty.

 

 

—--

 

 

Edithe found the hardest one to speak to that day was not the Platinum, Gold, or even Silver Ranks. But a little girl. 

Rachel had not acclimated to the temple well. William said that the only time she would speak was when Edithe visited the Sanctum of Elements. And when Edithe had to break the news that she wouldn’t be visiting anymore because of reasons she could not explain, Rachel did not cry. The girl spoke with a small voice but loud enough that it broke Edithe’s heart. 

“Oh… you’re abandoning me too?” 

Edithe had tried to reassure Rachel that that wasn’t the case. But she knew Rachel didn’t believe her. Even after an hour of trying to play with the doll, Princess, with her, Edithe knew Rachel was still sad. That the smile Rachel put on was a false one. 

But the Gold Rank adventurer had a job to do. She had a company to fight for. So, she eventually had to leave. 

Returning to the headquarters of the Valiant Dreamers Company, Edithe found that everyone had gathered as she had instructed. The Golds and Platinums gathered here, while the Silvers were on the training grounds. Edithe wasn’t worried about the Silvers even though they were the weakest, since Gabriel and a few other Platinums like Jeremy were already there with them. 

What she was worried about was the reaction to the news that was about to be broken. 

Baris arrived in the hall first. He waited at an elevated stage with his arms folded, clearly not pleased, but not unhappy either. Then when Hadrian came a little later, the older man activated his spells. 

Wards were put up around the room, a barrier powered by a Platinum Ranked adventurer. When that happened, all the whisperings— all the susurrations— stopped. Heads turned to face Hadrian as he seriously addressed the room. No more speculations. 

“We have decided.” 

Hadrian spoke simply. Edithe raised a brow at his choice of an opening but waited for what else he had to say. 

“For the past few days, our company has been attacked. Our members have been killed unjustly. And we have decided— no more.”

Taking a deep breath, Hadrian swept his gaze across the room. Edithe heard voices begin to break out— questions— but the leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company continued first, speaking over them. 

“We had thought that it would be best for us to hold them off. Win a battle of attrition. This was a siege they couldn’t win, especially when we could hit back with our own allies. But they’re not just sieging us— this is already a full-frontal assault!” 

His words sounded like they would be said by one in anger. But his voice didn’t reveal any of it. Because he was calm. This was not retaliation out of anger. It made sense… right?

“There is nothing covert about this. They’re doing everything they can to draw us out from our shell, to declare war on them. As if they think we’re afraid of what they could do to us. Well, even if they’ve prepared for this for months, we’re the Valiant Dreamers Company. We shall not stand idly by as the weak are bullied by the strong. Especially if it’s our own dreamers.”

Hadrian’s voice grew quiet. And he sighed deeply, finishing his speech as he spoke through gritted teeth.

“So, we have decided to make it official. No more hiding. Tomorrow, we shall fight.”

It was so sudden. After talking about waiting and biding their time for the past few days, why the sudden shift in plans? Was it bad leadership from a new leader? It should have been jarring. Edithe thought there would have been a backlash to it. But instead, there were voices of agreement. Then there was a cheer. 

Edithe straightened as she stared at the crowd of Gold and Platinum Ranks throwing their support behind Hadrian. Baris seemed approving too. Even if his son went against his judgment, his judgment had chosen him to be the leader. And making decisions based on what one thought was best was part of being a leader. 

Slowly, Edithe leaned back against the wooden pillar next to her. It was covered in runes, enchanted to now be more durable against fire. Only a single thought crossed her head as she cast her gaze to the ceiling above.

It’s time then. Let’s hope this works out.

And when the morning came, the leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company went to the Adventurers Guild himself. The Diamond Ranked adventurer left with no one, making the declaration for all the companies and even the Sunmere Republic to hear. 

“The Valiant Dreamers are at war with the Iron Champions Company!”


The Harrowed Vindicators. They were the assassins, the bounty hunters, the ones hunting after us. They had chased Daniel and me down from just beyond the Motharis, to where we stood now. The tall mountains were barely even a speck in the distance at this point— they were so far away that it would take me a few hours to run there, even at full speed. 

We had made a good headway towards Viechester before being interrupted. And now they had caught up. 

My companion lay collapsed on the ground, having been struck by a crossbow bolt with enough force to send him flying back. And the others were readying their weapons against me. But… how did they catch up to us so quickly? We had not slowed down for more than a minute to talk. Why were they already here? 

It must have been a distraction. 

They had been setting this trap to catch us, leading us like we were a horde of monsters and they were a Mindreaper. We couldn’t flee anymore. There was nothing else we could do. 

Nothing but to stand and fight.

I raised my kusarigama, waiting for the first assassin to make their move. They moved in the shadows— they were like shadows. Stalking around me, the Harrowed Vindicators prepared to strike. 

There was the sound of metal being pulled. A crossbow being reloaded. My head snapped to the side— 

And a bolt of lightning came crashing down on me. 

[Charge of Embers] carried me straight to the Harrowed Vindicator with the crossbow. His eyes grew wide as I identified him, mere moments before bringing the flaming sickle down. 

[Archer - Lvl. 65] 

He was only at Gold. Not even a Platinum threat. 

My kusarigama broke his crossbow in half and embedded deep into his chest. He backed away from me. I heard spells being loosed my way, knives being thrown and footfalls moving in a rush, but I did not turn my attention to them. 

The chains from my kusarigama yanked the man towards me. I leapt up into the air as the assassin collided with the volley of attacks coming from his companions, the notification in my head resounding, confirming his death.

 

 

Defeated [Bloodscarred Hunter - Lvl. 65]!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

 

My gaze swept around the surroundings, at the other enemies who were closing in on me. But I caught a glimpse of a bright light. A flash. It drew mine and the Harrowed Vindicators’ attention for a moment. 

Because it had struck down two of them. 

Daniel stood up as the glow around his sword faded away. The assassins standing closest to him had dropped dead. He pulled the crossbow bolt out of his chest— no blood spilling out of where it struck. I recognized the Skill— the one that made his skin like iron. 

“Daniel!”

I called out to him and sent a [Scorching Wave] at the closest Harrowed Vindicator. They buzzed back, keeping a small distance from the fire but hovering around it like flies. 

Landing next to him, I activated [Ignition], and my body grew ablaze. The fire revealed the shadows stalking around us in the trees, keeping their distance as my companion and I stood back-to-back. He glanced over at me and nodded.

“Sorry for scaring you like that.”

“It’s fine— I’m just glad you’re alive.” 

I smiled his way. He paused, then gripped the hilt of his blade with two hands. 

“Thanks. They really caught us by surprise, didn’t they?” 

“But now they’re nervous and staying back.” 

Identifying the assassins closest to me, I found that most of them were Level 60. It had not been like what Daniel feared— none of them were even close to the Diamond level. Only one had been above Level 70, and he was keeping his distance, watching us warily. 

I took a step forward, widening my stance as I held the sickle of my weapon in one hand and the chains in the other. 

“They don’t seem to be that tough, huh? Well, you guys attacked us, didn’t you? Come on!” 

I snarled— then realized I was talking in the voice of a Human woman. And it honestly wasn’t that threatening. 

Maybe I should change back. The thought crossed my mind before a ball of darkness enveloped Daniel and me. 

Blinking, I whirled around to try and find the [Hero]. But he was nowhere to be seen. This was shadow magic. Just like what Ignavare had. But it had been used to block our vision. 

I took a few steps back as I heard no sounds either. Only my [Deadly Instinct] was yelling at me, telling me to flee this sphere. And I did. 

[Self Haste] took over me as I sped forward, breaking free from the dome of magic. Spells and projectiles were being slung into the dark dome, the assassins blasting as blindly into it as we had been inside of it. My eyes snapped over at the caster. 

It had been the Level 70 assassin. He was a [Mage], and the reason he had been staying back was clear— He’s weak, take him out! 

I flung the chains of my kusarigama his way, but more Harrowed Vindicators barred my path. One of them tried rushing me, a knife in hand. But… 

I grinned, stepping over the decapitated body. 

“Who’s next?” 

The rest stayed back, and a volley of arrows came my way. But they moved slowly. So slowly. I was already halfway towards them when the first blast resounded behind me. I moved amongst the assassins, faster than they ever could be. I danced with my kusarigama, twirling and spinning with the grace of a princess, cutting down those that dared approach me. 

At some point, Daniel had burst out of the darkness, bleeding slightly but not having taken too much damage. We had just come from a Platinum Rank Dungeon. We had fought Mindreapers and powerful [Cultists]. A powerful Archdemon had set its sight on us too, and we had escaped. 

These assassins were like nothing to us. They were trained to kill, not to fight. Each of them— whether they were [Warriors], [Mages], [Archers], [Rogues], or something else— had focused on their speed and attack power above all else. But unfortunately for them…

I’m the fastest and strongest one here!

Swinging my fiery weapon wildly, I held onto its chains and let the sickled edge tear apart those that came close. They moved, ebbing and flowing, trying to close the distance but failing each time. And if I was like a wild cyclone, Daniel was an immovable rock. Each assassin that rushed at him was squished onto the surface of the hard stone, their blood coating his long sword. 

[Charge of Embers] brought me next to the [Mage] with the shadow magic. He looked up at me in fear as I brought my kusarigama up, limned by the sliver of moonlight above. He tried to fight back. 

A magical barrier surrounded him as dark tendrils gripped at my feet. But I burned my [Ignition] at my legs, concentrating the hot flames to keep away the shadow. I landed [Fire Strike] after [Fire Strike] against him. 

He tried to back away, casting his magic against me. Offensive spells and defensive spells alike. But it wasn’t enough, and he fell too.

 

 

Defeated [Hiddenblade Rogue - Lvl. 64]!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!

 

 

...

 

 

Defeated [Master of Penumbra - Lvl. 78]!

More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!

 

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up!

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 66] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 67]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up!

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 67] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 68]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 



Daniel had been afraid of what would happen once the Harrowed Vindicators caught up to them. He had thought they would have sent Platinums, Diamonds, maybe even Elites! 

But all that came were another group of Golds, led only by a single Platinum. And they were dispatched with ease. The [Hero] and the Demon fought side by side, aiding each other, complementing each other. 

He would open up the ranks of the assassins by pressing forward, while she would pick them off from the side. Just 10 Levels prior, Daniel was certain the two would have died to this group of assassins. But now, even though dozens of the Harrowed Vindicators came after them this time, they were picked apart with ease. 

His sword swung in an arc as he activated his Skill. The assassin tried hopping back, but somehow the blade connected. Such a thing never would have happened in Daniel’s world— but this was another world. One where superhuman feats he could have only imagined in fantasy were easily performed by him. 

It sheared the assassin in half and went on to block a strike from another assassin. The second assassin backed up straight into a [Scorching Wave] by Salvos. He reeled, his entire back half caught aflame, and that gave Daniel the opening needed to strike him down. 

He cast his gaze around for the remainder of the Harrowed Vindicators, only to see them fleeing into the distance. Three of them ran as the fourth was locked in battle with Daniel’s Demon companion. 

“Salvos!”

Daniel yelled, pointing at the ones that fled. She nodded. 

“Got it.” 

The Demon quickly disengaged from the assassin madly trying to rush her. She twisted around him and kicked him, sending him flying back. Daniel quickly blocked the assassin from stopping her once more. 

They traded blows— and the [Hero] won. 

Panting, Daniel turned around expecting to see the Demon tearing apart the remaining Harrowed Vindicators as they were drawn to her by her Title Skill. Instead, he saw her in the middle of removing her jacket. 

“What are you doing?”

“I need to turn back to use [Zealous Call]! I can’t use it in my Mortal Form, so I need to take off my clothes first!” 

“Who cares about your clothes?!”

“You do!”

She scowled and Daniel almost wanted to avert his gaze. But he saw the assassins getting further away in the distance. The three began to split, moving in completely different directions, so Salvos could not catch all of them.

“They’re going to escape!” 

“I know! Stop distracting me!” 

He cursed and took off running, knowing full well that he couldn’t catch up to any of them in time. 

But just as he passed Salvos, he watched as one of the assassins dropped mid-air. A gray object flickered between the trees, clanking with the ground as it dragged the body across the dirt and into the darkness.

Then a flash of light caught Daniel’s eye. The second assassin was pincushioned by a hail of flaming arrows. It brought the man down and dimly lit up the surrounding area with the red magical fire’s aura. 

And finally, a shining bolt pierced through the last of the shadows. It shone brightly and brilliantly. The golden glow went straight for the final assassin. It darted around the trees, chasing after the Harrowed Vindicator as they tried to make a sharp turn right at a tree. 

They led it into a dead end, to be stuck and caught on the wood, leaving him free to run. But the bolt just broke the tree in half. It was snapped like a twig. And the arrow came for the Harrowed Vindicator. It tore through their body, leaving a large hole in their chest. 

Daniel watched as the three assassins were struck down in an instant. Quickly taken care of by three different means. Slowly, he lowered his sword, and Salvos put her jacket on once more. 

“Huh.” 

Staring in a moment of shock, the two did nothing when torches appeared around them. Figures moved in the darkness and made their approach. But Daniel broke out of it. He tensed, tightly gripping his weapon by his side, waiting for the figures to reveal themselves. 

And they did. 

Three of them showed themselves first. One of them was a looming figure— far taller than Daniel was. He had dark green skin and only a single eye. A Cyclops. 

The second was a brown-haired [Mage], one who carried a book on him and looked like he would be adjusting his glasses if he did have one. 

And the last was a blonde woman. She had a bow in her hand and her hair tied back into a bun. She looked worriedly around the pile of bodies under her gaze rested on Salvos. She opened her mouth— 

And another voice cut her off.

“Jaakko! Zack! Helen!” 

Salvos exclaimed and hurriedly ran forward. She excitedly stopped before the three Gold Ranks. She paused, probably thinking of which of a thousand questions she should ask first. And Daniel was certain she settled on all of them.

“Where did you come from? How did you find us? How have you been?”

The three of them stared at her, none of them sure of what to say. Until finally, Jaakko laughed. 

“Salvos, you haven’t changed a bit since we last saw you. Even if you’ve leveled quite a bit since then.” 

Zack scoffed and snapped the book he was carrying shut. 

“She was already the Savior of Silvergrove then. What makes you think she’d have matured even a little bit now?” 

“Can’t you be nice for one second, Zack?”

Helen snorted, then walked forward to the eagerly awaiting Salvos. She cocked her head as the [Archer] placed a hand on her shoulder. 

“It’s good to see you too, Salvos. Looks like you’ve been well.”

“I have!” 

Salvos beamed, adjusting her bloodied jacket from the gruesome battle. Helen nodded, looking down at the assassins. 

“We were in such a rush to get to you two— but we didn’t expect you to have taken them all out by yourselves.” 

“Oh, really? Well… I am pretty amazing. But you did save us too! You helped stop those three Harrowed Vindicators from escaping!” 

“I guess we arrived just in time, didn’t we?” 

Helen laughed, and Salvos giggled as well. Daniel frowned, listening in on the conversation. He slowly approached them— not as familiar with them as Salvos was. 

“Wait, uh, Ms Helen, right?” 

“Yes. And you’re…” 

The [Archer] trailed off, glancing over at the other two Gold Ranks, and Daniel nodded. 

“I’m Salvos’ friend. We met for a bit— I don’t know if you remember me.” 

“We do remember you.” 

Her voice was soft. Daniel didn’t know why, but she almost seemed… wary of him? He scratched the side of his head and continued. 

“Right. Well, how exactly did you guys find us? And how did you know we were in trouble?” 

“That’s because…”

Helen hesitated, then the other figures appeared. The ones carrying the orange torches— the ones who had been following them for the past day. They came on horses, riding through the thick forest, accompanying a gilded carriage as it rolled through and in between the trees. 

“That’s because of her.”

Zack finished what Helen had been saying. He averted his gaze when Daniel turned to him. He narrowed his eyes. What’s wrong with them? 

The way they were acting weirded him out. It was almost like they were afraid of him. However, Salvos did not pick up on that social cue, and instead, she excitedly piped up as the carriage came to a stop.

“Is that Saffron?” 

“No, it’s not. It’s… someone a little more important.” 

“More important than a noble?” 

Salvos blinked, and Daniel’s eyes widened. A quiet word escaped his breath as he took a step back. 

“No…”

The carriage door was pulled open as a body of guards surrounded it. Then they spread apart as a woman made her way through. She walked forward with the poise of only one who had a noble upbringing since birth. But she surpassed mere nobility. She was grace and beauty incarnate. She was what Salvos wanted to be.

A charming smile spread across the young woman’s face as she stopped and curtsied in front of the two staring companions.

“I am princess Faith of the Elutra Kingdom, the third in line to the throne of Elutra, it is a pleasure to meet you, Ms Salvos.” 

Then she turned to the young man from Earth.

“And [Hero] Daniel, it has been a while, hasn’t it?” 

 

            
95. Faith

                
“And [Hero] Daniel, it has been a while, hasn’t it?” 

Salvos blinked as Faith said those words. Helen did not expect the princess to be so upfront with Daniel’s true identity. But if what she told them was to be believed— and it should be believed since Zack was certain she was truly the princess of Elutra— then that meant Daniel did not come from this world. 

It was something every child heard about. [Heroes]. They came summoned to the Nexeus by rituals from times long passed. It was not anything that happened anymore, and yet now a real [Hero] was before them. 

When they were broken the news, Helen remembered how Zack reacted. The normally haughty [Mage] immediately swore he would apologize to Daniel for the way he had treated him. And Jaakko too— Helen had never seen the Cyclop’s one eye grow that wide. 

So now, it was Salvos’ turn to learn the truth. That her companion was not who he claimed he was. And that the man she was standing next to was actually a [Hero] from another world. 

Helen gave the silver-haired woman a sympathetic look as she exchanged a glance between Faith and Daniel. The latter’s eyebrows arched darkly over his eyes, even as the former smiled at him. Salvos opened her mouth—

“Wait, Daniel, is that really a princess? For real? Am I meeting a real princess?!”

Zack turned to face Helen as she stared, blank-faced at Salvos. He spoke hesitantly.

“...uh, that wasn’t the reaction you were expecting either, right?”

 


 

I bounced on my feet as I regarded Daniel. The Human man looked unhappy, but I didn’t care. Because in front of me stood a real princess! 

Supposedly, that meant she was like Saffron but even more important. And not only did she come in a carriage that would have put the entire Merryster family’s fortune to shame, but she was also from the kingdom that summoned Daniel! That meant they knew each other. 

I pointed accusingly at Daniel. 

“Why didn’t you tell me you knew a princess?” 

Helen, Zack, and Jaakko locked onto me with surprised expressions. My companion’s gaze snapped up, finally broken from his stupor. Sighing, he rubbed at his temples.

“I did tell you I knew a princess, Salvos. You just forgot.” 

“No, you didn’t!” 

“Yes, I did— Look, let’s not talk about this right now.” 

Daniel turned his attention back to Faith. The princess— was she a Princess with the Title, or just a princess?— tilted her head slightly. She still wore that same smile on her face, waiting expectantly for him to say something. 

He seemed to struggle to get a word out until finally, he shook his head. 

“Faith, what do you want from me?” 

“What do I want? I just came here to save you, Daniel. I heard about what the Inoria Empire did. They put a bounty on your head to the Harrowed Vindicators, and now every one of their third-rate assassins is coming for you, hoping to earn a few thousand gold.” 

“That’s not why you came here now though.” 

Stepping forward, my companion inspected the princess. Behind her, the retinue of guards— most of them high Silver in level, although a handful were low Gold— tensed. He folded his arms across his chest. 

“What do you really want, Faith? And you better choose your words carefully. Because I won’t believe a fucking word you say unless it’s something that’s purely self-serving.” 

The words struck the princess like a slap to the face. She stumbled back slightly, her face overcome with a look of shock. Not only did her guards react this time, but even Jaakko and his team did too. 

Even I stared at Daniel, aghast.

“Psst, Daniel, aren’t you supposed to be respectful to her? She’s a Human princess!” 

“She’s scum, Salvos. She tried to use me only for her own gain when I had been helping the Elutra Kingdom in their war against the Inoria Empire. She… manipulated. Tricked me. Made me believe things that weren’t true. Just for politics.” 

“She did?” 

I turned to Faith, seeing her face contort. The smile vanished, and she frowned. 

“But that’s not true.” 

Faith spoke over him. She faced me, giving me a pleading look. 

“Daniel has… misjudged me. Ms Salvos, I know we’ve only just met, but I implore you to convince him to trust me.” 

I glanced back over at Daniel. The Human man seemed repulsed by what Faith was saying. He spoke through gritted teeth without even facing me. 

“Salvos, she’s a snake. A real snake.” 

“You mean she’s not Human?”

“I… no. I mean she’s conniving, cunning, and cruel. Not the kind of cruel that leaves you for dead, but the kind that makes you distrust people.” 

Finally, Daniel turned my face. 

“You’re not exactly… the best at social cues. And I have to admit, I am not either. But I’m asking you to listen to me. Faith is not someone you should ever put your trust in.” 

I blinked and stared between the [Hero] and the princess. There was history here between them. And some sort of invisible force was clashing here. I could not see what it was, but I could tell that much. 

“If you help me speak some sense into Daniel, I promise I’ll reward you greatly. Anything you ask of me, I’ll give it to you.” 

“Salvos, you aren’t actually thinking of this, are you? Because even if you try to make me work with her, I won’t.” 

Now I had to pick between them. One was my companion. Someone who I had fought alongside for so long— through so much. But the other was a princess! 

She was a real-life princess! Maybe even a Princess! And if I sided with her, maybe I could even learn how to become a princess too! 

So I beamed. I slowly let my gaze rest on Faith, my lips still curled up. Daniel looked at me disbelievingly as Faith sighed in relief. 

“I’m glad you—”

“Absolutely not!” 

I exclaimed. Faith blinked as Daniel paused. Then he laughed. 

“I should have expected that. I don’t know why I expected anything else from you.” 

“But… why?” 

Faith could not believe what I had just said. She gesticulated, her fancy dress ruffling with each movement she made— the gems and jewelry decorating gleaming in the moonlight. This was a princess. And I could have won her favor right here. But— 

“Daniel is my companion. And if he tells me you’re bad, then you’re bad.” 

I waved a finger matter-of-factly. It just was how it was. I wouldn’t forsake my companion, even if the Princess of princesses told me to. 

The bodyguards accompanying Faith sputtered— one of them drew a sword and pointed it my way. 

“You dare insult princess Faith of Elutra?!” 

“I do.” 

Turning a daring gaze towards them, I bared my teeth in a grin. 

“And if you want me to take it back, you’ll have to make me.” 

The man— the highest level of the bodyguards at Level 45— took a step forward. But before he could object further, Helen hurriedly ran to my side. 

“Salvos, what are you doing? Princess Faith is telling the truth. When Zack started… uh, prying… around Daniel’s identity, she was the one to contact us. She told us he was in danger. That the Harrowed Vindicators were after him.” 

“Then she lied to you too.” 

I spoke simply. Helen opened her mouth, but the bodyguard from before snapped. 

“Insolence—” 

“Enough!”

Faith cut the man’s sharp voice short by raising her hand. She slowly glanced between Daniel and me, the smile wiped from her face, replaced with a more serious expression. 

“[Hero] Daniel.”

“Stop calling me that!” 

My companion snapped. She nodded. 

“Daniel, then. I apologize if your interpretation of my past actions has disillusioned you to my true character. However, one of the reasons why I came here was indeed to save you. But you are right: I have another reason too.” 

He narrowed his eyes. 

“And that reason is?” 

“To ask you to come back.” 

 


Daniel had been expecting those words from her. Faith was so predictable once he understood the exact kind of person she was. 

Selfish.

The reason why the [Hero] left the country in the first place was exactly because of the politics she played with him. She had been the fifth in line to the throne of Elutra. Now she was third. And that was because she used him. 

Everyone there tried to use him— but she used him the most. 

Feeling his hands slowly tighten into balls, he glanced up and shook his head.

“I don’t know what kind of madness overtook you since we last saw each other, but I refuse.” 

“You have to, Daniel. The—” 

“No!”

He put his foot down as his voice echoed in the darkness. Faith took a step back, shocked by the sudden shouting. Daniel spoke through clenched teeth. 

“I will not go back. Never.”

The eyes of the princess grew dark. Then there was a soft sound— a sniffling. Daniel wasn’t sure if he had been too loud, but he stood by his words. His anger was justified. She had convinced him that she loved him. His broken heart almost mended. But all she loved was what he got her.

Faith glanced back up, and Daniel hesitated, not wanting to see any puppy-eyed look. But instead, all she did was wrinkle her nose. Her gaze swept across the corpses around them, and she grimaced. 

“I’d like to continue this conversation. However, I do not think this is nearly the right place to carry it out. Would you at least be willing to move this elsewhere? Perhaps my camp. It’s no more than half an hour’s travel that way. And there’s food and tea too,” 

Gesturing behind her, Faith looked at him expectantly. He bit his lower lip, feeling slightly guilty about shouting. But before he could say anything, Salvos piped up. 

“Food? Tea? No way!” 


The two went along with Faith to her camp; it wasn’t particularly because Daniel trusted her, nor was it because he was bothered by the corpses littered around the forest floor. It was because he was hungry. 

And while he did not trust the princess one bit, he was more than aware of the kind of person she was. She used people, but she did not kill them. No cloaks and daggers, no poisons and assassins. So, the young man’s hunger impelled him to her camp, just so he could finally have some good fucking food.

The fact that Helen, Jaakko, and Zack were with her instilled some confidence in his belief that they were safe too. 

Salvos trippingly walked alongside the three Gold Ranks— each of them several levels higher than they had been when they had last seen each other but still lower than Daniel and Salvos’ levels. 

“You’ve grown quite a bit, Salvos. You’re now almost Level 70, aren’t you? Going to hit Platinum even before us, huh?” 

“Yep!” 

The girl excitedly agreed, not realizing how tone-deaf that kind of a response could be. Their chatter went on— apparently, none of the Gold Ranks bothered by the Demon’s lack of social skills. They were already acclimated to her, so it was not like they would be surprised by the way she acted. 

“You mean to tell me you went to the Motharis Mountain Range all by yourself?”

“Not by myself. With Daniel! And then we entered the Brilsum Ruins and fought some Mindreapers!” 

Helen stared at Salvos as Zack rubbed a finger on his finger. 

“Mindreapers… and you said they were being controlled?” 

“They were controlling monsters! And [Cultists] too! Some Archdemon named Belzu was leading them.” 

Jaakko frowned. 

“If what you say is true, then this is something we’ll have to report to every Adventurers Guild and country surrounding the Motharis. Such a threat is a danger to us all.” 

“That’s what we were going to do! Then those Harrowed Vindicators showed up and stopped our progress…”

Daniel didn’t join in on the conversation himself; he had only known these Gold Ranks for about a week. And even then, he had some friction with one of their members— Zack. But mostly because the other man was rightfully suspicious of how secretive Daniel was. 

But while Daniel could understand the reason for Zack’s prying, he certainly had not appreciated it. 

So instead, the [Hero] trudged alone, like a pariah from the group. The only person he knew well here was Salvos. And… Faith.

Her carriage rolled alongside them as they arrived at their destination. A rather large camp had been set up. However, to Daniel’s surprise, it was not the kind of luxury one would have expected from a noble, let alone a princess. 

Daniel narrowed his eyes as he looked through the camp. A few tents had been set up, but they were fairly ordinary. The eating situation was rather crude as well. It was not what he had been looking forward to, at all. 

Faith stepped out of her carriage and peered at him curiously. 

“Is something the matter, [Her— Daniel?” 

He scowled and turned away from her. 

“It’s nothing.” 

She shrugged and walked over to a fireplace that had already been set up. A boiling pot was bubbling over the flames, and she scooped up a spoonful of the soup and took a sip from it. Faith nodded to herself and called over one of her bodyguards. 

“Elisha, the food is ready. Please prepare it for our guests.” 

The bodyguard who had exchanged words with Salvos hurriedly did as he was instructed. Faith smiled his way, wiping her mouth with a delicately crafted handkerchief. The embroidery on it was lined with transparent crystal, their lattice surface reflecting twinklings of the fire’s light to resemble the stars above. 

“It’s delicious. Come, sit.” 

Faith gestured Salvos and Daniel over. The former happily listened while the latter took a moment longer to follow. He had known Faith. And what he had learned about her was that she was a shrewd person. One with a very good poker face. 

And he was certain that the poker face broke when she took a sip from the soup. Poison? A worrying thought crossed his mind. No, that wasn’t it. Faith had… grimaced? 

So, it just tasted bad, then?

Daniel wasn’t sure. But when he took a seat around the campfire and accepted the bowl of steaming soup. He realized the truth. 

It was indeed very foul.

“Gross!” 

That word coming from Salvos had not been unusual. But the fact that she stretched it out as she made a face of utter disgust and contempt when she only pretended to drink it made Daniel aware that he wasn’t just being a picky eater right then. 

Faith quickly downed the entire bowl and smiled the Demon’s way. 

“What’s wrong? It tastes just— fine.” 

“No, it’s not! It’s one of the worst things I’ve ever tried! And I’ve tried many things!” 

Daniel was pretty sure Salvos was referring to Human meat by that. However, the discussion— and the fact that everyone else was also apprehensive about consuming the foul soup— was a testament to the fact that it was terrible. 

Slowly placing down his bowl on the grass, Daniel turned to Faith. 

“Alright, that’s enough fooling around. Why are you serving us bad food, Faith? It’s clearly not poisoned, so why this act?” 

The princess blinked, then she sighed. 

“This isn’t an act, Daniel. These are the rations we’ve been living off for the past few months, searching for you.” 

“Bullshit.”

“Well, it’s the truth.” 

Faith straightened, adopting a more princess-like posture. Her legs were crossed, and her back formed a ninety-degree angle with the ground. She held the bowl in her hand by its base, the other lightly touching its side as if it were a teacup. Right, tea was promised too, wasn’t it?

“For the last half a year, I’ve been trying to track you down, Daniel. I took my personal bodyguards— those that were loyal only to me— and left the palace. I left Elutra to find you.” 

“Just so you could drag me back and lift up your own name as the princess who returned their runaway [Hero].”

“No. I’ve dragged my name through the dirt just to find you. Or have you not been paying attention to the news?” 

Daniel raised a brow, and Salvos learned forward. She curiously asked.

“What news? Is it the news about the saviors of Silvergrove?” 

“I heard about that. But no— that’s not what I’m referring to. I’m referring to the war between Elutra and Inoria. How it is said to be more than decided by now. How the Elutra Kingdom is going to fall to its enemy, and its princess fled the country, shirking her duties to save her own life.”

Nodding slowly, Salvos tapped a finger on her chin. Her confusion was evident. But Daniel could tell she was trying to pretend she understood what was being said. 

“And this princess that ran away was…”

“Me.” 

Faith’s entire body sagged as she said the word. Admitting that she had been the one to flee seemed to have caused the aura of nobility to disappear from her. Or was it the fact that her reputation was now tarnished— her future ruined? 

“I’ve given up my wealth. My fortune. My everything. Just to come here. To find you, Daniel.” 

The young man scowled, annoyed that the topic shifted back to this. 

“And why do I have to care? Why should I trust you?”

“Because the truth is out there in the world. If you go look in the right places, you’ll find it. In fact, you can find it right here. Look around you. You see it yourself. This is not something befitting a princess, no?”

He wanted to disagree. He really didn’t trust her. Her words were like honey, but he knew it was truly poison underneath. But he couldn’t deny what he had just thought— what he had just observed moments earlier.

“Daniel.”

Hearing his name broke the [Hero] from his thoughts. Faith steadily met his gaze, even as he tried to turn away. She spoke softly.

“When I was in Elutra, I did what was best for myself. But now, I’m doing what’s best for my country.” 

Daniel hesitated, not sure whether he should offer her a response. He did, anyways.

“And that is?” 

“Begging for you to come back.”

Faith stood up and bowed deeply at Daniel. Her bodyguards protested— Elisha sputtered. Even Jaakko and his team seemed aghast at this action.

“The only reason we brought war with the Inoria Empire was that we saw what they were doing. What they were trying to become. They will not just be content with victory. My whole family will be executed. Our people will suffer under their rule. There have been… rumors. Whisperings of how the Inoria Empire has been working with Demons to win the war. And if that’s true, could you imagine what they’ll do with our citizens? The kind of sacrifices they’ll make of them?” 

The mention of Demons and sacrifices drew the attention of Salvos, who had previously been more or less left completely clueless at the conversation. Daniel watched as she instantly clung onto the only thing she knew about and spoke up. 

“Humans are good sacrifices for Demons! They’ll all be killed!” 

She answered honestly, not realizing how grim that sounded. Grimacing, Daniel expected Faith to lash out at the brutal truth. But instead, the princess agreed. 

“Yes.”

Faith raised her head and met Daniel’s gaze. Her jade eyes seemed to almost lose its color. Her flowing orange hair that had once made him stop and stare at it as if it were a gorgeous sunrise now instead burned with the conviction in her voice.

“I am throwing away all my pride. I have left my status in the gutter. Now, I am asking from one person to another. Not as a princess to a [Hero]. But from Faith to Daniel. Please come back. Only you can save us from them.” 

The words— the pleading words of the princess that helped summon him— hung over his head as Daniel stood there. She was a [Mage]. Not a weak one at that either at Level 41. Since he had last seen her, she had leveled a dozen times over. So she certainly had been working hard on her own. 

Was it proof of her words? Was it true what she was saying? Perhaps. 

He knew the Inoria Empire had been winning the war, even before he left. He had provided a morale boost. And his [Hero’s Slash] had allowed him to kill anyone who had been stronger than him on the battlefield. His coming was what changed the tide of war. Then he left. 

Because he was sick and tired of politics, of being used, and of killing. 

But now Daniel was still fighting. He was still being hunted. And the fate of hundreds of thousands rested in his hands. At his level, he could maybe even make a difference if he came back. 

No, he corrected himself and stared at an open palm, I am more than capable of making a difference. 

It was the only sensible decision. He would save hundreds of thousands of lives. He was a [Hero]. There was one logical answer and it was— 

“No.”

Daniel spoke the word simply. With the same sincerity that Salvos often carried. Faith stared at him for a moment, her expression unchanging. Then a single reply came back. 

“Oh.”

 


 

The Valiant Dreamers were split into two different groups. Just as Hadrian had ordered, all the Silver Ranked dreamers were placed with the trainees in the training grounds just outside of the city, while the Golds were kept in the headquarters within the city. The Platinums were split between the two locations. For example, Jeremy and his team were over at the training grounds while Celine and her team were in the headquarters. 

There were only two Diamonds in the company that were near Viechester. Hadrian and Gabriel. They had other Diamonds amongst the Valiant Dreamers— a few Edithe could name off the top of her head like Uland Gredrun or Ismail Zushad— but they were off on their own adventures. 

Last she heard, Ismail was exploring the Beastmen plains. Meanwhile, Uland was who knows where. 

So, it was up to those that were present. It would have been best to keep them all in one spot. But not only were there too many adventurers— especially trainees— to just fit them all into their headquarters, this was also part of their strategy. 

Divide and conquer. 

They gave the Iron Champions Company two targets to attack. Each target would have a Diamond Rank stationed there. Gabriel would be at the training grounds while Hadrian would be at the headquarters. This was because not only was Gabriel overall higher leveled than Hadrian, but he also had a second Class suited to protecting others. Hadrian’s second Class was more for his own combat prowess. 

Additionally, the headquarters would be a smaller area to protect. Perfect for a [Warrior] type like Hadrian to defend. Whereas the training grounds was a large plot of land, which better complemented the [Alchemists] area of effect Skills. 

If the Iron Champions Company had really planned to invade and begin sieging the Valiant Dreamers Company the moment war was declared, they would have to split up their adventurers and assassins. They would certainly try to concentrate more forces on at least one of the targets. But there was no way they would know which location was better protected. 

It was up to chance for them. 

But they had their own allies too— as evinced by the assassins who were aiding them. 

Edithe wasn’t sure what assassin group they were from or who supplied them to the Iron Champions Company. She just knew that many of them had been above Gold Rank. Some of them even had powerful artifacts that allowed them to covertly infiltrate the Valiant Dreamers months prior to this escalation. It had been planned and calculated by the Iron Champions since the beginning, and perhaps they were also ready for a counterattack right now.

Hadrian had left the headquarters to declare war. He went by himself, marching down the empty morning streets of Viechester, which seemed more eerie than usual. Perhaps it was the mist that cloaked the roads which made Edithe feel this way— or it was the dread that came from the impending siege to come that drew the droplets of sweat down her neck. 

Whatever it was, she couldn’t help but fear for Hadrian’s life as he went alone. He was a Diamond Rank. Not even a team of Platinums would be able to take him out. But if the Iron Champions dedicated more resources than they thought— say, if they had sent multiple Diamond Ranks here too— then that would have meant they could slay Hadrian the moment he made the declaration and left the Adventurers Guild. 

It was a tense wait. 

Everyone in the building remained silent, despite the fact that it might have been the last time some of them might have seen each other alive ever again. War was being declared while they just waited. A company war. Not the same as war between countries— certainly not something a country was supposed to be involved in. Nor its citizens. 

But it was still war. And the adventurers were now soldiers. Normally, they would be fighting over resources. Some kind of an artifact. Maybe an advantage or influence over a certain area. This, however, was a war of revenge. 

At least, that was how Edithe initially saw it. 

After hearing Hadrian speak the night before, she realized the leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company had thought it out. It was not a war of revenge in his mind— it was what was necessary to reduce the casualties suffered on both sides. Attrition would only hurt more in the long run, so they had to stand and fight. 

The silence that hung over the heads of everyone in the headquarters broke as the gates slowly swung open. A figure appeared within the mist. A shadow covered by the white, wispy vapor that seemed to pull back like a curtain when the figure made their entrance. Edithe watched with bated breath as the figure revealed themselves. 

And she sighed in relief. It was Hadrian. And he— 

He had a severed head in his hands. The leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company tossed it aside and strutted forward, his blade covered in blood like how his body was covered in wounds.

The mist behind him cleared out, revealing what lay before the gates. A dozen hooded individuals, all collapsed and cut up. Edithe’s eyes grew wide as she saw this scene. She did not rush forward like the others— like Sophia who worriedly approached the leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company. 

“Hadrian— are you alright? What happened. Were they…?”

“Assassins. And no. They weren’t coming for me. I realized that they wouldn’t risk attacking me. Instead, they would take their chance to come for the headquarters once I left it unguarded. So I returned as quickly as possible.” 

There were a few gasps. Those who still couldn’t believe that there were that many assassins hiding out there. But it made sense to Edithe. It had been a misty morning— but what she had seen was no natural forming mist. It had been magic. 

And they were almost ambushed. Fortunately, Hadrian stopped them right in time. 

“Close the gates.” 

Hadrian ordered, and a few Gold Ranks quickly got to work. The [Warriors] shut the heavy metal bars while [Mages] activated the runes along the walls. A flicker ran over the headquarters of the Valiant Dreamers, covering it almost like a dome. It was not a barrier that could hold out someone like Hadrian— but it would only fall if enough Level 40 or Level 50 adventurers flailed on it. 

Which was why there would be someone standing guard at all times. It was time. The city had been notified of the company war. Citizens were ordered to hide in their homes. The Valiant Dreamers Company was going into lockdown. War had begun, and Edithe felt her faith from before… 

Fading away.

            
96. Siege

           
After Daniel rejected Faith’s request, he retired straight to bed. I wanted to follow after him, but I didn’t need to sleep. Especially not after the night before— I did not want to try sleeping again!

However, I almost regretted the decision when dinner continued, and no one said a word. Apparently, his answer was not what they were expecting. But I did not get why they were surprised. 

Daniel was my companion, but he was also a [Hero]. He was obsessed with helping other Humans— in fact, he even helped me because I was a Demon. It was in his nature to try and do what he considered was ‘right’ in that weird Human way. 

But what Faith was asking him to do was stupid. It would be like telling him to charge straight at Belzu and slay him, just because he had an army of monsters that was threatening the nearby countries. 

As evinced by how he and I were not dead in the Brilsum Ruins, he would never do that. 

Still, it had left everyone sitting around the fire in silence. I wanted to talk to someone, but they all seemed too deeply engrossed in their disgusting meals to talk. Zack especially. His head almost seemed buried in the bowl. 

There was only one person who wasn’t busying themselves with their food. Only one person was available to talk. And that was… 

I perked up and sidled over to Faith’s side. 

“So, you’re a princess, right?” 

The Human woman jerked as I curiously peered at her. She worked her jaw slowly, unsure of what to say until she finally found her words. 

“...Yes. I am a princess. At least, that’s what I had been when I was in the Elutra Kingdom.” 

“You’re not a princess anymore?” 

“I’m… not sure. But even if I was, I wouldn’t be one for much longer. It seems my only hope for our country to survive has been crushed, and now I’ll have to return empty-handed and face my fate.” 

I nodded along and followed Faith as she looked at the night sky. The wheeling stars above were scintillating, an undulating glow that almost seemed to fade before coming back into existence. Glancing back down at her, I saw a similar effect with the light from the flickering flames on her face. 

Something was there. It had almost been snuffed out. But it still existed. 

I cocked my head. 

“Why do you need a [Hero] to save your country? Can’t you get a Level 100 adventurer or something to do the same thing?” 

“Ms Salvos—”

“Just call me Salvos.”

“...Salvos. I don’t know how much you know about history. I’ve been told by your Gold Rank friends that you aren't the most… knowledgeable person on these kinds of subjects.” 

“I am not!”

I happily concurred. She blinked but slowly continued. 

“But Demons are the natural enemy to [Heroes]. Ever since Alexander’s reign ten thousand years ago. He had repelled the Kobold invasions, brokered a treaty with the Spirit Lord, and even conquered part of the Elven lands. But his thousand-year rule over the Human lands came to an end by a Demon.” 

“A Demon killed a [Hero]?”

“Yes.” 

Faith turned to face me. 

“The one they call the Demon King slew him.” 

Regnorex? I blinked, taking in this information. 

“That’s right. And since then, [Heroes] have been summoned countless times to deal with Demon threats. While there are sometimes different circumstances that lead to summonings, like with Daniel or the Quisling, most have been brought to this world for that very reason. The Oracle of Light, Melissa, had been said to have killed over a hundred Archdemons on her own in single combat.”

“Woah.”

“We can hire adventurers— those willing to fight for us. And we have. But they’ve always died. We never know how they do. Just that they’re slain on the battlefield by some force the Inoria Empire has that we aren’t aware of.” 

“And you think those are Demons?” 

“They have to be. Otherwise, they would have approached Daniel sooner when he had fought with us.” 

I frowned and raised a hand. 

“Why wouldn’t they just face him?” 

“Because he’s a [Hero]. He has powerful Skills— I’m sure you had to have seen them before. Even a Greater Demon would’ve fallen to him if they faced him when he was Level 10.” 

I remembered the battle against Lucerna in Silvergrove. Then I remembered our fight meeting. Nope, I don’t think so. 

“Plus, we always had him wear that necklace he has. It would show his level to be far higher than it actually was, and there’s no way the Inoria Empire would risk one of their key assets against an unknown threat.” 

Faith finished her explanation. The moment she did, her face twisted. She bit her lower lip and spoke in a shaking voice. 

“That’s why we needed him… and he said no.” 

I looked at her. The princess was clearly upset. I barely knew her, but it was normal Human social convention to cheer others up when they were upset, right? So, I shrugged. 

“I don’t think Daniel would make much of a difference. He probably would just die.” 

She stared up at me in surprise. 

“You think a [Hero] who was able to take out dozens of assassins at his level— or higher than his level— wouldn’t be able to even do a little thing to change the course of the war? If a high leveled general were to face him, he would surely win the fight.” 

“Not surely. He can win. But he can also die. And if you put him in that situation a hundred times over, what do you think his chances are of surviving?” 

“I…”

Faith trailed off as I gave her a firm look. 

“Daniel would die. He wouldn’t change anything. So don’t worry about it!” 

Sighing, she hugged her knees. 

“I don’t think that makes me feel any better, but thanks for trying.” 

“No problem!” 

I sat next to her as she grew quiet. I just looked at her the entire time. Until finally, she eyed me. 

“Is there something else you need? You’ve already made me feel even worse than before.” 

“Yep! I was wondering…”

I leaned closer, right until my face was next to hers. 

“What is it like to be a princess?”

Faith furrowed her brows. She must have thought something about my intentions before changing her mind. Slowly, she smiled. 

“There’s a lot of things about it. A lot of things I loved and hated. Would you like to hear about it?”

“Sure!”


When Daniel went to bed, he felt guilty. Ashamed of his cowardice. But not only did he not trust Faith, but he also valued his own life. More than that?

He had seen tragedy once. The act of a real hero. However, death had consequences. And those consequences resulted in those who knew the hero being hurt. 

Daniel had been hurt. He understood what that pain felt like. So, he was not going to impart that suffering to Salvos or Rachel. 

Pushing open the tent’s flap and exiting into the light of day, Daniel couldn’t help but rub at his eyes. He did not get a good night’s sleep, even if he had lain in his bedroll for the last twelve hours. It was noon when he awoke. And he wasted more time by hiding, refusing to go out to meet the judging looks. 

The nasty gaze of those who saw his actions as selfish. 

That was what Daniel expected to meet when he went outside. What he did not expect to see was a princess excitedly chatting with a Demon. 

“—and he actually did that for you?” 

“Well, yes. And I would’ve felt bad if not for the fact that viscount Blaz was just trying to cozy up with my brother. Honestly, being the fifth and second-last in line for the throne sucked.”

Faith spoke in a casual cadence. She had dropped almost all pretext of being a princess, her diction sounding almost like that of a regular young woman. Huffing, the young woman crossed her arms. 

“So many people try to use you, and not even for the power or influence you can give them, but to climb further up that ladder of politics.” 

“That’s rude! You’re not a thing, you’re Faith! A princess.” 

Salvos pointed out. Faith chuckled. 

“That I am.” 

The two women paused as Daniel approached them. He lifted a suspicious eyebrow at the princess. 

“I hope you’re not still thinking of trying to use Salvos to convince me to help you. Because I won’t.” 

Standing up, Faith dusted off her dress and replied. 

“I am unfortunately not as shrewd as you seem to think of me, Daniel. No— Salvos and I were just conversing.”

A small smile appeared on her face as she cast a glance at the Demon.

“As friends.”

“Yep!”

Daniel frowned, looking down at Salvos. She just opened her palms and shrugged. 

“She’s a princess. I’ve always wanted to meet a princess.”

Two months is not ‘always’, Daniel almost retorted. However, he held it back in and shook his head. 

“Well, I’m glad that the two of you are getting along, but Salvos and I have places to be.” 

“You’re the one who slept for so long!” 

Salvos argued, raising an accusing finger at him. 

“Faith went to bed and woke up in half the time you took to sleep!” 

“And how about you?” 

Daniel grinned back at her. She hesitated. 

“Uh… I slept too. Just for a bit, though!”

“A General Skill then?” 

The princess knowingly touched her chin. 

“I’d love to get one of those. My father has one called [Morning Grace], and it lets him work for most of the day without stopping. It almost lets him be like one of those machines from Daniel’s world.” 

The [Hero] from Earth was taken aback. How did— Then he remembered all the secrets he told her. All the times he thought that the two of them could… 

“Let’s go, Salvos. We should leave as soon as possible.” 

The Demon tried to object. However, Daniel had already turned and was walking away. 

“Aw, but can’t we stay with them for at least another day! Helen and the others are here too!” 

Faith placed a hand on her shoulder.

“It’s fine. I’ll let them go with you if you really want. I had hired them as my escorts as they were the ones who told me about Daniel and his general vicinity. Knowing that let me use a scrying artifact I had to find the two of you. But now…”

Daniel had paused and was waiting for Salvos to follow. Faith eyed him with a sidelong glance. 

“It seems like there’s no need for that or their services any longer.”

Salvos brightened, then instantly deflated. 

“Does that mean you’re going back to your country?” 

“I have to. It’s my duty as a princess.” 

The pretty words did little to convince Daniel. Salvos didn’t care as much as he did and just believed it. 

“Princesses are amazing! A little bit stupid but amazing!” 

“I do agree with that.” 

Faith laughed. She got up and walked with Salvos as the two approached Daniel, just talking. Like real friends. And Daniel did not think to say anything until the conversation shifted when they stopped right by him.

“Where are you headed, by the way? I don’t believe I remembered to ask.” 

“We’re—” 

“We’re reporting a very important piece of information to the Adventurers Guild.”

Daniel spoke for Salvos, giving her a look. She pouted but let him continue. 

“It’s none of your concern, so please don’t follow after us.” 

“I won’t. But if it’s really something important that you have to report, I can help you with that.” 

Offering him a friendly smile, Faith called for one of her servants. They returned with what was a rolled-up piece of parchment and an almost translucent quill. She unfurled it on a wooden crate and frowned.

“Hmm, seems like there’s a bit of news for me today.” 

“What’s that?”

Salvos asked, leaning over the shoulder of the princess. 

“It’s a Messaging Scroll. A High Grade artifact. My contacts send me any intel or even just news that might be noteworthy with it. That’s how I first found out that the Inoria Empire placed a bounty on Daniel, and that they hired the Harrowed Vindicators to take him out. Look— as you can see, after what you two did to them last night, they’ve raised the price.” 

Daniel’s eyes grew wide at the sum displayed. The number of zeroes there could not be right, could it? But it had to be. 

Whatever the Inoria Empire had placed on his head before only attracted Level 60 assassins. Not the Platinums or Diamonds he expected. The reward showed here— now that was what a Level 80, 90… or even 100 bounty hunter would accept. 

Salvos ‘oo-ed’ at the magical item. Her voice was filled with alacrity, as usual, ignoring the fact that Daniel was probably a walking dead man right now if assassins at Level 100 came after him. 

“What else can it do? What else does it say?” 

“I mostly use it to receive information, but it’s a two-way street. So, I can inform my contact of this… report you want to make to the Adventurers Guild.”

“Oh, alright then. Tell them—”

“Why should we trust you?”

Daniel snapped at Faith. She rolled her eyes. 

“Unless you think this Messaging Scroll doesn’t actually work, I don’t see what’s not to trust.” 

“I—”

This time, Salvos spoke over him. 

“It’s fine, Daniel. We can always go to an Adventurers Guild later and check if the message has been sent.” 

He acquiesced. 

“Fine.”

“Alright, so tell them this—”

Salvos explained the situation in the Motharis to the princess. Faith’s face grew grim as she heard the story, and she picked up the quill as it glowed with magic.

“...and I’ll write that this Archdemon is using some kind of illusion and curse magic to do this.” 

Salvos nodded. Faith scribbled on the magical board easily, and the words shone. They vanished moments after, as whatever magic sent it far somewhere else. 

“Wait, it just disappears?” 

“The recipient will have about a day to read the message before it disappears. And I’ve sent it to quite a few of them, so I’m sure one of them will be around to see it and spread word of what I said. Usually, I have one of my servants watching over the Messaging Scroll. The messages sent are encrypted in code, so they won’t know what it is. I just have them trace it and jot it down to show it to me if I’m busy.” 

“Did you receive anything important today?” 

Faith shrugged as her eyes scanned through the long scroll. 

“Not really. Let’s see…”

She began reading out what sounded like news article titles to Daniel as Salvos attentively listened. 

“Fear of possible Kobold invasion grows as the Forsaken Company wanes in strength. Elven diplomats arrive in Dwarf lands, marking a possible end to Dwarven neutrality. These are the two big news stories of today. There are a few smaller things of note like the Valiant Dreamers declaring war with the Iron Champions Company or the typical squabbling with the city-states in the Helbir Plains—”

Salvos had been listening with keen interest while Daniel was off to the side with his arms crossed. But the moment she started listing out the minor news stories, the two of them jerked. 

“Wait, what did you say?”

Daniel asked the question hurriedly. Faith glanced up, blinking.

“Oh, uh, the Helbir Plains—”

“No, not that!” 

Salvos placed both hands on the scroll and spoke worriedly. 

“What’s happening between the Valiant Dreamers and Iron Champions?” 

Faith fumbled at the scroll and reread the part from before. 

“The two companies, the Valiant Dreamers and the Iron Champions, are now officially at war after what is allegedly an assassination attempt by the latter company against the former. There are also accusations of sabotage and even murder instigated by the Iron Champions Company, which is why the Valiant Dreamers made the declaration of war. It was made this morning, and—” 

Daniel felt his heart racing as the words were read out. But he wasn’t prepared for the last part. The part which made Salvos burst into action. 

“Since the declaration has been made, the headquarters of the Valiant Dreamers Company in Viechester has been in lockdown. The Iron Champions Company have begun their siege, and the entire city has been thrown into chaos.”


The first hours of war were uneventful. Nothing happened apart from a group of hooded individuals taking away the dead assassins from the morning. Apparently, this group cared about the casualties they suffered enough to remove their bodies. Or perhaps they were looking to retrieve any kind of artifact that might have been kept by the dead. 

A few Valiant Dreamers had wanted to loot the corpses, but Baris forbade them from doing so. It could have been a trap. Maybe the bodies were rigged to explode. There was a plethora of possibilities, and it was only by erring on the side of caution during war would victory be best assured. 

Edithe had a summoning circle prepared, to summon Druma as soon as it was necessary. Mistshard was already by her side— which was only slightly draining to her mana pool. Having two Spirits with her at the same time was a little more difficult to maintain, but Edithe believed she could manage it for a week— with some mana potions— if necessary. 

There was no reason for that, however. So instead, she spoke with Mistshard who was flapping her wings slowly, almost like it had some kind of [Slowness] effect on them. 

“Your contract is ending soon, Mistshard. In a month, if memory serves me right.” 

“You are almost correct, master. The contract ends in just over two weeks. Do you wish to renew it?” 

The [Elemental] replied simply. She was not at all concerned with the same things Edithe was; all that mattered to her was fulfilling her duties and carrying out her job as a servant of the Spirit Lord. 

Edithe shook her head. 

“That’s not what I’m saying. I’m saying that you only have less than a month left with me and our company is caught up in a war. What could be potentially a very deadly war. One where either of us dies.” 

“If it comes to that, I will fight to ensure you do not die.” 

“But that’s my point exactly.” 

Sitting down on a chair with her gaze fixed to a nearby window, Edithe felt words coming from her mouth— words that carried all the fear and uncertainty within her. 

“You could die, Mistshard. So close to the end of your contract, you could lose your life. All because of stupid Human things. Wouldn’t you prefer to end the contract now?” 

Mistshard turned a sidelong glance to Edithe. Her head did not move, although her eyes were wholly focused on her master— almost like a hawk staring at its prey. 

“You are starting to sound like Salvos, master.” 

“What?” 

Edithe was taken aback, not expecting that reply. She realized her word choice… might have been slightly influenced by the Demon there. But the point stood. 

“It’s true though. You have no involvement in this. It would be better if you just returned now. Let me summon another Spirit which doesn’t have as much to lose as you do. You’re almost Level 50, Mistshard. Most Spirits are 10 Levels below their masters. You are not.” 

“Ending the contract now would be a violation of my duty as your summon.” 

The cool voice of Mistshard left her beaked mouth, no noticeable inflection to indicate if she was lying. Edithe stared up at her summon, still floating there. 

“But—” 

“Master, if I may speak.” 

“...of course.” 

“I understand you are concerned about my wellbeing, especially since my contract is drawing to a close. However, it is my duty to fight for you, and if necessary, die for you. This is the deal we forged the moment I agreed to be your summon. There is no greater honor among Spirits to die carrying out their duty. Remember that.” 

Trying to work her jaw, Edithe couldn’t find any words to speak. Slowly, she nodded her head in shame. 

“Right.” 

She had been once again trying to apply her Human morals to a different Species. It was like how she was with Salvos at first. She eventually learned— the hard way— how growing up in another plane affected how one turned out. So, there was no use in her trying to convince Mistshard to break her contract now. 

Shaking her head, Edithe glanced over at Mistshard. 

“If you die in battle… will you be memorialized by the Spirit Lord or something?” 

“Yes. Our names will forever be engraved on the Spirit Throne. Remembered for our obligation to our cause.” 

“And what is that cause?” 

Edithe raised an eyebrow as an uncharacteristic chuckle came from the [Elemental]’s mouth. 

“That’s a secret.”

 

 

—--

 

 

Throughout the rest of the day, there were some minor skirmishes. Quick battles fought between members of the Iron Champions Company who now surrounded the building and the Valiant Dreamers keeping watch. Spells were exchanged— hails of fire, bolts of lightning, and bullets of earth came from both sides— while arrows were loosed in large volleys. The Gold Rank dreamers managed to down a few of the opposing force, suffering few casualties from their advantageous position. 

The barrier surrounding the headquarters was broken and repaired numerous times. But never once did the Iron Champions try to breach the gates. They were trying to fortify their own position first— it was clear from the way those stationed here were not assassins but regular adventurers. 

Where could the assassins be? was the fearful thought that crossed Edithe’s head. Are they sieging the training grounds? But no— communication was maintained between both locations. Short-range messages exchanged through artifacts and Skills assured Edithe that there was no major attempt to assault the training grounds just yet. 

Those keeping watch were swapped out routinely. Edithe spent an hour standing guard with Mistshard. A few [Warriors] from the Iron Champions Company tried taunting them and were sent fleeing back by a blast of ice by the [Elemental]. 

A few [Mages] returned, trying to take potshots at her. However, her own magic was more than enough to protect herself. She erected a barrier rather than countering, letting a group of [Archers] fire back instead. It was another brushing battle— and once again, the Iron Champions Company suffered more casualties. 

Edithe returned indoors after; things were looking good to her. The siege had begun, but the Valiant Dreamers had only been winning. However, the enemy was an unknown. How many assassins did the Iron Champions have in their pockets? How many adventurers were they willing to waste on this useless war? She wasn’t sure. 

She only got her answer later. Only when evening came did the Iron Champions Company commit a significant attack against the headquarters. A brilliant, white ball of fire came blasting at the barrier. It struck the very top of the dome, ripping it down in an instant. Almost like a curtain being ripped off a window. 

The explosion resounded as an alarm went off in Edithe’s head. That was how the barrier was designed— to alert everyone within its perimeter that it had been breached. Instantly, Hadrian snapped an order to a nearby [Mage] with his fingers pressed against his temples. 

“Inform Gabriel that the Iron Champions Company are attempting an assault at our location.” 

“Got it.” 

The [Mage] activated a Skill, and ethereal words formed in the air. They blurred and vanished, probably appearing in front of Gabriel at that exact moment. Then, Hadrian drew his sword and stepped outside. Edithe followed after him with a handful of other Golds and Platinums he ordered to follow. 

The metal gates out front were being bashed open by a group of [Warriors] as they were pelted by spells and arrows from the Valiant Dreamers. Many of them were blasted mid-air by returning fire from the opposing side, although a few went through and brought down some enemies. 

“Mistshard, stay back and assist. Do not engage.” 

Edithe ordered her summon as she stood amongst the other [Mages], forming a line behind a wide earthen wall. The [Barrier Mage] maintained its form, repairing it as bits of the wall were ripped apart by incoming blades of wind and spikes of ice. 

Casting spells from the relative safety of her location, Edithe watched as Hadrian led a charge against the rushing Iron Champions. Their ranks were instantly shredded by the leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company. 

Hadrian swung his sword once, and three Gold Ranks fell. Then he spun around and ran through a large man wielding a giant axe. He moved so simply, barely any Skills needed to take out enemies who were close to Edithe’s level. 

A group of well-armored [Warriors] and [Rogues] approached Hadrian. A Gold Rank from the Valiant Dreamers rushed them and was cut down in an instant. They were Platinums. And they were challenging Hadrian. 

Edithe tried flinging fireballs and lightning bolts at them, but her attacks were intercepted. The [Rogue] blurred and sliced the spells up in mid-air. Then appearing behind Hadrian, they lashed out with two jagged daggers. 

Hadrian parried the attack just in time for two [Warriors] to reach his flank. They swung a maul and a longsword. He ducked under it and kicked the maulwielder, sending them crashing back towards a wall. 

More dreamers tried to aid their leader— Celine’s team rushed forward but were cut off by the remaining [Rogue] and [Warrior]. Ice rained down on them too— a [Mage] from the Iron Champions was casting powerful spells. Spells that would have destroyed Edithe in a duel. 

Edithe felt that sensation again. One of hopelessness. As she could do nothing but look on as Hadrian was surrounded and assaulted by Platinums. 

He exchanged blows. He blocked their barrage of strikes. They came at him, unrelenting. Skills that let them whip through the air, away from his swinging blade. The ground shook as Edithe’s hand trembled with fear. The maulwielder had just barely missed a powerful blow against Hadrian, crushing the earth and sending bricks flying through the air. 

The leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company took a single step. A single pace to his left. Then the [Rogue] appeared behind him once again. Edithe wanted to scream for someone to help him. But— 

A whirlwind of blades exploded around him. The Diamond Rank adventurer used his first Skill, and the [Rogue] fell. 

The two [Warriors] staggered away, both cut up and bleeding. The maulwielder wiped at his face. However, he found himself staring straight at the ground. Hadrian sliced off his arm with a single vertical swing, and the stab that came after finished him off. 

The last of the Platinums saw this. He tried to flee, but Hadrian was on him in an instant. He frantically brought his weapon up, a blur overcoming his entire figure. He struck out, three translucent figures slashing at Hadrian from all sides. 

Plunging his sword to the ground, Hadrian created a shockwave. A blast of red. An aura attack. It wasn’t magic, but rather the physical [Strength] of a [Warrior] turned corporeal. It interrupted the attacking Platinum’s Skill, letting Hadrian finish him off. 

It was a crushing victory. A team of Platinums engaged with Hadrian. Dozens of Golds and Silvers. And they were all slaughtered. Edithe had never seen anything like it. She had thought she knew the man and how strong he was. But this was— 

A scream. 

Celine roared and flailed in a frenzy against the other Platinums attacking her. One of her teammates had been killed. She charged the [Warrior] and [Rogue] but was cut off by a wall of ice. 

The two fled, retreating back out of the gates, the remainder of the strike force from the Iron Champions Company following after them. Some of the dreamers tried to follow. They wanted to press forward. This was a victory! 

A rout! 

But Hadrian shouted out an order.

“Don’t go any further!” 

His words caught them where they stood. Edithe’s eyes widened as she watched the Iron Champions Company regroup. And surrounding them suddenly appeared hooded individuals. Assassins. It had been a trap. 

And the Golds and even some of the Platinums would have been massacred if they left the gates. The moment they stepped out, they would have died. 

“Smart call.” 

A familiar voice broke Edithe out of her stupor. She stared as a person walked out from amongst the group of assassins. Someone she recognized. Who she had met once before. 

Stephen. 

The Platinum Rank who offered Salvos the chance to join the Iron Champions Company. He stood at the head of the adventurers surrounding the headquarters that had been cut off from the rest of the world. 

He spread his arms out wide, a sneer on his face. 

“Good job you saw through our trap. But that was quite the risk, wasn’t it? You could’ve stayed back, but instead, you charged you at the front lines. What would you have done if an assassin got to you?” 

“No assassin would get to me.” 

Hadrian replied simply, his sword at his side in a loose grip. Edithe thought Hadrian would have tried something. She assumed he would have had a Skill to cut Stephen down, even from this distance. And yet, he just watched as Stephen paced just beyond the broken gates. 

“That kind of arrogance gets Diamonds killed on the battlefield, Mr Hadrian.” 

“Don’t call me that.” 

“Ah, then how may I address you?” 

Stephen clasped his hands behind his back, stopping and facing down Hadrian. The two adventurers stood a dozen paces apart. Again, Edithe thought Hadrian would have tried something. Again, he did not. 

Why isn’t he— the thought cut itself off as Edithe realized what that meant. Are they really that close in level? 

She took a step back involuntarily as Hadrian did not respond. Stephen sighed, rubbing at his temples. 

“I expected more from the great Hadrian. I’ve heard a lot about you. How you reached Diamond before the age of 30. And yet, look at you. Just standing there, like a coward. Even as your allies weep for their dead behind you.” 

His gaze fixed on Celine. The Platinum Rank was cradling a man in her arms. Tears were streaming out of her face as she snapped back at Stephen.

“Fuck you!”

He turned around. 

“Honestly, what a disappoint—” 

Edithe caught a glimpse of a fissure in the air. The world itself contorted as the ground underneath Stephen broke apart. The Platinum Rank’s eyes widened. The air twisted, tearing into itself along with the earth and his body. 

Then Stephen appeared panting behind his assassins. The space where he stood continued to spin, until suddenly it burst out. The earth and the air broke into collapsed crumbs of space. The powerful spell released, missing its mark just barely. 

“Who—”

“Tsk.”

Baris clicked his tongue, suddenly appearing beside his son. 

“He used a Skill to escape.” 

“[Flash Step]. Not a typical [Rogue]’s Skill. Some kind of [Rogue]-[Mage] hybrid Class?” 

“Perhaps. But let’s not jump to conclusions too quickly. We’ll have to see more of his abilities before we can decide.” 

“Right, dad.”

The duo stared down Stephen and the dozens of assassins and hundreds of adventurers just beyond the gates. The younger man turned to Baris.

“Think we can take them?”

“Don’t be foolish. We would die— and there could still be more hiding in the shadows.” 

“Assassins?” 

“Perhaps. Or those like Stephen. Regardless, we’ll repair the barrier for now. Don’t let him draw you out, got it?” 

“Yes, father.” 

Stephen slowly stepped forward, eyeing the [Mage] as he walked up to the nearest wall. Placing a hand onto it, Baris began to chant while the apparent speaker of the Iron Champions Company began to shout. 

“You think you defeat us? Don’t underestimate the might of the Iron Champions Company! We’ll kill every single one of you right now unless you surrender—” 

The barrier shot up, once again encapsulating the headquarters. And for whatever reason now, it silenced the voice from the other side. 

Baris snorted as he returned, the angrily shouting figure of Stephen visible behind him. 

“I added a Silence spell too. Just so we don’t have to keep hearing him speak.”

 

 

—--

 

 

Once she was back inside, Edithe collapsed onto a chair, melting into a puddle of sweat. She had been so nervous throughout. Especially when she realized how outmatched she was when the Platinums first showed up. And when they killed Celine’s teammate…

Edithe shuddered. Why am I so… 

“Are you alright?”

A voice broke her out of her thoughts. Edithe glanced up, not recognizing the female voice. She blinked when she saw who it was. 

“Sophia?” 

“Hello, Edithe. May I have a seat?” 

The young woman gestured at the empty chair next to her. Edithe hurriedly scootched her chair aside and nodded. 

“Of course. There’s no one sitting there… I think.” 

Edithe had chosen the closest seat to rest in. And [Rest] in. She didn’t even know if someone had been at this table before she came. She just needed to relax and cool down from the first real battle of the night. That’s the first battle, and even though we were winning, already you couldn’t do anything. What happens if we actually start losing? If the barrier is fully destroyed and we have to barricade ourselves inside— 

“How was it out there?” 

The sound of the wooden chair being dragged across the ground was accompanied by Sophia’s voice. She plopped herself down and met Edithe’s eyes with a worried look on her face. 

“I heard about what happened. We won but… there were a few deaths. Celine’s team suffered a major loss too.” 

“Yeah…” 

Edithe trailed off, not sure how to respond. The young woman was barely in her twenties, yet she was already a Gold Rank. And now she had to fight in a company war. All because of the Iron Champions Company. Because of what you— 

She bit her lower lip, shaking away those negative thoughts by herself this time. Sophia continued, not even noticing the fear written on Edithe’s face. 

“I… honestly did not expect this. I had just become Gold, you know? I thought I could celebrate, go on a few Gold missions. Then suddenly, we’re at war.” 

Nodding, Edithe sat up and faced Sophia. She glanced down at the palm of her hands, and Edithe finally realized the young woman was shaking. 

“I thought I was ready. I am now a Gold Rank. Just like you. Just like Ian. Just like… Paige had been.” 

Edithe instinctively clenched her fists. Her friend…

“But now? Despite not having gone out to fight at all? Look at me.”

Sophia whimpered. She finally turned to face Edithe. Her eyes were welling up, her entire body shaking. Edithe’s eyes widened as she saw the state the young woman was in. 

“Honestly, I don’t even know what I’m saying. I’m just… I’m just…” 

“Afraid.” 

Placing a hand on the young woman’s shoulder, Edithe spoke up with a shaky voice. 

“You’re afraid. Just like me. Just like everybody else in here.” 

It sounded like her words had been placed on a small, wooden boat thrown into a raging river, rocking its way towards a roaring waterfall. 

But still, she spoke. And she tried to reassure the young woman. 

“We’re all afraid. Because this isn’t the same as taking a job you chose out from the bulletin board in the Adventurers Guild. This isn’t the same as fighting monsters like we’re used to. We’re fighting people. Because they forced us into this. Because they were so… so… selfish.” 

Edithe felt the vitriol in her words. The venom that spat out of her tongue. She was seething with anger now. Directed towards the Iron Champions Company for causing all this. 

Then she took a deep breath. 

“However, it’s fine to be afraid. Especially right now. In this situation, let yourself be afraid. But when the time comes for you to stand up, don’t back down. Don’t let yourself be controlled by fear then. Please.” 

She wasn’t sure if she was telling this to Sophia or to herself. She just had to say it. And she felt her hands tremble. Her grip on the young woman’s shoulder tightened as tears also blurred her vision. 

“...please.”

Repeating herself, Edithe found her gaze aimed towards the floor. She looked up and realized she was right up against Sophia’s face. The red-haired woman quickly backed up and murmured an apology. 

“I… sorry.” 

“No— it’s fine.” 

Sophia wasn’t crying anymore. Her eyes were red and swollen. But the tears had dried up. And she seemed calmer now. 

Neither woman said anything for a moment until finally, Sophia chuckled.

“This is really such a stressful situation, isn’t it? And I get overwhelmed too easily. Honestly, I hate this.” 

“You and me both.” 

Edithe wasn’t sure why she laughed. But she did. They joked over something that wasn’t even funny, perhaps the uncomfortableness of the entire situation making it so. 

Sophia shook her head and leaned back against her chair. Her gaze swept through the room until it landed on a man caught in a serious conversation. She sighed and rested her chin on her hand. 

“Hadrian is amazing, isn’t he?” 

Blinking, Edithe glanced over at the man too. 

“You think?” 

“Yes, he should be the most stressed out of all of us. The most afraid. But look at him. He’s still so… calm.” 

Edithe stared at Hadrian as he broke off from talking with Evelyn. The Platinum Rank adventurer left the hall to the outside. She had no team— she was known to be a lone wolf. 

“I think he is the most stressed and most afraid out of us all. But he just doesn’t let it show.” 

“But how? How can he… do that?” 

“Because—”

The red-haired woman hesitated for a moment. A memory appeared in her head. Paul. Paige. Everyone she had lost. She had failed to protect. 

Edithe closed her eyes. 

“Because he knows that if he freezes up, then someone he cares about will die.” 

“Oh, I see.”

Sophia nodded slowly. She sighed again. 

“He’s honestly… amazing, isn’t he?”

Opening her eyes, Edithe looked at the young woman, face now slightly flushed. Edithe chuckled again. 

“I guess. But I don’t think we mean the same thing.”

“Yeah… wait, what—”

 

 

—--

 

 

Cless joined Sophia and Edithe in their conversation shortly after. Sophia’s best friend had been helping out some of the [Mages] in trying to estimate the number of adventurers and assassins the Iron Champions Company had. Their magic led them to conclude the Valiant Dreamers Company were outnumbered by nearly two-to-one. 

No one was happy to hear such a ratio. But neither of the two Gold Ranks let it get to them— much to the surprise of Cless. He came to them a bit of a mess. But since none of them had guard duty, Edithe managed to cheer him up too before the next assault happened. 

This time, Sophia and Cless joined in on the battle. They were kept even further behind the lines than Edithe was, but it allowed them to experience what it was like to at least participate, even if barely. 

Halfway through the prolonged fight, Edithe was forced to summon Druma to swap with Mistshard. The [Elemental] had been blasted by an invisible spell. It was some kind of wind magic— not one Edithe recognized. It probably came from a Platinum Rank, and it was a miracle for Mistshard to have even survived the attack. 

So, Edithe let her rest. And Druma charged out alongside a group of [Warriors] and [Rogues], clashing with the relentless wave from the Iron Champions Company. Assassins stalked through the battlefield too, but Baris was with his son this time. And his spells locked onto these assassins, taking many of them down until they were all forced to retreat once again. 

It was over. There was going to be another period of reprieve. Perhaps two hours— or maybe even three this time. At least, that was what Edithe was anticipating.

She didn’t expect to find herself outside of the building once again so soon when the Iron Champions Company gathered just before the gates. 

Stephen had returned despite not showing up in the previous engagement. Hadrian and Baris both came out this time, neither of them hiding themselves from the single Platinum. Although how many of those assassins are above Level 70? How many of those adventurers? 

Edithe was suspicious of all those inconspicuous individuals surrounding Stephen. Any of them could be Platinums. All of them could be Platinums. Some of them can even be Diamonds. 

This had to be a trap to lure either Hadrian or Baris out, right? 

Wrong.

Spreading his arms out wide, Stephen spoke out in a loud voice. His self-satisfaction was evident. 

“My, my. You’ve repelled us twice. The second time, you didn’t even have to use a Skill, Hadrian. Very impressive.” 

“What do you want, Stephen?” 

Hadrian growled, his hand resting on the hilt of his blade. 

“If you’re going to charge us with that ‘army’ of yours, why not just do it now?” 

“Oh, no. That’s not what I’m doing. You see, after nearly getting killed by your old man earlier, I decided to take a break from the battlefield. Get a little breather.” 

You didn’t even fight, bastard, Edithe retorted in her mind. Baris raised an eyebrow, seemingly catching on to something here. 

Stephen continued. 

“And while I was out on a stroll, I caught myself a little puppy wandering the streets of Viechester. A worried puppy. Who was actually barricaded in his home.” 

A pair of hooded figures appeared behind Stephen. They produced a tied-up and blindfolded man, setting him down beside Stephen. Edithe blinked, not sure of who that was. But someone else knew. 

Evelyn stepped forward, yelling out a name. 

“Thomas!” 

Edithe glanced over at the Platinum Rank, confused at their relationship. Then she saw the fear in her eyes. And the way the man had been bruised and taken against his will here. Her boyfriend? Or her husband?

“What are you doing? What did you do to him?” 

“Nothing just yet.” 

Stephen casually walked up to the man named Thomas and crossed his arms. Hadrian narrowed his eyes while Baris snapped. 

“You’re not allowed to involve innocent civilians in a company war, Stephen. The Sunmere Republic and the Adventurers Guild will not stand for it.” 

“I’m not going to do anything to him. Nor is anyone from the Iron Champions Company. But some assassins unaffiliated with our company might.” 

“That reasoning won’t stand!” 

“Will it? Maybe not. We’ll see. But I don’t think Ms Evelyn cares about that, does she?”

Evelyn’s eyes grew wide as one of the two assassins produced a large knife. They stepped up to the tied-up man as Stephen shrugged.

“Collateral damage happens all the time in company wars. It’s… unfortunate.”

Licking his lips as he saw Evelyn draw her two daggers, Stephen raised a hand. 

“I wouldn’t do anything brash if I were you, Ms Evelyn.” 

“What do you want?”

She asked through gritted teeth. He waved a hand nonchalantly. 

“I just want you to come here, over to us, without your weapons. Then Thomas can go. I’ll even let your Valiant Dreamer friends take him in. You wouldn’t want anything to happen to the only thing you have in your life, right?” 

Edithe frowned as Evelyne stood there, mulling over his words. How does he…? Then the red-haired woman made the realization. Just as Baris and Hadrian did. He’s done research on us. 

Each adventurer had at least some of their personal information out in public. That was an unfortunate side effect of having the job. Especially with the higher ranks. It didn’t matter if you tried to be as discreet as possible. There was always going to be something out there about you. And this was Evelyn’s one secret. 

And the Platinum Rank’s weakness.

Dropping her weapons, Evelyne started forward. Hadrian opened his mouth and said her name. 

“Evelyn—”

“You can’t stop me, Hadrian. Just… just make sure Thomas is safe.” 

“...right.”

The lone adventurer marched out to meet Stephen face to face. He nodded at the assassins behind him, and they kicked Thomas forward, rolling into the Valiant Dreamers Company headquarters. 

Evelyn watched Hadrian grab her lover. Then she burst into action. A dagger appeared on her hand as she leapt up to the other Platinum Rank.

The two assassins intercepted her. One appeared behind her and the other to her flank. Evelyn spun around and sliced the first in half. She kicked the second back— 

And Stephen stood in front of her. He drew his sickle back, pulling it away from the woman’s neck. She fell, her head thumping on the ground and spinning to face Thomas.

Edithe stared in shock as the Platinum Rank was easily disposed of by Stephen. A Skill? That was the only explanation. [Flash Step] to catch her, and another Skill to finish her off. 

Baris glared at Stephen wiping the blood off his golden blade, walking away nonchalantly. The former leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company called out warningly. 

“You will not get away with this, Stephen.” 

“Oh, we will.” 

Stephen turned back, a smug look on his face. 

“And we will continue to get away with it.” 

“What do you—” 

The meaning behind his words took a moment to sink in everyone’s mind. The eyes of Baris widened as Hadrian stood up, Thomas on his back. 

“These bastards are going to keep taking our loved ones hostage. While we’re trapped in here, unable to go out.” 

“Your new leader is smart. Honestly, old man, you’re a bit slow in the head. It might’ve been better off for your company if you had just died from the poison.” 

Hadrian brought his blade down, sending an aura blade at Stephen. Another [Flash Step] brought him away from the attack. 

“That was close. But good try.” 

Then he left. And the figures hiding out in the darkness slowly drew back. They would return. But for now, they let the news settle. The fact that the Iron Champions Company were willing to stoop to even more dirty tricks— tricks that could backfire at any time. 

And Edithe stood, unmoving, even as the others returned, a fear and mourning on their faces. Hadrian stopped by the red-haired woman, Thomas still on his back. 

“Edithe, let’s go back.” 

“But—”

She turned to him, a worried look on her face. 

“Rachel.” 

 

 

 —--

 

 

There was a commotion inside the headquarters of the Valiant Dreamers Company. There were many voicing their concerns. Would their family be targeted? Would their friends? 

It was unlikely. Only those at Platinum had any cause for concern. Gold Ranks in Viechester were almost common amongst adventurers. It would be too hard and too risky to target those that could be killed by their Level 70 assassins.

So, the Iron Champions Company dared to make this play. They dared to threaten the lives of those dear to the Platinum Ranks. And Edithe should not have been worried. 

Rachel was not only at the Sanctum of Elements, she was also only related to Edithe. There was no reason for them to target her. Except— Salvos.  

Edithe remembered the encounter between Stephen and Salvos. How upset the man had been at her rejection. Would he… would he try something? 

That was Edithe’s worry. It was all she could think about even as the Iron Champions Company attacked the headquarters a third time. This distraction nearly caused her death, but Druma saved her just in time. 

And when they got their reprieve once again, Edithe heard Hadrian speaking with Baris. They were making plans. 

“Not all of our Platinum Ranks are like Evelyn. They won’t charge in the face of death. They won’t make that leap across that chasm or fall trying. If their family gets dragged into it, they might not volunteer themselves. But their morale will still break.” 

“Hadrian, I have heard your reasoning before, and you’ve already convinced me once. But unless you have a solid plan of action, I will not approve any such brash decisions!”

“I know, Father. But we have to do something.” 

She knew she shouldn’t have been listening. But she had to know what they were going to do. Edithe would not just let Rachel die. 

Rubbing his temples, Baris let out a tired sigh. The man had just recovered from a poisoning not long ago. The battle had strained him. And now it was clear that his dilemma stumped him too. 

“What do you propose?” 

“That we break the siege and reunite with Gabriel’s forces. Then drive the Iron Champions out of the city.” 

“How are we supposed to do that? We are surrounded.” 

“I know. But I’ve spoken to a few of the Platinums. The brazen ones and the ones worried about their family. They’re willing… they’re willing to make a sacrifice.” 

Baris took a step back, eyes wide. Hadrian continued.

“They will form a spearhead. The one to break their armor.” 

“We’re outnumbered. We might lose everything.” 

“We’ll lose everything regardless.”

Edithe heard this, and she couldn’t help but speak up.

“But what… what if we found a chink in their armor?”

The two turned to face the sudden guest in their conversation. She burned up for a moment, realizing she probably shouldn’t have spoken, but Baris gestured to her to continue. 

“And what is that?” 

Edithe turned to face the closest window. She looked through the glass pane, staring into the darkness beyond, remembering something Stephen had said. Then a small smile— one of hope… or was it madness?— spread across her lips. 

“We know they outnumber us two-to-one. But we think they’re always there, keeping guard. But they also think we won’t try to break the siege. That we won’t sally forth and face them. So, they’re complacent. Stephen said it himself, the assassins are the ones gathering our loved ones in between each of their assaults. One of their biggest advantages is gone when they’re not attacking.” 

Edithe grinned as Hadrian finally understood what she was saying. He looked her over, slowly nodding. 

“That could work. That should be when we strike.” 

“Our counterattack.”

She agreed. But Baris still seemed undecided. The older man met Edithe’s gaze, almost studying her. 

“Edithe, before I say anything, let me ask you: why do you agree with this plan?” 

The red-haired woman stopped. The once feisty, fiery, and short-tempered woman tilted her head up. She spoke slowly, thinking over her words carefully.

“Perhaps if you asked me this question a year ago, I would have told you this was for revenge. To make them pay for what they did to Evelyn. But now? The reason is much simpler than that.”

“And that is?”

Edithe looked back down at Baris, speaking softly. 

“I’m tired of doing nothing while my friends die.” 

Then it was settled.

 

 

—--

 

 

It was past midnight now. It had been no more than an hour since the Iron Champions Company made their third assault. But now, there was a susurration. 

It came not from the side of the invaders, but from that of the defenders. There was movement— the barrier surrounding the headquarters of the Valiant Dreamers Company was fading. But it was not a failure on the runes powering it. It was being done on purpose. 

Everyone had been informed of their change of plans. And while not everyone had been too happy about it, most approved this course of action. Especially the Platinums. 

Edithe did not stick around to discuss what her role in the battle was going to be. Because she only had one role. She was to act as one of the few in the strike force. Like the cavalry that would open up the ranks of the infantry. 

Her job was to charge and tear through the Iron Champions Company alongside Celine and the other Platinums, hopefully surviving. 

The Platinums who wanted to check on their loved ones all volunteered for this job. Not all of them did— only about a quarter, which still made up almost a dozen different Platinum Rank adventurers. Together, they would have been able to save a city from a monster horde on their own. They would have been able to clear out Dungeons that were threatening nearby towns. 

Their efforts would have been better put somewhere else. And yet, they were risking their lives here, against other adventurers who could have done the same. 

They were to charge through the gates, followed by the main bulk of their forces, acting as the spearhead being thrust against an enemy. Hadrian assured them he would be right behind them and even cut down any possible threat to them if it showed. 

And once they were through, they would scatter. Each to check on their own friends, family, or other loved ones they were worried about. That meant Edithe would be on her own. And that was what worried her. 

She looked between Mistshard and Druma, rubbing at the tip of her staff in a nervous tic.

“Do you think we’d be able to… handle any assassins we meet?” 

“As long as they’re not too far above our levels, yes.” 

That was the logical answer, but not the one Edithe had been looking for. 

“I know, but— never mind.” 

Edithe turned around, sighing. Then she blinked as she saw the person standing before her. 

Sophia.

“I heard what you were doing, Edithe.” 

Edithe stared at the young woman, confusion written on her face. She opened her mouth— then realized what was happening. 

“You’re not going to follow me, are you?” 

“First of all, only a dozen Platinum Ranks charging out on their own is stupid. Secondly, it’s dangerous for you to go alone. So, I’m coming with.”

“But—”

“So am I.”

Cless walked up behind Sophia. He grinned as he leaned an elbow on the young woman’s shoulder. She scowled and shook him off. He shrugged.

“I’m not going to let Sophia here go on her own. And don’t worry. Neither of us may be the best fighters, but we’re good at surviving. At remaining sneaky. Something which I’m sure you’re not familiar with.”

He gestured at her outfit, and Edithe looked down at herself. She sputtered. 

“These are traditional [Mage] garments—”

“I’m a [Mage], and you won’t even see me wearing those stupid robes. Seriously, you can barely walk with them!”

Edithe glanced between the two of them, hesitating. Then she finally asked. 

“Why?” 

Sophia shuffled her feet uncomfortably. 

“It’s, uh, because… uh…”

“Because she feels bad about the way she treated those two Gold Ranks, Salvos and Daniel, when they were just helping us out. So, she wants to at least help pay them back by making sure this Rachel is safe.” 

“Hey! You were rude too!”

The young woman pointed an accusing finger at her best friend. He laughed— a nervous laughter which Edithe saw through. The red-haired woman slowly nodded. 

“Well, if you’re going to insist on coming with me, I won’t stop you. But it’s going to be dangerous, you know?”

The two paused. They exchanged glances and then grinned. 

“We know. But we’re Gold Rank adventurers.” 

“Our very job description is dangerous, so don’t worry about us.”

Edithe sighed. 

“If you say so.” 

But before she could fully process the sudden induction of two new members in her mission, another voice spoke up. 

“I’m following too.” 

This time, Edithe was caught by surprise with who she saw. Ian, the aloof, bald [Rogue] who she had barely talked to, stood there. She gave him a confused look. 

“But… why?”

“Because Paige liked that little girl.” 

“...That’s it?” 

Edithe dubiously eyed him. He nodded curtly.

“And you were friends with Paige.” 

“I see.”

Apparently, Paige had been close with Ian. She had frequently seen them together. But Edithe wasn’t exactly close with him. But because of their common friendship, he was helping her. Edithe felt her grip around her staff tighten, just thinking about Paige. 

Then she nodded.

“Alright then.” 

And it was settled. 

Ian, Sophia, and Cless joined Edithe as they gathered with the Platinum Ranks leading the charge. Behind them, the rest of the Valiant Dreamers Company were relying on them. Hadrian’s voice boomed out as he drew his sword. 

“Tonight, we break this siege! Gabriel will continue holding down the training grounds, waiting for our arrival, then we’ll finally rid the Iron Champions Company from Viechester! They wanted war, but we’ll end this war!”

There were cheers. And then, silence. The front doors swung open and before Edithe could do her job, it was first up to the powerful artifacts owned by the Valiant Dreamers Company.

Baris stepped forward, wielding what looked like a pointed spear. He aimed it at the open gates, eyes closed and muttering under his breath. 

“Latticing Flare.” 

A single streak of flames blasted out, striking something out in the shadows. Then it spread out in all four directions from where it had struck, breaking into four smaller streaks of flames. This process repeated again and again until the entire battlefield ahead was gridded by the golden flames.

“Now it’s your turn.”

Tossing aside the now-depleted Latticing Flare, Baris nodded Edithe’s way. Then it was her job. And the job of those with her. They charged out of the gates, following the trail of the powerful artifact that had been loosed on the Iron Champions Company. Mistshard and Druma stayed by her as they rushed straight out of the gates, flinging magic and arrows at their highlighted enemies. 

The Iron Champions were caught off guard. They did not expect this assault. The sentries had been slaughtered by the initial magical blast. And the ones that were ready for battle were mostly Silver; only a handful of Gold met this attack. One survived and rallied the rest of the opposing force into action. 

[Warriors], [Rogues], [Mages], [Archers]— even [Alchemists] and [Enchanters]— tried to stop Edithe as she made a mad dash through her unprepared enemies. But they couldn’t just reach her. Not only did the fire spreading throughout the battlefield make it difficult to easily navigate to them, but she blasted them with spells, aiding Mistshard who hovered above sending hails of ice. 

Druma shielded her, knocking aside any adventurer who got close. At one point, a hooded individual appeared with blades at the ready, but Druma and Mistshard both quickly dealt with him, saving Edithe from what was nearly her death. 

They tore through the ranks of the Iron Champions Company, meeting almost no resistance until—

An explosion nearly sent Edithe flying back. The [Mage] from before— the Platinum Rank— appeared, followed by the other Platinums of the Iron Champions Company. Some assassins showed up too. However, their numbers were lackluster. Especially compared to what they had before. 

No signs of Stephen either. 

“Ignore them! We press on!” 

Celine bellowed, leading the charge. Edithe followed after. She realized how out of their depths Cless and Sophia were, yet they still tried their best to help. Neither specialized in combat— at least, not against people. 

A bolt of lightning that cracked the earth caught the attention of the Platinums. Baris did not let them get close to Edithe and the others. He was around their level, yes. But he was more experienced. And he had spent decades building up his General Skills. Edithe knew he could take them all on himself. 

Then, just as their first obstacle was overcome, another came barring their path. And this one was a mountain. 

The ground broke before the charging group as a large broadsword broke the streets of Viechester. It sent a shockwave that knocked them off balance. And just as Celine got up, an aura of concentrated energy shot out at her. 

Her eyes grew wide, but she managed to raise her axe just in time to block the attack. The other Platinums gathered themselves, eyeing warily what had halted them all to a stop. Edithe glanced up too, feeling fear strike her heart.

[??? - Lvl. ???]

A Diamond Rank adventurer. One from the Iron Champions Company. But not just anyone. It was one Edithe recognized. 

One of the current leaders of the company. One of the original members of the Iron Champions. The ones that were dubbed the champions. They were the ones who exploited the Millcliff Iron Mines to get rich. To get to where they were today. 

Orbur Vale. 

The purported [Warrior] was dressed in shimmering plate armor. Powerful enchantments were no doubt protecting him. He had a helmet on, covering all but the signature scar on his face. A vicious grin spread across his lips. 

“Oh, seems like the valiant dogs finally decided to stop cowering and bite back. How... foolish.” 

He raised his weapon that was twice his own size. The patterned runes running through its blade limned under the moonlight. Or was that an enchantment? 

Edithe wasn’t sure, but she didn’t hesitate. No more. 

She sent an icy spear shooting out at the man. It smashed into his armor, dealing no damage. Like an icicle falling against a metal surface. He laughed. 

“Did you think that would—”

“[Valorous Charge]!”

Hadrian’s voice cut off Orbur, some Skill propelling him through the air. It was like he had leapt off a building and was falling straight at the other Diamond Rank. 

Orbur countered with his own Skill, his sword growing larger as he swung. The two clashed, sending a ripple through the battlefield. The nearby Silvers all fell from the blow, and Edithe nearly stumbled as she was standing up. 

The two Diamonds traded blows, fighting at a level Edithe couldn’t possibly hope to ever reach. She wanted to help Hadrian, but as he kicked Orbur back, sending the other Diamond flying, he glanced back at her. 

“Go!” 

And that was all he had to say. Edithe dragged Celine who was enraged by Orbur. She had nearly died from that initial attack and wanted to help Hadrian face one of the champions from the Iron Champions Company. 

But she would have only hindered him. So Edithe had Druma pick up the woman, much to her chagrin, only putting her down once they were out of sight of the two clashing Diamonds. When Celine was back on her feet, she had a scowl on her face. But she didn’t say anything to Edithe. 

The group reached the end of the Iron Champions’ line. The last of the adventurers there were mostly Silver and Gold. They didn’t even try fighting, choosing to flee and maybe regroup elsewhere. Edithe would have tried to stop them, but it wasn’t worth the effort. 

Instead, it was time for them to do what they came for. Their job here was finished, and it was time to move on. 

They stopped at an intersection, each of them casting wary gazes at the shadows creeping through the side streets and alleyways of Viechester. They all held the same fear in their mind. Assassins. But none showed up. 

Finally, after they were sure they weren’t being followed, Celine turned to Edithe. 

“This is where we part ways. I need to check on my little brothers back on my farm. They live just outside the city, so I probably will take a while and can’t help you.” 

The other Platinums were already streaming off, going on their own to check on those they cared about. Edithe smiled and nodded at Celine. 

“It’s fine. I have help.” 

The red-haired woman glanced back at the Greater Spirits and Gold Ranks accompanying her. Truth be told, Edithe would have preferred if Celine followed them. She was pretty sure Celine could have killed half— if not all— of them by herself. That was just how big the gap between Gold and Platinum was. Yet, Edithe couldn’t wait for Celine’s help. 

This was something she had to do on her own. 

“Go. Check on your family.” 

“You didn’t need to say that twice. Good luck.”

Celine waved and started sprinting down one of the side streets. She disappeared into the darkness, heading out of the city, whereas Edithe would be heading further in. 

“The Sanctum of Elements is in the city square. It’s usually crowded during the day, but… at night it’s like a ghost town, huh?” 

Edithe casually commented as her group— Sophia, Ian, and Cless— made their way through the streets, arriving at the large courtyard that would be lined with shops during the day. Ian grunted in agreement, although Cless scoffed. 

“Of course it is. Everyone’s asleep. No one would be wandering about at night for no good reason.” 

Sophia rolled her eyes. 

“That, and the fact that the city has issued a lockdown warning too for the citizens’ own safety.” 

“Ah, right.” 

It seemed like such a nonchalant conversation at first. They almost seemed uncaring of Rachel— unpressed for time. But they were being cautious. 

At any moment, an assassin could strikeout. And that was what they feared. The Spirits too— Druma protectively shielded Edithe with his body, while Mistshard flitted around, close to any alleyway and corner where someone might be hiding. 

“It’s fine, guys.” 

Edithe waved a hand at her summons, pointing at the temple ahead. 

“We’ve arrived, look.” 

Sure enough, the tall staircase leading up to the Sanctum of Elements lay before them. It was spotless. Cleaned like it was every single day. It certainly looked untouched. As though nothing had actually happened to it, and Edithe had just been paranoid. But as the group made their way up the stairs and into the temple, they found— 

Nothing.

 

            
97. Found

             
I bounded through the dark forest, leaping across the canopy of trees. I tried to stay at the treetop, out of view of anyone that was possibly on the forest floor. 

I was no longer in my Mortal Form. I couldn’t waste any time. If what I heard from Faith was true— then Edithe and Rachel were in danger. My companions were in danger. 

Daniel tried getting me to wait for him. However, he was too slow. And carrying him would have only slowed me down. So I left, on my own, for Viechester. Unfortunately, I seemed to have run into a minor problem. The same one I always faced whenever I traveled on my own. 

...Am I lost?

I wasn’t entirely sure if I was heading in the right direction. Daniel had pointed it out on the map for me— he had instructed me to head in a straight line without making a single detour. But it was hard to follow a path when there was nothing obvious to lead me. 

I had been given his map too. Just in case I got lost. But… I barely understood how to read it. 

Pushing myself off a thick branch, I grabbed onto the trunk of a tree right at the edge of the forest. I saw a road just before me. Does this road lead to Viechester? I was about to jump down to check when I caught a glimpse of something moving in the shadows.

A flicker. 

Chains spread through and in between the trees, hurling heavy spiked balls at me. I threw myself from the tree as the clanging of the metal echoed above me before I landed on the dirt ground. 

I glanced up just in time to see a cloaked figure falling after me. It was a Human man. He wore the same shadow cloak of the Harrowed Vindicators, but he bore no mask. His hood was not up, exposing an unbridled fury on his face. He stared down at me with a single eye that nearly burst out of its sockets.

“Demon! I have found you, now I will get my revenge—”

 

Defeated [Flailberserker of Chains - Lvl. 65] 

Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy! 

 

...who was that? Why did he attack me?

I didn’t know. But I killed him easily and continued on my way. Maybe he’s just another Human mad that I’m a Demon. That was probably the case. I saw a sign slightly further down the road indicating that I was indeed heading to Viechester. Maybe I should change to my Mortal Form. Don’t want Hadrian or the other Valiant Dreamers attacking me for being a Demon!


The group that stalked through the halls of the temple was gripped by a deathly silence. Edithe’s eyes glazed over the gilded walls, paying attention only to the heavy beating in her chest. The thumping of her heart echoed in her head, almost like a drum. It grew louder and louder— almost deafeningly so— becoming the only thing she could hear. 

Calm down, she told herself. So far we’ve seen nothing, and that’s a good thing. If there really were assassins here, they would have left some signs. The [Priests] promised to keep Rachel safe, and even if they weren’t combatants, they still would be able to put up a fight. 

But the question was, would the Iron Champions Company really risk angering the Sanctum of Elements? Certainly, the Den of Souls would not stand for an attack against [Priests], even if they were from a different denomination. The Iron Champions might have been treading a thin line, but they weren’t idiots. 

Despite what Edithe had been telling herself all night, she knew they weren’t immune to consequences. It had only been a month since they poisoned Baris, then three days since they tried to burn down the headquarters. Whether they would have actually faced backlash for their actions over what happened in the past night— or rather, the past six hours— remained to be seen. 

Edithe quietly led the group through the familiar corridors leading to William’s quarters. She knew that he slept on the third floor of the [Priests] dormitories. That was because he was one of the higher ranked members of the Sanctum of Elements in Viechester. 

The moment the group reached the dorms, Edithe knew what happened. She understood why there were no signs of a scuffle— no evidence of fighting. Because the assassins did not attack the [Priests]. Instead, they used some sort of artifact to erect a barrier and cordon off the entire area. 

Frowning, Edithe approached the translucent yellow wall of energy and placed a hand on it. 

“It’s a powerful sealing spell. At least, too powerful for me to break. It’ll probably dissipate by the time the sun’s up. But I don’t think anyone inside even realizes they’re locked in since it cancels noise too.” 

“Think we can destroy it if we combine our magic?”

Cless suggested, trying to inspect the barrier too. Edithe shook her head. 

“No. I say we don’t waste time trying to break in. The fact that the Iron Champions Company— or their assassins— are blocking out this entire area means Rachel and William aren’t inside.” 

“Where are they then?” 

Sophia asked, her eyes scanning the surroundings. 

“I’m a [Hunter]. I can probably track them down if you give me some general directions.” 

“I’m not sure. But if I know William, he might have been anywhere from studying away in the temple library or wandering the streets to feed the homeless.” 

“And this Rachel…”

Ian piped up, narrowing his eyes. 

“She’s with him?” 

“Yes. Or she should be.” 

Edithe spoke almost as if she were remembering a fond memory. 

“When I was little and visited the temple for some of the spare scraps they handed out, William would always bring me around to show me his work. It didn’t matter if I wasn’t interested or was just trying to bother him— he would always be so patient and kind to me, showing me every part of his daily life and teaching me new things.” 

“You grew up in the streets?” 

Sophia blinked. The red-haired woman nodded. 

“Yes, and William took care of me. Just like how I trust he’ll take care of Rachel. So she has to be with him, and if he isn’t in the dorms, then we’ll have to sweep through the temple. Find where he’s at.” 

“If you’re certain Rachel is with him, then I can just use a Skill.” 

The other [Mage], Cless, offered. Edithe turned to him, raising a brow. 

“You can?” 

“[Scry Direction]. It has a long cooldown. But I can use it on people whom I’ve interacted with. And I used to visit this temple quite a lot too. I probably spoke to William once or twice— enough for it to work.” 

“Let’s give it a shot then.” 

Cless nodded and began activating his Skill. Edithe waited, casting wary glances around the area. Once or twice, she thought she saw someone sneaking around. She sent Mistshard over to check, and it turned out it was just her paranoia getting to her. 

The assassins won’t know that we’re coming, we’re fine. Edithe found herself breathing again. Cless finished his casting, and his eyes shone slightly blue as he scanned the surroundings. 

“Well?” 

Edithe couldn’t help but ask after a moment passed. He raised a finger and pointed down a large corridor. 

“There.” 

The group proceeded to follow Cless. They made their way down the winding halls until finally reaching a large, familiar room. It was the summoning room of this temple. The place where Edithe first summoned Hana. 

There, Edithe’s eyes grew wide as she saw… 

William and Rachel were standing over the summoning pool. The [Priest] had a book open, reading aloud an excerpt from the Immortal King’s Legacy as the girl rested her head on his lap, her feet lightly kicking against the water. 

“And it was only when Alexander regaled the wonderful tales from his world to the Council of Cremont did the [Archbishops] at the time allow him to cross through to the Spirit Plane—”

He paused and glanced up at the group that approached him. Edithe ran up to him, the relief on her face evident. 

“William!” 

“Edithe?” 

The [Priest] stood up, and Rachel jumped, running to meet the red-haired woman. She hugged Edithe’s legs as William spoke in a confused voice. 

“What are you doing here?” 

“She came back for me!”

Rachel exclaimed but quickly shied back the moment she noticed there were others in the room. Edithe caressed Rachel and spoke softly. 

“Yes, I did.” 

Then the red-haired woman turned back to William. 

“Is everything alright? We came to check on you two.” 

“Everything has been fine, although we’ve been worried about you, Edithe. We heard about the declaration of war. And there have been some talks of how the siege against the Valiant Dreamers headquarters. But it’s barely been a day since then. How did you get here?” 

“We fought our way out.” 

Edithe replied simply. 

“We weren’t going to fight on the terms the Iron Champions set anymore. Especially when they started to bring innocents into it. We’re the Valiant Dreamers. We fight for the weak against the strong.” 

“Right… I get that. Did something happen during the siege?” 

Of course, William didn’t know. But Edithe was glad she arrived before he had to find out the hard way. 

“The Iron Champions have been sending assassins after the friends and family of Platinum Ranks. But we were worried they would go after you two as well.” 

“That’s… terrible!” 

He had a horrified look on his face. Edithe concurred with that, but she didn’t want to spend any more time explaining. 

“Right, so we have to get out of here as soon as possible.” 

“They can’t come after us. If they attack us [Priests]—”

“They don’t have to harm you.” 

Edithe shook her head. The assassins had already separated most of the [Priests] from possibly getting involved. Abducting a child from a single old man was not so hard after that. 

“They’ll just have to grab Rachel and leave. That’s why Rachel needs to come with us.” 

The girl looked up at Edithe, a confused look on her face. 

“Are more people coming after me?” 

“I… Yes.”

Edithe couldn’t help but hesitate for a moment. But instead of striking fear into the girl’s heart, she seemed to have elicited a different kind of worry. 

“Am I causing more trouble for you?” 

“No—”

Biting her lip, Edithe took a deep breath and spoke slowly. 

“No, you aren’t. Come, let’s get out of here.” 

She held onto Rachel’s hand and started down the hallway they came. However, Ian held out a hand and sharply cut her off.

“Wait, someone’s coming.”

The [Rogue] drew his daggers. Edithe’s eyes snapped ahead of her. She couldn’t see anything, but she didn’t think he meant they were arriving right now. 

“Assassins?”

“Possibly. Not the most discreet— maybe high Silver or low Gold in level. But I don’t think they’re alone.” 

“What do we do?” 

Sophia spoke, panic clearly heard from her tone of voice. Edithe tightly gripped her staff. 

“I…”

“Over here!”

William’s voice drew the group’s attention. He was gesturing towards a wall. Wait, that wasn’t just a wall. It was shifting— moving. A hidden room? 

“Go inside. Let’s go!”

They hurriedly rushed inside before the secret passageway closed. Edithe glanced back, relief washing over her. 

“Thanks, William—”

She paused when she realized the [Priest] hadn’t followed after them. Standing there in shock, Edithe her voices escape through the walls. 

“Where’s the girl?” 

A vague voice that sounded like Stephen’s reached her. And an older one, coming from William, came back. 

“I do not know what girl you’re referring to.” 

“Don’t force my hand, [Priest].” 

“You wouldn’t dare.” 

Edithe felt her heart drop. No— not William too. She wanted to break through the walls and attack Stephen, even though she knew the Platinum Rank would easily kill her. But a chuckle sent her back to her senses. 

“No, I wouldn’t. But that still doesn’t change anything.” 

Footfalls. The echoes of someone leaving the summoning chamber. And a final command. 

“Find the girl. Bring her to me— no matter what.” 

A hand tugged at Edithe. Sophia nodded at her, breaking her from her trance. Breathing deeply, Edithe reassured herself that William was fine, even if she couldn’t see him. He wasn’t attacked by Stephen, and the assassins with the Iron Champions were now searching for Rachel. 

Now all that mattered to the group was getting out of the temple with Rachel. Alive.

 

            
98. Escape

               
Edithe’s eyes clung to the doorway behind her even as she ran through the secret corridor. She couldn’t help but worry for William despite the fact that she knew the [Priest] was safe. He had been like a father to her. If Stephen did anything to him… she wasn’t sure what she would do. 

Mistshard slowly ushered her forward, trying to keep her from running against the wall as they turned a corner. Ian led the group by scouting ahead; his keen senses as a [Rogue] would alert them to any possible assassins lurking about. 

Sophia and Cless took up the middle, the two friends keeping pace with each other as they made their way to the end of the secret corridor. Druma was carrying Rachel a little bit behind them, the little girl hugged around his wooden chest by his four protective arms. Edithe looked at her small group of Gold Ranks and Greater Spirits, wondering if they would be able to even take down a single one of the higher leveled assassins she had seen previously that night. 

Certainly, there were many lower leveled ones— most of them she had fought were Silver in level, some Gold, only a handful Platinum. However, she could not help but worry that their group would run into one of the dangerous ones. A fear predicated in paranoia. 

And past experiences.

Clenching her first, Edithe cast her gaze forward as Ian pushed open the door ahead. A bookshelf opened up, revealing the temple’s library ahead. They came to a halt, taking in their surroundings. The [Rogue] squinted as he took in the room while Sophia blinked. 

“This is… the library? I thought that passage would lead us out of the temple!” 

“Apparently not. It seems all William did was buy us time. It’s up to us to get out of here alive on our own.” 

Edithe answered simply, stepping into the place of books. Rows and rows of bookshelves filled this large chamber; it was a haphazard mess, cluttered with books strewn about in an unorganized manner. The [Priests] of the Sanctum of Elements were gaudy, flashy, but also studious. And since they spent all their money on decorating the entrance for visitors, they couldn’t really afford to pay for a librarian. At least, that was what William told her once. 

Edithe wasn’t sure now whether the man had been lying to her. She had been pestering him with incessant questions— and such an answer now seemed like something an adult would tell a child just to keep them entertained. 

The group weaved through the forest of wood and paper, navigating to one of the entrances of the library. Ian peered outside, holding a hand out to keep them back. 

“It’s clear.” 

Taking a deep breath, Edithe nodded. 

“Considering where the library is located in the temple, that means we’re closer to the back exit that leads out to the alleyways and the side streets rather than the front one leading out to the city square. The front exit will probably be guarded by assassins at this point, so our best bet would be just to sneak out the back exit.” 

“You don’t think that assassins will be guarding that part of the temple too, do you?” 

Cless asked in a worried voice. She shook her head. 

“They will. But we have no other choice.” 

“If it comes to a fight, you two will have to grab the girl and run.” 

Ian spoke out, turning back to face the group. He gestured at Sophia and Cless, the two less combat-focused of them all. 

“Your skills lie in making sure you avoid combat no matter what. Use it to your advantage.” 

“But—”

Sophia opened her mouth. Her friend stopped her. 

“Got it. We’ll do that.” 

She looked like she wanted to protest, but Cless gave her a look. Slowly, the two came to a non-verbal understanding. Edithe glanced between the group, glad that they came to a solution. Then they left the library and started down the hall. 

They left no footfalls behind. None for anyone to follow. They were adventurers. Even if not all of them were [Rogues], they were used to being discreet. Especially when it came to diving through Dungeons. 

The pace they traveled was not the fastest. Nor were they aiming to outrun any assassins. Their job was simple. Get to the exit undetected. Then from there, they would have to see what happened.

The group came upon a long hallway. At the end of it, Edithe could see the deepness of night— the dark sky illuminated by the pale, blue moon. The scintillating stars were like the hope she felt for a moment. Until Ian raised a hand. 

“Stop.”

He pointed at the ground. Thin threads were stitched just above the floor, forming an intricate pattern. A design meant to catch whoever was trying to leave the temple. 

“Wires. Coated in poison and meant to trip an alarm. Whoever made this so quickly must be high leveled.” 

“What do we do?” 

Sophia stared at the trap, wide-eyed. Edithe glanced over at Ian. He nodded at her, and she spoke a word.

“Mistshard.” 

“Yes, master?”

“Freeze them.”

The Greater Spirit obeyed, flying down the hallway and sending a blast of icy waves at the wires. The cold crept up on the steel, forming a cool layer of white over them. Ian took a step forward, avoiding the now clearly visible design on the floor. 

“Do not step on any of them.” 

Sophia gulped and slowly followed. Cless was next, then Druma who was still carrying Rachel. Edithe went last. She cast a wary gaze back at where they came from, confirming that no one was behind them. Then she followed. 

The group threaded carefully through the wire maze; it took some time, but eventually, they made it through. Then they were out. The city laid beyond, and with it were assassins. 

They burst out of the darkness. They had been lying in wait. And now, their targets were here. Three assassins appeared before the group. One was at around Level 70, and the other two were at around Level 40. 

Edithe immediately launched a spell at them while Mistshard flew diagonally at them. Sophia and Cless surrounded Druma who protectively covered Rachel, and Ian drew his throwing daggers in an instant. But the assassins didn’t strike. At least, not all of them.

The Level 40s vanished, running straight for the temple. The Level 70 assassin tugged at invisible strings on his fingertips, creating a network of wires to block the oncoming blasts. He danced around the plume of cold smoke sent by Mistshard and dodged the weaving daggers flying his way. 

They bent in the air, changing directions as Ian directed them with a Skill. But the assassin flipped out of the way. He pulled as if his hands were gripping at Ian’s feet, and the [Rogue] was swept to his back. 

A lightning bolt from Edithe was knocked out of the air, arcing back down to the ground and ripping bricks into the air. Spells and arrows from Cless and Sophia stopped the assassin from targeting Ian, who was still getting back up, his legs covered in small cuts. 

Once again, the assassin pulled. And Sophia’s bow came flying. He weaved his fingers, and invisible threads cut the girl. Cless shouted, seeing his friend cry out in agony. 

“You bastard!”

He dashed forward, hurling fireballs at the assassin running across tiled roofs. The blasts missed their mark and exploded in mid-air. The assassin flipped and landed lightly on the ground. He crossed his arms into an x-shape, twisting his hands. 

Cless yelled, his body torn from dozens of wires cutting deep into his skin. The assassin let out a snicker before a hail of ice fell on him. It sliced open his dark clothes, and blood sprayed across the stone floor. 

He tried to back away from Mistshard’s barrage, only to realize it was Edithe attacking him. 

“[Borrow Skill: Mistshard].”

She aimed her staff, launching another volley at the man, injuring him and pushing him back. Already moving his hands, he clicked his tongue and faced her. Then a spear of ice caught his back. It plunged deep into his spine, eliciting a sharp and painful scream. 

“Gah— arghhhh.” 

His wailings became death throes as Mistshard burned him with fire. A line of flames launched straight through him. The man clawed at himself in agony, his entire body burning and frozen. A notification sounded through Edithe’s mind— a level gained. 

But she didn’t waste any time. The [Summoner] raced up to the body of Cless. He was losing blood. Fast. 

She uncorked a healing potion and poured it over him, closing up his wounds and stopping the whimpers from escaping his mouth. Sophia limped over in a hurry. 

“Cless— is he ok?”

“He’ll live as long as we get him to a healer as soon as possible.” 

Edithe nodded at the young woman reassuringly. Sophia sighed in relief. She took a moment to down a healing potion herself before helping Cless up. The man’s face contorted, and pain followed every movement he made. 

“It’s fine, I got you.”

Sophia spoke softly. Ian hobbled over, his wounds healed but still hurting slightly. His sharp voice cut through the banal conversation being had. 

“We’ve got to go. More are coming.” 

Sure enough, Edithe could see shadows making their way through the far end of the hallway inside the temple. Figures were moving, coming after them. And they had to leave. Now.

But they would be caught. These assassins moved faster than them. Additionally, Edithe could see the pain in each step Cless took. The group had been slowed. There was no escape. Not unless someone held Stephen back. 

“Go.”

Edithe found herself saying. She glanced back at the confused looks on Sophia and Ian’s face. 

“Bring Rachel to safety. I’ll stay.” 

Sophia opened her mouth. 

“But you’ll die!” 

“Maybe.”

Shaking her head, Edithe gripped her staff with both hands. Druma was already moving, the [Yaksha] doing as he was commanded. 

“But it’s my turn to do something to save someone else’s life. I will not allow those I care about to die any longer.” 

Sophia hesitated. She wanted to protest, but Ian grabbed her hand. 

“Let’s go.”

He pulled her, and they disappeared into an alleyway, right behind Druma. Edithe raised her staff and aimed at the entrance to the temple. Cold smoke blasted out at it, coalescing into an ice wall that covered it entirely. 

Mistshard flapped her wings beside Edithe, copying her. Or was Edithe the one copying Mistshard? She was using the Spirit’s Skill, after all.

The ice wall was formed, and instantly, a crack formed on it. The people on the other side were already breaking through the barrier. It was nothing more than a bump in the road to them. Edithe spoke slowly, facing her summon.

“You go too.” 

“I can’t let you stay and die, master.” 

Edithe chuckled, trying to reinforce the ice wall and fill its cracks. It was hopeless. 

“You know, Mistshard, when I first got you, I thought you were nothing like Hana.”

The red-haired woman cast her gaze to the night sky while her barricade began to crumble. Her voice came out longing, almost regretful.

“You’re so polite while she was so rude. She would ignore half the orders I gave her while you would obey my command no matter what. She was chatty, you rarely even speak. But now I realize you’re both the same. She died for me, and you would too.”

Mistshard frantically tried to close the fissures that formed, the beating of her wings slowing as the endeavor failed. Edithe shook her head. 

“She died. But this time. Things will be different.” 

Raising a hand at Mistshard, Edithe took aim at Mistshard. But no spell came out. Only words. 

“I am violating the treaty formed between Spirit and Human. I cancel the contract we forged five months ago, and I shall accept whatever penalty I shall have to suffer.” 

The Spirit’s eyes widened. A reaction uncharacteristic of her. A morose smile crept across Edithe’s face. 

“Goodbye, Mistshard. Return home.” 

A glow overcame the invisible mark in Mistshard’s chest. The symbol that formed when she was first summoned was overcome with light. Shining ribbons sprouted from it and enveloped her entire being. A single word escaped the beaked mouth of the Spirit. 

“Edithe—” 

Then she vanished. The ice wall broke, and it was just Edithe standing there, alone. Stephen marched through the misty entrance, followed by six assassins. Three on each side. 

Edithe spun to face them, a spell forming on the tip of her staff. But Stephen appeared before her. A kick to her stomach sent her flying back and away from the temple. She rolled on cool, stone ground before facing up to see him standing there once again. 

A sickle was pressed against her neck as the man stared down at her. 

“Where’s the girl?”

Edithe met his eyes. Cold, cruel eyes. He was the kind of man she hated most. A self-serving, callous person who would do anything to get what he wanted. The sharp blade of his sickle was pushed further against Edithe’s skin, drawing a trickle of blood. She grimaced as Stephen repeated the question.

“I said: where is the girl?”

Edithe took a deep breath. She closed her eyes as a bead of sweat rolled down her forehead. She felt her mouths unlatch, words spewing out.

“Fuck you.”

She blasted the ground beneath the two of them. A simple Fireball spell. It sent her flying back in the air, her arms and legs burned by her own magic. She landed back on the ground and glanced up at Stephen. 

Did it work…?

The man stood six paces away from the explosion. He was entirely unharmed. All he got was some dirt on his shoulder which he casually wiped off. Sighing, he turned an uncaring gaze towards her. 

“Hm, unfortunate. I was actually going to spare you, but… I guess not.” 

Edithe shot to her feet, preparing a force barrier around her. Stephen cocked his head in her direction. 

“Kill her.”

An assassin shot out and hurled a ball at her. It exploded, shattering her barrier in an instant. The magic fell around her like broken glass as the assassin appeared before her, dagger in hand. 

Edithe’s eyes grew wide, and time almost seemed to slow down. This is it, huh? She closed her eyes as the assassin plunged forward. She tried to raise her hands, but she knew it would be pointless. I just hope… her mind trailed off.

Sighing, Edithe felt one final wishful thought cross her mind.

I just hope they manage to get away— 

And blood splattered across the stone floor. A body dropped in the courtyard, just beyond the temple. Death came quick. Almost in an instant. The cool, blue moonlight shone over the corpse, showing its features clearly to Edithe’s wide eyes. 

The assassin lay dead. Cinder wisped through the air, illuminating the dark night. A flame burned. Blue flames. And Salvos stood there with her blue jacket, over the dead assassin, a fiery scythe in her hand. 

She smiled down at Edithe.

“Hi.”

 

            
99. Prejudice

                
I stood over Edithe in the courtyard just before the temple. A flaming scythe rested gently in my hand as I twirled it over my shoulder. The assassin had been Level 72. Perhaps he would have been a problem for me before I left Viechester. But now, especially with the element of surprise on my side, he was disposed of in an instant. 

Smiling, I greeted my companion who stared at me with round eyes. 

“Hi. How have you been?” 

My words took a moment for her to register; she blinked a few times before opening her mouth, responding to me in an uncertain voice. 

“I-I… Salvos?”

“That’s me!” 

I happily nodded. Edithe’s gaze fixed on me, almost like she couldn’t believe I was actually here. 

“How— how did you get here?” 

“I asked for directions! Hadrian told me where you were.” 

“He did? Does that mean the battle is over?” 

I eagerly nodded my head. 

“They’re on their way to the training grounds now. They’re going to end the siege there too!”

“They are?” 

Edithe asked again. Her confusion was evident. Perhaps she had hit her head when that assassin nearly killed her? I gave her a thumbs-up. 

“Yep—” 

“Preposterous!”

A voice cut me off. I turned around to face an angry man. He wore a fancy shirt with a familiar crest woven into it. Narrowing my eyes, I took a second look at his face. 

“...Stephen?” 

His face was filled with fury. As if someone had interrupted his sleep time— or whatever else Humans got mad about.

“Are you saying Orbur was defeated? Impossible.” 

I shrugged, not knowing who this Orbur was.

“That’s what I saw when I arrived.” 

“Ridiculous. If he’s defeated, then that means the time and resources we spent here were wasted. We can’t just return empty-handed, especially not without what we came here for— unless…” 

Stephen studied me with a curious expression. Then he spread his arms wide, stepping forward. 

“Ms Salvos, it seems you’ve leveled quite a bit since we’ve last met. You’ve almost reached Platinum too.” 

“I have. And?” 

He raised a hand out, smiling with one of those conniving looks Humans had when they were scheming for something. The kind Daniel had on his face when he thought he was sneaky in trying to convince me to let him sleep in. I didn’t buy it.

“What say you reconsider the offer I made you the last time. I promise you that we’ll be able to provide what’s necessary for your Class advancement to be as… good as possible. With you in our company, I promise you you’d be able to hit Diamond— even Elite— in no time.” 

I raised an eyebrow at him. 

“Do you even have an Elite in your company?” 

As far as I was aware, those were Level 150 and above. The Human man drew his lips into a thin line. 

“No. But you could be the first.” 

I tilted my head up, considering it. 

“That does sound tempting. If I do become the first Elite in your company, I’m sure everyone will respect me very much.”

That sounded very nice. Hearing praise everywhere I went was certainly a good thing; it would be like when I first saved Silvergrove and everyone in the city gazed at me with awe and wonder. I liked that. 

Stephen smirked.

“It certainly would.” 

“You can’t be serious, Salvos?” 

Edithe spoke up in a hushed voice behind me. 

“These guys just attacked our company. They killed so many of our members!” 

“Your members.”

I corrected her. I clasped my hands together, smiling. 

“They didn’t kill any of my companions. Although they would have if I was a tad bit slower. Huh.”

I glanced between Edithe and Stephen. 

“I guess I probably shouldn’t go with them.” 

“Are you really going to turn us down twice? That would be such a foolish choice! And what? Because that woman told you to say no?!” 

Stephen spat, glaring daggers at my companion. I shook my head. 

“No. She’s not ‘that woman’. She’s my companion. And I do have another reason for it.” 

I looked at Stephen. At the way he looked at me. The Human man saw opportunity, not any concern for me. Not any care for Salvos. 

It was something I was used to by now. Only my companions truly cared for me as Salvos. Not Saffron. Not Faith. Not Helen, Jaakko, or Zack. 

They all didn’t truly see who Salvos was. Who I was. 

I bared my teeth back at Stephen. He was Level 81. The assassins behind him were Level 73, 48, 54, 45, and 51. Despite being lower leveled, they instantly tensed, realizing something was off. He didn’t and waited for me to spread my arms out wide. 

“Even if I wanted to join your company, let me ask you this question, Stephen: would you even accept me?” 

He narrowed his eyes, then snorted. 

“Of course, we would. A recruit with as much potential as you would be gladly accepted among our ranks. We’ll even spare your friends too.” 

“No. I don’t mean accept me… or this.”

I gestured at myself. 

“Whatever this is. No— I mean will you accept me?”

The man blinked as a savage grin spread across my face. He thought he was recruiting a Human. Maybe someone to be reasoned with. Someone who thought the same way he did. 

But I wasn’t any of that. My logic was not the same as his. We would never meet eye to eye. It was a simple fact: one which I had known since I was born but never really embraced. But being in this plane and having it suppressed from me— kept away from me— then speaking to Lily, I finally realized it in its whole truth. 

I am a Demon.


“No. I don’t mean accept me… or this. Whatever this is. No— I mean will you accept me?”

Stephen couldn’t help but cock a brow at the odd question coming from the silver-haired woman. She took a step forward, golden eyes flashing in the moonlight. Then she let her scythe disappear and grabbed something from her neck. 

He frowned as she tossed aside an object. It looked like a Necklace of Obfuscation. Has she been hiding her level this whole time? he thought, grabbing for his sickle. But no. His [Identification] worked on her the same, revealing the same level as before. 

Only one thing changed about it and that was her Class. She wasn’t a [Rogue], she was a…

[Mage – Lvl. 68]

A [Mage]...? But that wasn’t right either. The Class stayed static for a moment before fizzling like a haze spell had been cast in his mind. The words almost grew muddled, shifting— changing. 

[̶̼̓͘͝M̶̥͙͇̫͎̾̽̒̎̈̈̄̚͝ã̷̯̣̙̺̱̹̿̏̈̇̈́́g̴̦͓͚̿e̶̙̻̬̩͂̃͐͛̆̄̍̕ ̸̣̳̺́̔͂̒̑̋-̶͉̙̫̘̣̰͖̺̥͍̆͛̓̃̃͐̑͝ ̸̨̥̭̞̼͗͂̎̾́L̴̺̭̦̻̻̓̈́̒̚͠v̴̟̫̣͈̹̙͛̕͝l̷̨̛̜͈̠̬̳̱̥̮̋͂̌̂́͆.̶͇̂ ̵̜͙̬͕̭̀̒̾͠6̵̜̫͔̦̫̺̬͂͜͠8̸̖̥͉̹̬͎̰͖͇͇̀̐́͗̈́̂̒͌͘͠]̵̡͍̝̼̝͚̪̯͉̞̊̓͝

Squinting, Stephen tried to identify her once more. And again, he got a different result. 

[҉C҉h҉a҉n҉g҉e҉l҉i҉n҉g҉ ҉-҉ ҉L҉v҉l҉.҉ ҉6҉8҉]҉

It was less misshapen now. Almost fully formed. He identified her one last time as pops resounded, like powerful firecrackers going off at a glacial pace. 

[Changeling – Lvl. 68]

His eyes grew wide as he realized what it told him. He had focused too much on his [Identification]; he didn’t even realize the silver-haired woman was transforming into a silver-haired beast. 

No— not a beast. A Demon. 

The large, lanky Demon straightened. Her spine rippled with cracks, forming tiny bumps lining up the surface of her back. She placed her two clawed hands on the ground, each palm large enough to fit the man’s head whole. 

Dozens of sharp teeth revealed themselves in the skull-like face of the Demon. It stared down at him with two gleaming eyes. An almost hoarse but eerily soft voice broke Stephen from his stupor. It spoke a single word.

“Well?”

Stephen drew his sickle and aimed it at the Demon. 

“Kill it!” 

“Thought so.”

The words came from it like an angry growl. Stephen had meant to back away from the Demon, assess the situation and its power. But as he blinked in and out of existence, he lashed out, [Flash Step] carrying him a dozen paces forward. He wasn’t sure why he had no control over his body. Just that he swung the blade down vertically, only to slice through air. 

He stumbled forward, confusion and fear striking into him. He realized that the Demon was now behind him, its body wreathed in flames. Like a beast of fire. 

It streaked its claws against Stephen’s back. He cried out in pain as blood splattered on the cool ground. The Platinum Rank adventurer whirled around, striking for the Demon’s neck— 

And it was like his sickle struck stone. Its tip was lightly touching the Demon’s skin, not even leaving behind a small cut. It grinned, and the fire around its body blazed furiously. It seemed to gather around her neck, close to his hand. 

It burned him, causing him to drop his weapon and cry out in pain. And yet, something compelled him to strike it, even without a weapon as his arms burned with each strike, he attacked it. Why am I doing this— What’s going on?! Just as he thought the Demon was going to bite his head off, an assassin appeared behind it and plunged a dagger through its spine. 

This time, the attack seemed to work. Stephen wasn’t sure why it did, but it gave him the reprieve he needed to back away. He was suddenly able to move on his own. But his still panic-filled mind did not consider the possibility of a Demon using artifacts. Why would it? 

The Demon grabbed the assassin, its entire form blurring as it threw him off its back. Then another assassin came, and it tore through her easily. Stephen watched as her body was sheared in half, exploding into a pile of guts and gore. 

He stared at the corpse on the ground, at his burned hand and the clawed mark dragged across his back, then at the Demon tearing up two more assassins as they approached it. And he made the only logical decision he could. 

Stephen ran. 

He made a mad dash straight for the temple. Perhaps he could try to escape into the alleyways and side streets to get away from the Demon. But it was somehow faster than him. It would track him down and kill him easily. 

So, he continued his path of escape, heading to where he could find reinforcements. He paused only for a moment to look at Edithe. The red-haired woman was lying helplessly on the ground, staring just as he did at the bloodbath happening before her. He could have taken her as a hostage. But what kind of an idiot tried to use a hostage against a Demon?!

Winding down the hallways of the Sanctum of Elements, Stephen desperately hoped he would find some [Priests]. They were specialized in dealing with Demons. They should have been. But when he reached the sleeping quarters of the temple, he realized he wouldn’t be able to get their help until dawn. 

The entire section was sealed off. A powerful magic that he could not undo was there, blocking him from his only hope. Soft footfalls echoed behind Stephen as a shadow passed through his peripheral vision. 

He spun around in a panic and continued running, [Flash Step] carrying him as fast as he could away from the pursuing Demon. Stephen turned corner after corner, hearing the footsteps disappear and fade into the distance. 

Slowing to a stop, relief and air filled the man’s lungs before he heard some voices coming from a nearby chamber. Stephen hurried over to find five assassins— some of those he had left behind at the temple keep an eye on William— there.

He opened his mouth, ready to give them orders to hunt the Demon down. But he paused. They looked tired. Coated in sweat. Why were they exhausted from just standing around— 

And the Demon bounded out of the darkness, tearing a head off. The assassins instantly tried to scatter, one of them fruitlessly attacking the Demon only to be easily ripped apart. Stephen stumbled back as its form zipped through the darkness, glowing even brighter than before with brilliant, blue flames. 

Another assassin fell. Then its attention turned to him. A series of [Flash Steps] carried him straight past a fleeing assassin. Stephen shoved the coward back towards the Demon, shouting. 

“What are you doing? Kill it!”

The poor woman stared at him for a moment, shocked by his order. He didn’t expect her to actually stop the Demon— she was only Level 42, after all. He just wanted her to slow it. 

And she did. For only a moment. Then the Demon was on him again. 

Stephen’s legs carried him as fast as he could through the labyrinth that suddenly was the Sanctum of Elements. No matter where he went, no matter where he hid, the Demon would always find him. 

Red liquid sprayed across the ground as he watched the last of his assassins fall to the Demon. Only he was left for it to hunt down. He spun and ran again. Fleeing from the monster he had set upon himself. 

I have to get help! Stephen thought as he raced through the temple. I have to get the city guards! 

Stephen ran down the last of the hallways until he saw light up ahead, filling the shape of a doorway. It was the front entrance of the temple. The one that led to the city square. Surely there would be someone there to help him! 

If he could get the city against this Demon, he would be safe! 

A burning pair of chains wrapped around Stephen’s legs, tying them together and forcing his face to the ground. He tried to pick himself up and scramble forward, but the chains dragged him further back down the tunnel. 

Stephen fought helplessly until he came face to face with a terrifying maw. The Demon stared down at him, teeth bared menacingly. An almost cruel grin spread across its face. Stephen whimpered as he threw a punch. He had used up all his mana and could no longer use [Flash Step] or half his Skills. 

This single [Quick Attack] was all that he could do. It rocked the Demon’s head back. Only for it to grasp his hands and slam them down, digging deep into his skin with its claws. Its mouth opened, stopping just inches from his face as he closed his eyes and leaned back. 

“P-please... d-don’t eat me!”

He squeaked. The Demon paused, staring at him curiously. Then a grumbling escaped its lips. A… laugh?”

“I’m not going to eat you.” 

It spoke, shaking its head. Stephen almost sagged in relief until he felt a sharp pain run through his nether region. Warm liquid spilled from his waist as he realized the Demon’s claws were wrapped around his most delicate parts. 

“I’m going to do something even worse.”

“No—”

It pulled, and he screamed. He screamed and flailed his arms, crying out in pain. For somebody to save him. But no one came. 

No one from the city square heard his death. Why would they? It was empty, after all. A company war was ongoing, and no one wanted to be caught in the crossfire.

 

Defeated [Dual Bladed Rogue – Lvl. 54]!

Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels below you!

 

 

…

 

 

Defeated [Vanish Spellsickle - Lvl. 81]!

More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!

 

 

General Skill [Advanced Mana Manipulation] Level Up!

[Advanced Mana Manipulation – Lvl. 4] -> [Advanced Mana Manipulation – Lvl. 5]!

Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!

 

 

General Skill [Racial Skill: Mortal Form] Level Up!

[Racial Skill: Mortal Form – Lvl. 2] -> [Racial Skill: Mortal Form – Lvl. 3]!

Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!!

 

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up!

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 68] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 69]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up!

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 69] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 70]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

 

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] Level Up!

[Midday Changeling – Lvl. 70] -> [Midday Changeling – Lvl. 71]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

 

 

Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)

Species: [Greater Demon]

Subspecies: [Midday Changeling] – Lvl. 71

General Skills:

[Advanced Mana Manipulation] – Lvl. 5

[Identification] – Lvl. 5

[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] – Lvl. 1

[Racial Skill: Mortal Form] – Lvl. 3

[Rest] – Lvl. 3

[Title Skill: Zealous Call] – Lvl. 2

Stats:

[Available Stat Points: 0]

[Vitality]: 70 (+5)

[Strength]: 43 (+5) (+2)

[Endurance]: 65 (+5) 

[Wisdom]: 98 (+5)

[Agility]: 150 (+5)

Skills:

[Available Skill Points: 1]

[Advanced Fire Creation] – Lvl. 30 (Maxed)

[Charge of Embers] – Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Fire Strike] – Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Ignition] – Lvl. 5 (Maxed)

[Scorching Wave] – Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Self Haste] – Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Passive – Blue Flames] – Lvl. 20 (Maxed)

[Passive – Deadly Instincts] – Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Passive – Weapon Mastery] – Lvl. 20 (Maxed)

[Evolution Available]

 

 

Species Evolution:

[Greater Demon] -> [Greater Demon of Pride]

Requirements for four Subspecies evolutions have been met!

 

 

Subspecies Evolution: 

[Asura Changeling]

An [Asura Changeling] is a [Changeling] that lives amongst Spirits and mortals as friends. A mortal at day and a Demon at night, they appreciate the wonders of a different plane but still hold pride in what they are. 

+5 to [Vitality]

+5 to [Strength]

+5 to [Endurance]

+5 to [Wisdom]

+5 to [Agility]

 

 

[Serguthy Balruq]

A [Serguthy Balruq] is a [Balruq] that commands mastery over flames. Nothing can stop their fury once enraged. They will incinerate everything, leaving less than ashes in their wake. 

+15 to [Wisdom]

+5 to [Endurance]

+5 to [Agility]

 

 

[Fiendish Duke of Belial]

A [Fiendish Duke of Belial] is a [Fiend] that commands pride and respect from their minions. They show power through strength, paying kindness to their allies tenfold, while repaying cruelty to their enemies a hundredfold. 

+15 to [Strength]

+8 to [Vitality]

+2 to [Endurance]

Bonus: 50% of [Wisdom] is permanently removed and added to [Endurance].

 

 

[Lamael Succubus]

A [Lamael Succubus] is a fiery [Succubus] that emphasizes passion over wit. Their fire magic blazes like an inferno, burning their problems into ashes as they see fit. Their control over their biology is less than a [Succubus].

+10 to [Wisdom]

+5 to [Endurance]

+5 to [Vitality]

+3 to [Strength]

 

 

I paused, getting up from the bloodied corpse at my feet. I considered all the options, cocking my head.

“Huh, well that’s an obvious choice.”

 

 

Evolution Complete!

[Greater Demon] -> [Greater Demon of Pride]

Subspecies [Midday Changeling] -> [Asura Changeling]

Gained 20 Stat Points! 

[Vitality] +5

[Strength] +5

[Endurance] +5

[Wisdom] +5

[Agility] +5

Gained 2 Skill Slots!

Gained 6 Skill Points!

General Skill [Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] Obtained!

Skill [Charge of Embers] becomes [Flame Burst]!

Skill [Fire Strike] becomes [Barrage of Cinders]!

Skill [Ignition] becomes [Ember Core]!

Skill [Passive – Deadly Instincts] becomes [Passive – A Hunter’s Sense]!

Skill [Flaming Breath] is now available.

Skill [Horror’s Flare] is now available.

Skill [Intimidation] is now available.

Skill [Radiant Slash] is now available.

Skill [Passive – Keen Eye] is now available.

Skill [Passive – Refined Casting] is now available.

 

            
100. Contract

               
The carriage rushed through the winding road under shelter from the treetops. It was dawn. And Daniel was certain that he would not have made it to Viechester before Salvos. 

Unless she had gotten lost, of course. Which was a very likely scenario. But with Edithe and Rachel involved, he was certain she would at least try and take this seriously. She could be extremely competent outside of just fighting if she wanted to— that was what he observed. 

Regardless, Daniel didn’t enjoy the trip in the carriage. Sure, it was the fastest way for him to arrive in the city— walking would have taken him far too long— but spending the trip with someone he considered to be… his ex? No, that wasn’t right. Captor was a better term. Suffice to say, it made him a little bit uncomfortable. 

Faith’s eyes glossed over the blur of brown and green passing through the window. She had tried instigating conversation with him at the start of the ride, but when he made it clear he wasn’t going to talk to her, she resigned herself to watching the scenery breeze past. That made Daniel feel both better and worse. 

He felt better that he didn’t actually have to talk to the princess. But he felt worse because he couldn’t help but feel bad for her— if she wasn’t just acting like she had in the past. Still, no amount of pity would drive him to voluntarily converse with her. So, the two sat in silence until finally the carriage came to a stop. 

“We’ve arrived.”

Her soft voice broke Daniel out of his thoughts. He watched the door swing open and the princess gesture at it to him. Eyeing her warily, Daniel wasn’t sure why she was staying seated. Didn’t courtly manners dictate that it was polite to let a lady go first? 

He realized a moment later the reason why. 

“I’m not staying in this city, Daniel.” 

“...I didn’t ask.” 

“You looked like you wanted to.” 

Faith let out a small laugh, leaning back into her seat as her posture relaxed. Daniel stood up and started out of the coach. She spoke out once more. 

“I’ll be returning to my country now. Are you certain there is nothing I can do to bring you back?” 

The [Hero] didn’t even pause before replying. 

“No. There’s nothing you can do.” 

Sighing, Faith cast her gaze back towards the window and ran a hand along its gilded edges. 

“I see. Then I wish you all the best with saving your friends.” 

That was all she said before the door closed. Daniel waited for a moment for the carriage to leave. He saw Faith disappear into the distance. Her retinue of guards were following her on horseback. Only three of the riders remained. 

Jaakko, Helen, and Zack. 

“We were only paid to escort her to you and Salvos. Our contract with her is finished. We shall stay in Viechester until we find another job.”

The Cyclops spoke simply, offering the information willingly. Daniel gave him a nod. 

“Right, I’ll try and find Salvos. See if she’s done anything reckless in this war.” 

“I’m sure she has.”

Snorting, Zack winced as Helen jabbed him in the side.

“Tell us if you find her, alright?” 

“I will.”

Daniel parted ways with the three Gold Ranks, walking through the mostly empty city of Viechester. Its streets which had once been so full of life— with dozens of performers drawing in the attention of small crowds, with vendors which sold delicious smelling food, and just with people busying about their day— had become a ghost town. 

The city was in lockdown— no, not a mandated lockdown by the city’s mayor. It was an unofficial announcement that citizens should remain indoors for their own safety. A company war was something entirely out of the local government’s hands. The city guards could deal with Gold Rank threats at most. The fact that this company war involved hundreds of Silvers and Golds, dozens of Platinums, and even Diamonds left it entirely out of their hands to intervene, even if they wanted to. 

The last time two large companies fought had been between the Forsaken Company and Remembered Order Company. Two of the Three Honorable Companies. Not only did their squabbling over resources greatly weaken their fighting strength just before the most recent Kobold invasion which resulted in what had once been the Grand Eastern Empire’s collapse into the dozens of small kingdoms it was today, but the attempted intervention by the Vaun Qieur Empire to stop the company war resulted in many of their top generals dead. 

It was not a fun time, essentially. 

Which made Daniel question why the Iron Champions Company pushed so hard for war against the Valiant Dreamers despite all the possible consequences for… everything. There had to be a reason beyond just revenge for all the petty back and forths between the two in the past. Whatever that reason was, however, eluded him entirely. And it seemed that the Iron Champions ploy failed.

Daniel found himself walking through a street littered with corpses. It was nowhere near as bloody as the first battle he had ever found himself in— one which involved thousands of combatants on both sides— but he still found the sight to be gruesome. 

Dozens of— maybe even over a hundred— adventurers had been slain just outside of the Valiant Dreamers’ headquarters. The casualties came from both sides; the Iron Champions Company ostensibly taking up a larger share of the dead. 

Adventurers Daniel recognized belonging to the Valiant Dreamers were cleaning up the dead. After only a single night, victory had been achieved— the siege was broken. 

Hadrian was having a discussion with Baris and a few others right next to the broken gates of the headquarters. They were tabulating the deaths, trying to figure who survived and who did not from the long night. 

“...in total, 8 of our Platinums were killed, 37 Golds or almost a dozen teams, and over a hundred Silvers. That’s compared to 6 of their Platinums, 53 of their Golds, and also over a hundred of their Silvers. 84 assassins have been counted among their dead. About two-thirds of the total number we estimated they brought. Most of them were low leveled.” 

“So many deaths… and for what?” 

The leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company had a grim look on his face. He clenched his fist as his father took over the conversation, almost drawing himself to the side. Daniel saw this opportunity to approach him. 

“Hadrian.”

“You—”

The blond man turned and blinked at him. 

“Uh… Daniel, right?”

“Yeah. Have you seen my friend— Salvos? Silver hair, wearing a blue jacket? Or maybe Edithe. She was looking for her, I think.”

“Oh, them. They came back not long ago. Went inside. Not sure where they’re at now.” 

Daniel nodded and smiled gratefully at him. 

“Thanks. And… sorry that all this had to happen.”

The [Hero] truly meant those words, even if he was no longer as disgusted by the sight as he would have been when he first came to this world. The fact that he was desensitized to it was even more infuriating to him than anything else. 

But Daniel could only worry now for his friends. He entered the headquarters of the Valiant Dreamers, passing by rows of injured bodies lining up the walls. Stopping only once to see Cless be tended to by a [Healing Mage], he continued up the stairs and into the room Rachel and Edithe were staying in. 

Nothing.

No one was there. Daniel wanted to head back outside to search for them, but a sudden sense of extreme weariness drew him to the empty bed. His exhaustion of having to deal with Faith, then see the consequences of the company war drained him of all his energy. And the young man from Earth just slumped over on the mattress.

He rested the back of his hand gently on his forehead, a heavy breath escaping his lips. Thoughts raced through his mind. Concerns which he had never once thought he would ever be worried about. That of war and death. Of heroism and bravery. Of cowardice and survival.  

The events of the past few days were heavy. Is Faith actually telling the truth? Will the Valiant Dreamers win the company war? Is everyone in the Elutra Kingdom really going to be used as a sacrifice? 

He didn’t want to get involved. He didn’t want to be involved. But he was. And it went beyond just that. 

What about that Archdemon in the Motharis? What is he going to do with his army? What kind of calamity will he bring if he does come down from the Dungeon?

Daniel was not like Salvos; he considered such possibilities and felt compelled to at least do something about it. Furthermore, he had not enjoyed the multiple near-death experiences during his time in the Brilsum Ruins. It might have been normal for her considering her upbringing, but such events stressed him out. 

He shut his eyes as his head hung off the side of the bed. Words escaped his mouth, voicing his inner thoughts for once. 

“I just want to…”

Trailing off, Daniel sighed. A voice instantly snapped his eyes open, and he saw a pair of golden eyes staring at him. 

“You just want to…?”

Salvos glanced up at Daniel from the wooden floor. She was lying down with her arms sprawled wide, a look of confusion on her face. 

“You didn’t finish your sentence. What do you want to do?” 

“Salvos? When did you get in here? What are you… what are you doing?” 

Daniel raised an eyebrow as the Demon shot to her feet. 

“Nothing! I totally, most definitely wasn’t hiding myself while I tried to take a nap like Humans do! Absolutely not!” 

He did not believe her, but he didn’t comment on it. Because something caught his eye. She looked… different. 

Then he identified her and realized what had happened. 

“You evolved?” 

“I did! After I killed Stephen and all those assassins, I reached Level 71, and I got the option to evolve!” 

“So, you’re an Archdemon now?” 

Slowly shifting to a seated position, Daniel regarded the Demon. She shook her head, thumbing a finger at herself excitedly.

“Nope! Not yet. But I did get a new, improved Species. Check this out— I’m now a Greater Demon of Pride!” 

“You are?” 

“Yep! I was shocked at first since I was expecting to get something more like Grand Demon or Super Demon! But instead, I just became a different kind of Greater Demon. But then I realized I really liked it a moment after!”

“Wait, do you mean to tell me you didn’t even get a choice?” 

“No. Why would I?”

Salvos gave him a puzzled look; he frowned, crossing his arms. 

“That’s not right. Are you saying the System— I mean, you just became a Greater Demon of Pride against your will?” 

Shrugging, she took a step forward and sat next to him. 

“I became a Demon against my will. I was born against my will. You’re a Human against your will. I don’t see why it matters.” 

Daniel scootched slightly away from her, but she leaned forward with round eyes. 

“So, back to what you were saying… what were you saying again?” 

“I was just muttering to myself. It doesn’t really matter.” 

He averted his gaze, uneasily scratching his chin. She exclaimed.

“But it does! You made me curious by talking to yourself in English! And now you’re not going to tell me what you meant to say? That’s rude!”

Daniel blinked, seeing the pout on the girl’s face. He sighed.

“That’s not what being rude means at all.”

“Huh.”

“But I guess… I guess I could tell you.”

Daniel wasn’t sure of what he was saying. But Salvos was not just one of the only people he could speak to about this, knowing that he was from Earth and all. However, she also wouldn’t fully grasp his situation. So, it lessened the awkwardness of it all.

“I was just feeling… unhappy.”

He admitted, glancing up at the ceiling. 

“Unhappy? About what?”

Salvos gave him a curious look.

“The stress. The pressure. The expectations. Knowing that people’s lives are on the line. That I, as a [Hero], can do something to save them. But I don’t. But I can’t. But I fail to.”

His response did not exactly elucidate anything for her, but before she could open her mouth and interrupt him with questions again, he continued. Words flowed out of his mouth like water from a river. 

“I had wanted it once. This kind of a life. Being a hero and saving people. I dreamed of such a thing when I was at my lowest. When I felt like my life had no meaning.”

Salvos cocked her head, her flowing silver hair swaying to the side. The dam that had clogged up the rushing waters had been broken— now it was free to run free. 

“It was just a silly wish. A desire to escape from reality. I was in college— not a good college— and my life was going terrible. My grades were bad. I was depressed. All I ever did was spend my time playing video games in my room. But I wasn’t always like that. I had been happy once. I had a girlfriend once, you know? Me.”

He spilled everything he had been bottling up ever since he came to the Nexeus. The frustrations he felt. The regrets he had from Earth.

“You did?”

The question was innocent, but it still stung him a little bit.

“I mean, it wasn’t anything serious. She said it herself that it wasn’t serious when we first started dating. And most high school romances do end in break up. But I loved her. She was the only person I truly loved.” 

“What was her name?”

“Her name was Emily. And she died in an accident towards the end of our senior year just before starting college. That was when I began to lose everything. Lose control of my life. Only now… I realize I have so many things back on Earth that I loved. That this world? Being a [Hero]? It’s not for me.” 

Daniel turned to Salvos, not realizing when he had started crying. The tears fell freely down his face, blurring his vision of the girl.

“I thought I had everything I had ever wanted when I came here. But now I realize I have nothing. That Faith never loved me. That my Class? Being a [Hero]? It does nothing if I’m not actually suited to be a hero. I just want to… I just want to…”

He choked back on his regrets. His desires. Facing the floor, then his palms, he spoke his one wish. 

“I just want to go home.”

And then there was silence; his thoughts finally realized. All that could be heard was his own muffled crying. He didn’t know how much time passed. Just that he sat there, head buried in his hands, overcome by sadness. 

Then the silence ended. Salvos spoke out, drawing his eyes towards her.

“Then let’s make a contract.” 

The words were simple. Straight to the point. Just as she always was. Except, there was something about her voice— no, something about her form that was different. 

Instead of finding himself face to face with the beautiful woman from before. The enchanting young maiden with piercing golden eyes and flowing silver hair tied into a ponytail. He instead found himself facing a face like a dog’s skull. A creature with four clawed hands. Flesh like bone. Dozens of piranha-like teeth bared to him. 

Daniel would have flinched a few months ago. But he was used to this now. He only spared a glance over at the extra set of arms and the bulkier form. 

“...what did you say, Salvos?” 

“I said, let’s make a contract.” 

The raspy voice of the Demon came out with alacrity, showing not a hint of the terrifying creature she appeared to be. But Daniel knew that could change easily. 

The two gleaming dots looking down at him curved up, showing a smile that Daniel otherwise would not have picked up.

“You’ve helped me out a lot, Daniel. In fact, you’ve already done exactly what you said you would do! I now know the way back to the Netherworld, and it’s thanks to your help. So, I’m going to get a Class, become a [Space Mage], find Haec, then—” 

Salvos rested a hand on the mattress as it pressed down under the weight. She stopped just inches away from Daniel’s face, finishing with a grin.

“Then I’ll help you find your way back!” 

Daniel slowly took this in, not really comprehending her logic. He rarely did. 

“But, Salvos, we can’t form a contract.” 

“Why not? Demons do it all the time!” 

“You don’t have a summoning collar! Or whatever Spirits use to bind them to a master! Without them it won’t be a contract, it’s just… words?”

Daniel lost himself in his speech. Salvos seemed to see the flaw in what he was saying too.

“Everything I’ve seen about Humans revolves around words. You say this gold coin is worth the same as that dagger, and I buy it. I say I’ll give you this pendant if you save my daughter, and you save my daughter. Why do these words matter? Anyone can just lie.” 

“Because if you lie, others will stop trusting you. Your words will lose meaning. And if you lie enough times, there may be consequences for it.” 

Salvos nodded. 

“Exactly.” 

She waved a clawed finger as she spoke casually. 

“If I didn’t keep my word, you wouldn’t trust me. And if you stop trusting me, I lose a companion. Why would I want to do that?”

Standing up, she loomed over Daniel and walked in front of him. Light seeping in through the cracks at the window shone behind her as she slowly changed back to a Human. Now, an angel stood before him. One that offered him a deal like the devil. 

“I, Salvos, Demon of the Netherworld, wish to make a contract with you, Daniel, [Hero] from Earth. That as long as either of us lives, I shall find a way to bring you back to your world. To your home. And for that, you only have a single price to pay.”

Daniel hesitated, biting his lower lip to keep himself from giving an immediate answer. 

“And what is this price, Salvos?” 

“It’s simple: even when you go back to Earth, you will never forget me. Salvos. Your companion. And you will carry my name with you until you die.” 

She smiled and put a hand out. 

“What do you say?” 

The answer was obvious.
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