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    Chapter 1


  


  Guardian Angel Z357 opened his eyes. All twelve of them snapped wide, facing different directions. They were uniformly placed in his face, although each differed in size, with the largest eyes at the center, while the smallest were on his forehead and his chin. They formed the vague shape of a diamond, layering on top of each other— one, three, four, three, one.


  He had no mouth. No nose, no hair, and no ears. There were square-shaped holes on the side of his head, but they were small and shallow. His skin was gray like it was made of metal, and he raised his head mechanically as he heard the command of the World System.


  [New Main Objective: Halt the Return of the Fal-Deus


  Vacuos is in danger! Rifts in space have ripped their way through Laxo, Alius, Drazyl, and Mare. The Void’s infraction is threatening the stability of Planet 16B, and potentially the entire universe. Ensure that all traces of the Fal-Deus are eliminated so that Vacuos is not disconnected from the World System.


  

    -          Minor Objective A: Investigate the last five rifts that have torn through Vacuos.


  


  

    -          (0/5) Rifts Investigated


  


  Threat Level: Planetary Cataclysm(?)*


  *Tentative


  Reward: Promotion]


  After such a long slumber, awakening was no quick process. It had to have taken Guardian Angel Z357 at least a full rotation for him to have even opened his eyes. Maybe more. Now, he heard the words ringing in his head, then it flashed before him. A red screen hovered over his face. All twelve of his eyes darted towards the familiar objective. He had received such a command from the World System once before.


  Looking up, he saw the planet slowly spinning before him. It orbited around a star in the far distance, although he only saw a fraction of the golden rays. Most of the star was obscured by the planet due to his current location.


  Guardian Angel Z357 was currently tied to the orbit of the moon due to one of his Techniques. But he broke off as he descended towards Planet 16B. This was his first time entering the atmosphere in over ten millennia. The last time he had been awakened, he had been tasked to complete a similar objective that resulted in the destruction of a continent.


  It had not been a simple task. But he had diligently carried out his duties to prevent a Planetary Apocalypse. His current objective appeared to be a lesser threat than that of the past, and yet, he was offered a Promotion now. While Guardian Angel Z357 was not one to question the World System, he did wonder why this was the case.


  He did not further this line of thought, instead adhering to his command. His body burned as he entered the atmosphere of Planet 16B. He scanned the three surviving continents in the distance. He spotted an odd dark shadow where Mare used to be, but he paid it no mind. He looked past Alius, searching for the most recent rift in space, and all he detected was a weak ripple. He swept his gaze over Drazyl, detecting a similar low-level of Void-activity. But his gaze briefly halted when he saw that a quarter of the elven continent had been flooded.


  Guardian Angel Z357 dismissed any curiosity he had for the current geopolitical climate of Planet 16B. He had to focus only on matters pertinent to his Main Objective. He looked towards the final continent— Laxo— and he paused.


  High-levels of Void-activity detected, he thought as he came to a sudden stop just above the ocean. Activating Without A Trace, his figure vanished. Investigating anomaly.


  He shot forward, crossing hundreds of miles in mere moments. He didn’t feel the wind whipping against his body. Air passed through him like he wasn’t even there— it was as if he had become completely incorporeal.


  And that was true.


  Guardian Angel Z357 could phase through walls if he wished. He couldn’t be burned by fire, nor could he be affected by lesser magic. He was nigh invulnerable in his current state. At least, when facing the inhabitants of this universe.


  Only the Void-blessed stood a chance of harming him. But just barely.


  So he continued on until he reached Laxo. The human continent. He hardly surveyed the landscape as he flew towards his destination, but he discerned that there had been quite some substantial changes since he had last been here. There were colossal monuments and tall buildings located in just about every major city, and the protective walls girdling these settlements were significantly smaller than before.


  But a lot could change in ten thousand years, so Guardian Angel Z357 did not bother questioning these changes. Instead, he zoned in on his destination. The strongest residual essence of Void magic was just up ahead. His twelve eyes flickered as he saw it.


  It was Mount Arkais. The tallest mountain in all of Planet 16B. A grandiose peak that reached high above the clouds—


  …where was its peak?


  Guardian Angel Z357 stared at the devastated terrain. A quarter of the mountain top had been blown off— like it had been destroyed by a violent explosion. The surrounding area had been devastated by terrible wildfires, and molten rocks lay sizzling at the base of the hill.


  An eruption? But Mount Arkais was not supposed to be a volcano. It had to have been the result of a battle. Perhaps it was related to the rift located at this location. More information was required before a cause could be determined. And so, Guardian Angel Z357 flew towards the caldera atop the mountain, beginning his investigation into the rifts.


  Ding!


  [In Progress: (1/5) Rifts Investigated!]


  —--


  Three months had passed since I escaped the Fractured Realm and arrived in Vacuos. Compared to the ten years— or more… definitely more— I spent in that broken world of nightmares, the roughly ninety days I had spent here was nothing. But while I was constantly fighting against voidlings, voidbeasts, and the Voidgod itself back there, I was mostly relaxing here.


  The fact that I was currently lying down in bed as the sun set over the horizon was proof of that. In the Fractured Realm, I hadn’t even been able to sleep for a single moment. But here, in this farm, I could get up whenever I wanted. I could even literally go back to sleep right now if I felt like it.


  It was calming.


  But things hadn’t always been this way. It had taken me a while before I even ended up here, on this farm. When I first arrived in Vacuos, I had still been busy fighting, even though I was no longer in the Fractured Realm. I killed a Lich King, I defeated a Goblin army, and I made an Elder Dragon surrender.


  I saved Noele, before taking her on as an apprentice. I became an adventurer, and I fought off an insane elf. Well— I didn’t actually fight him. He just kept challenging me to a duel non-stop until I finally managed to chase him off.


  …and he left to bother the aforementioned Elder Dragon, which I did feel a little bit bad about.


  But it was not my problem, so I didn’t stop him. Instead, I went on to save Noele’s parents from a Dungeon, then fought some bandits, and then fought even more bandits later on. It wasn’t a lot of action compared to what I had been through in the Fractured Realm, but neither was it the peaceful life I desired since arriving in Vacuos.


  I had only managed to find some peace and quiet once I had arrived at Wolfwater. Working in Nolan’s farm had given me quite the reprieve, even if I still ended up having to fend off a bunch of bandits after only a week or two of being here. I was still quite content with what I had here on this farm. It was the closest thing to a truly peaceful life I had experienced thus far.


  There was something here for me to do that I found fulfilling. I had friends— Noele, her parents, and Garron— surrounding me when I had lunch and dinner. We laughed and chatted and spent time together. Almost like a family. I was content.


  And yet, I was also dissatisfied.


  Because every passing moment I spent here on this farm, I couldn’t help but think of my family back home in my world. I thought of my sister, my parents, and my friends. I missed them. I wished I could return to them. But I couldn’t. No matter how hard I tried, no matter how strong I got, I knew I was never going to see them again.


  After all, nearly a hundred years had passed since I disappeared on Earth, and my parents were dead. Only my sister remained, but she was merely a husk of her former self. Returning to such a world would be… miserable.


  So I remained here in Vacuos, content with what I had, but still yearning for what I had lost.


  



Chapter 2

A hundred years had passed since I vanished from Earth. Or just under a hundred years. I wasn’t sure. All I knew was that it had been a long time, and my parents were now dead. My younger sister was a great grandmother. My world had changed greatly in my absence.
And there was no point in going back.
It was odd to think about. But I learned that time didn’t flow linearly between worlds. I didn’t know how much time passed in the Fractured Realm because time was broken there, however I knew that ten years had passed in Vacuos since I was first summoned by the Voidgod.
If Noele was to be believed, and the Age of Calamity truly began ten years ago, this meant the Voidgod likely had some hand to play all the terrible things that had happened since then. It was not surprising. He had been desperate to find a way out of the Fractured Realm.
After all, he had chosen me— an ordinary girl from Earth— to be his vessel. He had offered me power, and in exchange, I would carry him into Vacuos so he could once again reclaim his world. I… told him to fuck off.
Then I killed him.
And now, I was here, living peacefully at this farm just outside of Wolfwater. I could hear the birds chirping, and I saw the sun shining between the blinds of my window. With a heavy sigh, I finally got out of bed.
It was already mid-morning. I normally started working in the fields as dawn broke. But today, I had a day off. I was Nolan’s [Farm Help]— although I didn’t actually have the Class. He paid me a decent wage. It was nothing life-changing, and honestly, I had said he didn’t need to pay me anyways. But he insisted on it, so I had no choice but to accept.
There wasn’t much for me to do today, especially since Nolan and Nicole were going to a nearby village to help with the repairs. Many of the surrounding farmlands had been burned down before I could stop the Miststorm Riders. Wolfwater was the least affected by the attack thanks to my intervention.
Noele and Garron were staying here in Wolfwater with me. I could hear them outside, preparing breakfast as they chatted. I heard their laughter, and I stopped at my doorway. I was pretty sure that they were a thing— or going to become a thing— and I felt awkward barging in on them.
But I felt the rumbling in my stomach, and it pushed me out of my room. I wondered what I was going to cook today.
—--
“Seriously?” Noele laughed, covering her mouth. Her blonde locks swayed behind her as she shook her head. “You can’t be serious, Garron!”
The burly man leant forward, placing his hands on the table. He smirked at her as he nodded slowly. “Oh, I’m completely serious— the moment I saw those water slimes, I made a break for it.”
“They’re F-rank threats!” she exclaimed. “And you were Level 11— you were E-rank! You could’ve easily dealt with them without even drawing a weapon!”
“I thought they were aqua slimes,” Garron harrumphed as he drew back. “That’s all we have around Windrip. And those bastards are C-rank threats. I thought we were dead for sure if we fought them.”
Noele just chuckled. “It’s no wonder they kicked you from the team…”
“You’ve got to give me a break, Noele. That was my first time adventuring away from Windrip.” The burly man sighed, raising his head almost nostalgically.
The blonde girl tilted her head, smirking. “I can just imagine it— some big guy like you running from those little monsters. It is hilarious.”
He groaned, but she rested her chin on the palm of her hand. She leant closer and held his gaze with a smile.
“But look at you now,” Noele said. “You’re Garron the Steel Tank. A B-rank adventurer. You didn’t need them to get to where you are— you got here through your own strength. I’m sure they’re somewhere out there, wishing they hadn’t kicked you from the team.”
Garron scoffed, puffing up his broad chest. “Of course. They were my first adventuring team, and they were also my last for a reason. I learned that most adventurers don’t actually care about their teams, nor do they desire anything beyond their next paycheck.”
“Well, adventuring is a job.” The blonde girl shrugged.
He nodded. “It’s a job for most. But for me, it’s something more. It… was something more…” he trailed off.
Noele watched as Garron’s gaze darkened. His brows arched over his face, casting a long shadow. The blonde girl knew what exactly he was thinking about. It hadn’t been long since the two adventurers met and became friends— just over three months— but they had gotten quite close during that brief timeframe.
And she had once asked him the reason why he had become an adventurer. It had sounded like a typical pursuit of revenge— Garron had taken up arms to slay the very same darkwood moose that had slaughtered his parents. But when he had searched it out, the monster was already dead.
Noele knew what it was like to feel directionless. She saw it in Garron’s face. He closed his eyes, leaning back on his chair. Without an explicit goal any longer, adventuring must just become no different from any ordinary job. Unfulfilling and taxing.
Perhaps that was why he left Windrip— because he wanted to find a new path. The blonde girl bit her lower lip and got to her feet. She circled around the dining table and approached him from behind. He raised his head, blinking as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders.
“Noele…?” He stared at her, but she hugged him tight.
He opened his mouth, before clenching his jaw. He brought a hand up, holding onto her forearm as she whispered into his ear.
“Garron—” she started.
“...what are you guys doing?” Amelia asked flatly.
Both adventurers jolted back. Noele immediately backed away, and Garron’s gaze snapped to the brown-haired woman standing to the side. The burly man cleared his throat as the blonde girl just flushed.
“Uh, we were…” He tried to work his jaw.
But Amelia shook her head and spun around. “I think I’m going to go back to my room.”
Noele watched as her mentor returned down the corridor to the bedrooms. The blonde girl exchanged a quick glance with Garron, before stepping forward.
“Wait, Amelia!” Noele said, and her mentor paused, glancing back fractionally. “You should at least have some breakfast before you go— my Papa prepared it specifically for you.”
The brown-haired woman raised a brow, returning to the dining table, drawn by the allure of food. “What’s for breakfast?”
“Oats.” Noele gestured at the bowl. “And some milk, too.”
“That’s… a shitty breakfast,” Amelia sighed.
Garron scratched his jaw uncertainly. “It tasted pretty good to me—”
“Because you’re an adventurer. You’re used to eating even worse food.” She rolled her eyes.
“Fair.” The burly man couldn’t argue with that.
“I’ll cook up something, I guess.” Amelia strode towards the kitchen as Noele and Garron shifted uncomfortably.
But the awkward moment ended, replaced by a minute of silence. The blonde girl heard the ticking of a clock, and she saw the time with a frown. Garron noticed it too. They glanced between each other as Amelia rummaged through the kitchen pantry. Both adventurers blinked, realizing that they were late.
“Oh,” Noele said, glancing back towards Amelia. “Sorry, Amelia. You’ll have to eat your breakfast without us. Garron and I have got to go.”
Amelia paused and turned towards the blonde girl. “Where to?”
“To Wolfwater,” Garron explained as he got to his feet. “We promised we’d help scout the outskirts for any wandering monsters.”
The Noble Spellsword hurriedly slung her Bag of Holding over her shoulders. She slipped her boots on, and nodded apologetically to her mentor.
“I wish I could stay, but—” 
“It’s fine,” Amelia cut the blonde girl off. She placed a loaf of bread on a chopping board and waved a knife dismissively. “Just don’t forget to help feed Bucky on your way out.”
“Bucky?” Noele blinked as she opened the door. “Who’s that—”
“Bawk bawk!”
The blonde girl paused, staring down at the front porch of the house. She furrowed her brows as a chicken cocked its head back at her.
“...why is there a chicken here?” Noele asked.
Garron stared. The chicken clucked. And Amelia just shrugged.
“Why not?”
—--
Unfortunately, Noele and Garron couldn’t stop to feed Bucky because they were running late. I watched them go, hearing Bucky cluck sadly as the door swung shut. I sighed and lowered my half-made sandwich.
I opened the door, and Bucky brightened. She waddled in as I smiled at her, before squatting down. I patted her a few times as she clucked in excitement. I reached for a bag and produced a handful of seeds. I raised an open palm, feeding her with a smile.
“You know, I never had a pet back on Earth,” I said as I scratched the side of her face. “And they won’t let me own a pet without having a Class related to taming animals or monsters.”
Bucky didn’t respond. She just quickly pecked up the seeds, and I shook my head. I sprinkled her meal at her feet and shut the door. I walked back to the kitchen as the chicken ate from the floorboards.
“Don’t make a mess,” I scoffed. “I’m not cleaning that up.”
I quickly whipped up my breakfast, before heating it up in a magical oven. It wasn’t as efficient as a modern oven from Earth, but I was still surprised that such an appliance existed. It definitely wasn’t an ordinary household object— Nicole herself had said that she bought it while she was visiting Shorheim a long time ago.
I heard the soft footsteps of the chicken approaching me. She clucked, eyeing the sandwich I was holding.
“You want some?” I asked with a raised brow.
Bucky clucked in response. I narrowed my eyes. She waited impatiently at my feet, and I shook my head.
“You can’t have it,” I said, tossing a handful of seeds at her.
But the chicken ignored the seeds. Instead, she pecked at my feet, before clucking loudly again. I frowned as she raised her head, looking at my sandwich.
I knelt before Bucky and held my sandwich up at her. “Do you seriously want a bite?”
She clucked in agreement, and I broke off a piece for her with a sigh. I handed it over, letting the chicken have some of my sandwich. She quickly pecked up the food as I eyed her curiously.
“Do you like it?”
Bucky just munched on the bits of sandwich. She didn’t nod, but I could tell she was enjoying her meal. I smirked at her.
“It’s a chicken and egg sandwich,” I said with a deadpan expression.
And the chicken froze. Her beak dropped as the bits of sandwich she had been chewing fell to the ground. I chuckled and watched as Bucky skittered back away from me in horror. She stared at me, and I took a bite from my sandwich.
I lied. It wasn’t a chicken and egg sandwich. It was a ham and cheese sandwich. But I was just curious to see if Bucky actually understood me. And she did. So she was actually sapient due to her levels. At least, to a certain extent.
I also lied because I couldn’t have her pestering me for food whenever I was eating. That would have been annoying. I did wonder what Nolan would think if I adopted Bucky as a pet. Although… was that even ethical since Bucky was a sapient animal?
My musing was interrupted as I heard a sharp rapping coming from the doorway. I looked up, hearing the knocking continue. Bucky paused as I lowered my sandwich with a sigh. Interrupted again.
“Who is it?” I called out, walking towards the doorway. I shook my head as the rapping didn’t stop. “I’m—”
“Bawk bawk bawk!” Bucky clucked over me.
She backed up in terror, flapping her wings as she stared warily at the doorway. I blinked, glancing back at her with narrowed eyes.
And the knocking halted. The air grew still. The world went silent.
My eyes darted back to the door, and I saw a looming shadowed figure waiting at the other side. Whoever it was who had been knocking shifted, moving to the side of the doorway. Bucky tensed as my brows snapped together. I placed a finger on my lips, and the chicken’s panicked clucking stopped.
I slowly reached for the doorknob, eyeing the shifting shadow. I waited for a single second, then I threw the door open as I stepped outside.
“You—” I started.
And my eyes went wide when I saw who it was at the other side.




Chapter 3

The rapping stopped. A shadowed figure shifted at the other side of the doorway. My eyes narrowed, and Bucky backed up. I could hear her clucking nervously behind me as I reached for the doorknob.
Whoever it was out there— I knew I could handle them. But I still didn’t like how aloof they were acting. The shadow shifted, and I yanked the door open.
“You—” I started as I stepped out of the doorway.
And I stared at the figure waiting there. A purple-skinned man waited at the other side. He had four long arms, and a pair of antennae protruding from his head. His oversized head bobbed back as he peered at me with beady black eyes. He raised a hand with three fingers and nodded at me.
“Hey,” he said. 
I just blinked. “Who… what the fuck are you?”
He grinned. “I am, xrr, Xakor. An otherworlder, just like you. May I come in, Amelia the Unranked Adventurer?”
—--
I let Xakor into the house. He took a seat in the living room as Bucky backed up warily. The chicken was afraid of him. She clucked nervously, even as I tried to calm her. I gave her some seeds to distract her before patting her gently.
“It’ll be fine,” I reassured her.
I could understand why Bucky was antsy around Xakor. He was quite literally an alien. Well, I was technically an alien too, but I was still a human. So while I didn’t belong to Vacuos, I still fit in to a certain extent.
Xakor did not at all. He looked like an alien straight from a movie. The only thing that seemed normal about him were the clothes he wore— plain white robes that buttoned up to the top. He flashed a toothy smile my way as I sat before him.
“I apologize for my unexpected visit,” he said in a gravelly voice. He inhaled before he spoke, like he was snorting the phlegm in his throat. “Xrr, I was under the impression that my friend informed you I was coming. But knowing him, I can see how he could neglect mentioning that.”
“No, he did.” I shook my head. “Guildmaster Evan, right? From Windrip.”
Xakor raised an amused brow. “Indeed, that is him. Now that is surprising. I did not expect him to exhibit such consideration. He is typically quite the… xrr, aloof individual.”
“He’s weird as fuck,” I said flatly.
“That is one way to put it, yes.” Xakor nodded and leant back in his chair. “But Evan is no bad person. He put me in touch with you for a good reason. And I am quite grateful to be able to have this opportunity to speak with you, Amelia the Unranked Adventurer.”
“Don’t call me that.” I rolled my eyes.
“Xrr, so you’d prefer to be referred to as the Unranked Adventurer?” The otherworlder didn’t blink, even as he gazed at me curiously. He hadn’t blinked once since we had met. I was pretty sure he couldn’t close his eyes even if he wanted to.
“No,” I said as I shook my head. “Just call me Amelia. I don’t have a Title.”
“Of course, how silly of me.” He brought one hand up to rub his chin while he folded two more arms across his chest. He had a rather thin frame, even though he was quite tall. “I believe Evan said such a thing— that you don’t have a Class.”
“I don’t. Do you?” I quirked a brow.
He laughed as he spread his four arms wide. “I do, indeed. They call me Xakor the Patron of the Culinary Sciences, and I am a Level 55 [Chef].”
“You’re… a [Chef]?” I frowned. “Even though you’re from another world?”
Xakor nodded. I found that interesting. It confirmed my suspicions that I really was the only one in Vacuos who couldn’t gain any other Classes. There was supposedly a [Hero King] out there, and he was an otherworlder too, but I considered the possibility that he was only pretending to have a Class.
But the fact that Xakor had a Class— a mundane non-combat Class like a [Chef] too— made it clear to me that there was either something wrong with me or something wrong with the System. Either way, this wasn’t an ordinary predicament in the slightest.
Or maybe Xakor was already from a world with a System too.
“Where are you from, anyways?” I asked, tilting my head. “I’m from Earth.”
“I am from a world called Krakos,” Xakor replied simply. He raised his head as his black eyes glinted. “It is a universe far more advanced than Vacuos. A world where ships can sail the cosmos— where power can be drawn from the sun itself. My people have conquered entire solar systems, and we have befriended all kinds of peoples across the galaxy.”
“That’s…” I furrowed my brows. “Sci-fi as fuck. Do you guys have laser swords and laser guns?”
“Laser swords and laser guns?” He gave me a quizzical look.
I gestured vaguely around me. “I don’t know— to fight and stuff?”
He shrugged. “My people have long since abandoned the concept of warfare. It was what we needed to shed to make the leap into a spacefaring civilization. How can we travel the galaxy, if we cannot even find peace within ourselves?”
“Fair.” I thought of my world.  “Maybe Earth can learn a thing or two from your universe…” I muttered.
“The same could be said for Vacuos.” Xakor spoke as he lowered his head.
I pursed my lips. But I didn’t add anything else to that. The purple-skinned man just chuckled as he got to his feet.
“Xrr, let’s not dwell on such grim thoughts.” He stepped forward, and Bucky clucked in a panic. She backed away to the far side of the room as he glanced at her with a kind smile. “I came here for one reason alone, and that is to acquaint myself with you. I was quite surprised to hear that another otherworlder has appeared here in this world.”
“Do you befriend every single otherworlder or something?” I asked curiously. “I do appreciate that you sought me out, but why does it matter to you?”
“The other otherworlders in Vacuos are… xrr, you’ve seen what the [Hero King] has done. And the [Mystic Craftsman] is not much different. They are individuals I would rather not be associated with.” Xakor sighed and shook his head. “Do not misunderstand me— I have spoken once before to Kallistus, and Zil has exchanged a few letters with me. But I have been searching for someone who has been trapped in the same dilemma as myself.”
“And that is?” I prompted the purple-skinned man.
His antennae twitched. “A desire to live a simple life.”
He spoke, and I paused. “That is… accurate.”
Xakor just chortled as he waved a hand dismissively. “I have heard plenty from Evan about your struggles. But beyond that, I have heard about these strange meals you have concocted during your time in Windrip.”
“Yeah, but everyone hated it,” I sighed as I got to my feet. “No one wants to try my cooking because I don’t have a Class.”
“Oh, but I beg to differ.” Xakor stood by the kitchen, smirking at me. His pure black eyes twinkled, and I blinked. “I would love to have a taste of these Earth meals.”
I stared at the alien for a moment. For the first time since I arrived in Vacuos, someone was willingly offering to try my food even while knowing that I wasn’t a [Cook] or a [Chef]. I opened my mouth— and then I just smiled.
“Well, as long as I can try some of your world’s dishes too, then sure...”
—--
Guardian Angel Z357 found nothing at Mount Arkais. He had investigated the caldera— he had swept over the burning forest. And all that remained here were traces of the Void’s power. But there was no rift. No tears in space.
If the world had been sheared open, it was repaired now. That was unusual. When Guardian Angel Z357 last repelled the Fal-Deus, the entirety of Planet 16B had been riddled with rifts that had refused to close until his intervention. An army of Elder Dragons had to take the skies to repel the hordes of voidlings pouring out of the Fractured Realm, and when the war was over, Principality Z1 herself had to descend upon the planet to cleanse the residual depravity of the Void.
But things were different now. Evidently so. Guardian Angel Z357 flew above Mount Arkais and shook his head. He determined that there were no remnants of the Void here— nothing that had leaked out remained. There was nothing of use for him to discern. No trails left behind that could explain the resurgence of the Fal-Deus.
So he took off, searching for the next rift. He zipped through the sky, crossing over countless valleys and hills in minutes. He continued until he arrived at his next destination— where he detected traces of battle and the lingering essence of the Void.
It was a city. A small city by the looks of it— certainly incomparable to the cities of the Grand Nova Empire. Perhaps a simple outpost? Guardian Angel Z357 wasn’t certain. He simply landed right in the middle of a destroyed street as humans passed by him like he wasn’t even there.
They couldn’t see him. Not while he was under the effects of Without a Trace. He studied a crater in the middle of a street junction, and he raised one of his hands mechanically into the air. He ran his fingers over the magic permeating the world, lifting corrupted strands of mana into his palm. His fist tightened and his twelve eyes focused.
He saw the ghost of a rift that had torn its way through space here. Just like in Mount Arkais, it had been sealed shut since then. But unlike the first rift, Guardian Angel Z357 could determine that this rift was created from a mutual effort in both the Fractured Realm and in Vacuos. Meanwhile, the rift in Mount Arkais had been opened through sheer force from the Fractured Realm.
The fact that this rift here in this small city was opened in such a manner meant one thing. The Fal-Deus wasn’t working alone. There were people here in Planet 16B who have fallen under the prey of the Void’s power.
Void-blessed, Guardian Angel Z357 thought. An unusual method for the Fal-Deus. It would have been much more efficient to simply send hordes of voidlings— or even voidbeasts— into Vacuos. But for some undetermined reason, the Fal-Deus was employing a roundabout method to cross through.
Guardian Angel Z357 detected further traces of the Void up ahead, away from the city, and he investigated it. He reached a farming village and cast his gaze over the terrain. Once again, there were signs of battle here. But it must have ended quickly.
It was impressive. Guardian Angel Z357 was certain it had been no lesser than an Elder Dragon who had defeated the Void-blessed here. Although— he thought there was a potential chance that the battle that took place in this village was against a mere Void-touched.
But again, he didn’t know. He could only paint a vague image of what happened. He landed on the dirt road where the remnants of the Void’s essence was the strongest outside of the city, and he wondered who it was who defeated the Void-touched and Void-blessed here.
Perhaps it hadn’t even been an Elder Dragon. It could have been a [Hero]. Guardian Angel Z357 hoped to consult with said individual for further information about the current situation plaguing Planet 16B. He glanced to the right. He saw a small small farm waiting there, and a pair of figures milled about inside. A brown-haired woman stood before a stove as she laughed.
Guardian Angel Z357 shook his head and took to the skies. Whoever it was who repelled the Void here, it couldn’t have been any of the [Farmers] living around the area. That would be ridiculous.
And Guardian Angel Z357 continued on to his next location.
Ding!
[In Progress: (2/5) Rifts Investigated!]
—--
“Did you see that?” I blinked, looking up from the frying pan and towards the window.
I could have sworn I saw something flicker in the air above the clouds. But Xakor just shook his head. He crossed his four arms at me and spoke simply.
“I did not notice anything,” he said.
“Uh-huh…” I narrowed my eyes, before shrugging. “Well, whatever. As I was saying…”




Chapter 4

“This is…” Xakor frowned as he eyed the sizzling meal I had prepared for him.
I waited, arms-crossed, and tapping a finger on my elbow. His beady black eyes didn’t narrow, but I could see a glimmer within them. A hint of intrigue. A bit of disgust. I pursed my lips as he picked up the bun, and grease from the patty dripped onto the porcelain plate.
“And you call it a burger?” he said with a frown.
I nodded. “Yeah… it’s really not the healthiest thing around, but it’s the most popular dish in America. It normally comes with fries.”
“And what are fries?” Xakor asked curiously. “Are they healthy side dishes that come with the burger?”
“Deep fried sliced potato,” I said, shrugging. “So…”
“Not great for your health either,” he sighed.
“Yeah, not great,” I agreed. I shook my head and took a step back.
We were in the kitchen, and I had just finished making the burger. I could feel Xakor’s judgmental stare the entire way through even during the preparation process. He was curious, but he was also reviled by the amount of grease and fat in the meal.
“But I assure you—” I said as I heard a soft cluck. Behind me, Bucky drew closer, still wary of the purple-skinned man. I shook my head and finished. “—it tastes great.”
Xakor pursed his lips. “We shall see.” And with that, he took a bite out of the burger.
I watched as his cheeks peeled back, opening like a starfish, before he chomped down on the bread. I blinked. Bucky recoiled in terror, dashing off. And half the burger vanished from a single bite. Xakor chewed for a moment before swallowing as I just stared at him.
“Uh… what was that?” I asked, processing what I just saw.
Xakor took another bite, finishing the burger. He wiped his lips as he faced me. “Xrr, that is simply how my people eat. It is quick, efficient, and it lets us savor the taste.”
“How can you do that when you literally finish your meals in two bites?” I said flatly.
He shrugged. “We have glands on the sides of our cheeks that let us taste more than any other race in Krakos. Or at least— in the galaxy we resided in.”
“I… see.” I raised a brow. I watched as he licked his fingers and nodded at himself. “So what do you think?”
“Excellent,” Xakor said as he grinned at me. “It is indeed quite delectable.”
I waited for a ‘but’ or anything of the like. But he just cleared his throat.
“I can see why such a dish grew to be so ubiquitous back in your world, Amelia.” He got to his feet as I raised a brow.
“You aren’t going to critique it?”
“I would say that you are a rather unrefined chef— not [Chef], but chef.”
“Right…”
Xakor shook his head and gestured towards the empty plate. “However, while there was nothing overtly bad about that burger— beyond the unhealthiness aspect— there is nothing special about it either.”
I frowned. “What do you mean by that?”
He just chuckled and took a step back. “Come, let me show you how a [Chef] would prepare such a meal.” He swept his way through the kitchen as Bucky backed away.
The chicken watched with round eyes as Xakor seized everything in the kitchen with all four of his arms. He held a knife in one hand, carrying a frying pan in another. And with his remaining two hands, he smashed a chunk of meat, mincing it into a patty with ease.
I stared on as the [Chef] prepared the stove. He was quick and efficient. He diced up onions as he was rolling the patty into a ball. He tapped a finger against the pan and muttered to himself.
“Seems about right…”
“What are you doing?” I asked curiously.
“[Detect Temperature],” he said with a chuckle. “It’s a Passive Skill. I know the heat of anything I touch so that I can cook it all to the perfect temperature.”
“Isn’t it… hot?” I raised a brow. It wasn’t hot to me, of course. And I knew that most [Warriors] or the like could stand a little bit of heat. But Xakor was a [Chef], not a [Warrior] or anything similar.
He just waved one of his hands dismissively. “[Heat Tolerance]. Every [Chef] gets that Skill at Level 20. Now, xrr… you haven’t seen anything just yet.”
Xakor smashed the patty against the frying pan as I narrowed my eyes. He was cooking it normally, but also many times faster than I did. He raised a hand over the pan as he whispered.
“[Control Cook].” In what seemed like a minute, the patty was fully cooked on both sides, with a beautiful flaky crust. He presented the burger to me as I blinked.
“Is that it?”
“Of course not,” Xakor chortled. “Xrr, this was just the first step. Next we… [Freeze Dry].”
“Uh, what?”
I watched as the burger was suddenly drained of all its moisture. Xakor picked it up and knocked a knuckle against it lightly. It was hard as a rock. He lowered it into a bowl as he raised a fist.
“Next step, we turn it into dust.” He spoke casually, then he punched it.
I stared hesitantly. Is this really what high-leveled [Chefs] did in this world? Or maybe it was what chefs did in his world. Either way, I really wasn’t sure what to say. I could only look on at a loss for words. I had literally never seen anyone seriously punch what they were cooking before.
“I… uh, is this normal?” I asked. “I have literally never seen anyone punch what they’re cooking before— especially after they already cooked it.”
Xakor craned his neck back to face me as he swung wildly, crushing the dried burger into crumbs in a bowl. “I assure you, this is very much part of the process.”
“That doesn’t answer my question…” I murmured, but didn’t stop him.
That was just such an odd thing to do while cooking, but I wasn’t much of a chef in the first place, so I just trusted his process. I looked on as he ground the dried burger into tiny flakes. At the same time he prepared another patty and then sprinkled the dust over the meat. 
“[Infuse Seasoning],” he whispered, before he began to cook the second fresh burger.
When he was finished, he slid a plate over to me as he cut the burger in half. I stared at the light pink meat, open in the middle. Its juices drizzled down as I cocked an eyebrow.
“Presentation,” Xakor said as he raised a finger. His middle finger. Because his hands only had three fingers each. “That is the second most important aspect of being a [Chef].”
His burger certainly looked nicer than mine. I had just slapped a pair of buns together with some vegetables over a patty. But his burger was literally glistening. It even exuded an aroma that drew Bucky out from her hiding spot.
“And what’s the most important aspect?” I asked
Xakor picked up one half of the burger, before breaking off a piece. He bent over and fed some crumbs to Bucky. The chicken hesitantly pecked up the bits of burger. Then she squawked in excitement.
All her apprehension towards Xakor from before was gone. She sidled up next to him, clucking and begging for more. The Patron of the Culinary Sciences just laughed.
“Taste,” he said. “And trust me, my cooking is fantastic.”
I narrowed my eyes, looking towards the remaining half of the burger curiously. I picked it up and softly nibbled on its side. My eyes widened as I took another bite.
“This—” I stared at Xakor in shock as he smirked.
“Now, what do you think?” he asked.
I lowered the burger and looked at the bite I had taken. I furrowed my brows as I tapped a finger on my chin.
“It’s almost like… I just had two burgers at once. But in a good way. Like its taste was compounded.” That was the best way I could describe what I just had.
Xakor nodded. “That is just from cooking alone. I have a few Passive Skills too, of course. [Appetizing Delicacy] is one. [Enhance Tastes] is another.”
He tapped a finger on the burger, before gesturing for me to try it again. I did, and it was now three-times as delicious as before. And it wasn’t overwhelming, either. It was just everything I specifically liked in a burger. Not only that, a single bite had satiated my hunger. I just looked at Xakor, completely blown away by his Skills.
He continued, “But this is why no one would hire you as a [Chef], Amelia.”
I pursed my lips. “Because… I suck at cooking?”
“Xrr, incorrect,” the Patron of the Culinary Sciences said. “Most people can cook. And they can cook decently enough. So why should they pay for your food when they can make their own food at home?”
I blinked, and he wagged a finger at me like he was giving a lecture.
“If they’re going to eat out, they’ll either eat cheap meals, or they’ll eat something cooked by a proper [Chef]. Maybe a [Cook]— but even low-leveled [Cooks] have Skills that can refine a mass-produced meal to a certain extent.”
Xakor shook his head.
“The ingredients to make a burger are expensive. Most dishes here in Vacuos are just made from two or three ingredients. Xrr… you probably had to price it quite high, and to get anyone to try new food— you’d need some level of reputation. If no one knows of you as a high-leveled [Chef], then you may as well be selling them trash.”
“Right.” I scratched my cheek. I did have a reputation in Windrip— and it certainly wasn’t that of being a [Cook] or a [Chef]. Everyone back there knew of me as an adventurer. Maybe that played into their biases… along with the price.
Bucky clucked below Xakor, and he sprinkled more crumbs of the burger at her. She happily feasted on the bits of meat and bread as I eyed her.
“She’s going to get fat. This is her third lunch for today.”
“It’s fine,” Xakor said, waving a hand off. “Now I don’t think your cooking is bad. I think that your issue is that you need to put more effort into your meals so you can actually compete with a Level 20 [Chef].”
He paused and tilted his head back.
“...xrr, also you need to have better marketing skills. That is the third most important aspect of being a [Chef].”
“That’s a lot.” I leant back on my chain and sighed. “How did you even become a [Chef], anyways?”
I wondered if he had to struggle to acclimate to this world. Vacuos functioned vastly differently from Earth. And judging based purely on what Xakor had said about Krakos, things were even more different there.
But Xakor shrugged. “I just started cooking.”
“I… should have expected that,” I sighed.
—--
Ding!
[In Progress: (3/5) Rifts Investigated!]
Once again, Guardian Angel Z357 could not determine anything of use at the site of the rift. Space had torn and mended back like nothing in the middle of the vast forest. He had scoured far and wide, only to find the brief signs of a battle in the middle of an abandoned road.
But he did not detect any traces of the Void here. That was different compared to the previous sites. And this anomaly made him realize that even if he completed his first minor objective, he might not learn anything substantive.
So Guardian Angel Z357 took to the skies, temporarily placing his investigations on hold. Instead, he sought out the only ones who could aid him during this time of need. The allies he had gathered over ten thousand years ago.
The Grand Nova Empire.
He headed for the floating city— for the nation that hovered above the clouds. It was located between all four continents. Or… three, now. And there, he would recruit the assistance of the Grand Elder Dragon Arrak’tun.
So he soared above the clouds, searching for the flying rocks. He looked on for the giant buildings. He scanned his surroundings for the floating mounds.
And he found nothing.
Guardian Angel Z357 could not find the Grand Nova Empire’s Capital City.  Even as he flitted around, before activating his Techniques. All he found above the clouds was… the air.
A single thought crossed his mind.
…where are all the Elder Dragons?




Chapter 5

“That was so… awkward,” Noele sighed as she trudged her way down the dirt road, heading away from Wolfwater. She covered her face as she remembered what happened this morning. “Angel’s breath— I can’t believe Amelia stumbled in right at that moment.”
Garron followed behind the blonde girl. The two of them had patrolled around the village, chasing away a handful of monsters that drew close. Some were attracted by the smell of burning flesh, while others were forced out of their homes from the raging fires, so they had no other choice but to hunt near settlements.
Either way, Noele was an adventurer. It was her job to exterminate monsters. Whether it was for monster parts or to protect cities— she did what she had to do, together with the Steel Tank. He looked at her curiously as they reached a junction.
“I can see how it is embarrassing, Noele. But I do not see how it is as big of a deal as you are making it out to be.”
He spoke, and she turned to face him. The Noble Spellsword stared up at the burly man— she saw the permanent scowl on his face, but the words he said were not spoken with disdain. Rather, he was just puzzled over her reaction. Almost taken aback.
And that made Noele purse her lips, feeling a pang of guilt. “I mean… we’re friends, Garron. But we aren’t— I, uh, just don’t want there to be any misunderstandings about our relationship, you know?”
Garron paused. He raised his head and mouthed a word. “Ah.”
Once again, his response made the blonde girl hesitate. She turned to him and waved her hands placatingly. “Well, we’re adventurers— and sure, we just met, and I am interested— but I do really think we’ve been a little too… hasty?”
She chewed her lower lip hesitantly. Noele was worried about how Garron would react. He eyed her with a frown, before chuckling.
“I was not offended, Noele,” he said. He nodded at her and strode forward. “I understand your feelings. Truth be told, as an adventurer myself, I have seen how rapidly you have grown since we first met, and I can only admire you.”
“Oh… well, that’s all thanks to Amelia…” Noele murmured.
Garron shook his head. “You are being modest. You are the one who defeated Odell the Monster of the Mist. You are an A-ranked adventurer who can fight as well as any S-rank. Even if Amelia has had a role to play in how far you’ve come, you still achieved it through your own strength— as I’m sure she will say.”
“Right.” The blonde girl nodded meekly.
She knew what he was saying was true, and normally, she’d take pride in her actions. But she recalled something. The flash of a blue box. It lingered in her mind, and it sowed a shred of uncertainty.
Not because she wasn’t confident in her strength. Nor was it because she doubted her mentor’s methods in any way. But it was because she believed in what Amelia said, and that was why she was uncertain whether to accept the World System’s power— to become a [Champion].
Garron’s words drew her out of her thoughts. He raised his head and smiled.
“I, too, would like to grow stronger, Noele,” he said. She blinked, watching as the Steel Tank brought a hand up to the sky. “And perhaps I have different motivations from you, but there is so much of the world to see. It is dangerous out there… more dangerous than ever. I would like to one day return to Windrip with stories from all across Vacuos.”
The blonde girl stared for a moment. She saw the way he gazed into the distance. She heard his whispered voice.  A breeze swept over the burly man, and a smile crept over her lips.
“That’s great and all, but—” Noele nudged him with a grin. “You don’t have to do it alone, you know?”
Garron paused. He eyed with a curious gaze, before laughing. “Well, that is something to worry about in the future. For now, I need to focus on learning how to fight like you.”
“I can help you with that,” she said. “We’ve sparred plenty of times before— I’m sure you’ll get the hang of it easily.”
He smirked back at her. “If it is your help, I will gladly accept it, Noele.”
They both smiled at each other for a moment. And then a voice called out from behind them. They blinked, glancing towards a pair of figures riding towards them on a horse and cart. Nolan and Nicole— the blonde girl’s parents— arrived back in Wolfwater.
“Oh, Noele, Garron?” Nolan said as he reined in his horse. “What are you two doing out here?”
“Papa, Mama?” the blonde girl greeted them. “I thought you said you’d only be back at sundown.”
“We finished early.” Nicole was the one to reply. A smile slipped onto her face as she leant forward. “We thought you’d be happy to see us— but I see you’re still busy spending quality time with your boyfriend.”
Garron just cleared his throat, and Noele flushed. Her face burned red as she rolled her eyes. She knew better than to give in to her mama’s teasing. So, instead, she just strode forward for the farm.
“Let’s just get back to the farm,” the blonde girl sighed. “I’m sure Amelia is getting bored waiting for us all by herself.”
—--
“Speed,” Xakor said as he swept through the kitchen.
I watched the four-armed [Chef] cook and clean and dice up an array of foodstuffs all at the same time. He moved like a blur. He practically left behind an afterimage as he chopped up some beef, fried it, then tossed it into a boiling pot in a matter of moments. He slammed the lid shut, pressing one hand down as his other three arms continued working at the side.
How was he even doing all that by himself? It wasn’t that he was extremely fast like a [Rogue], nor was he using magic like a [Mage]. He was simply dexterous and nimble with his hands. He was swift, but not overtly so. And his control over everything he did while cooking was pristine.
“That is the fourth most important aspect of being a [Chef],” Xakor finished.
I was sure there were some Skills sprinkled in to expedite the cooking process, but I was still impressed. He laid out a porcelain platter before me, and I eyed the small white pills lying there. Each of them was shaped like a cube, about the size of my thumb, and were stacked atop each other into a small pyramid.
“And this is food from your… home planet?” I asked.
I looked up towards Xakor. He harrumphed as he crossed all four of his arms, holding a variety of kitchen utensils in each of his hands.
“Food from my world, but not my home planet,” the purple-skinned man explained. “Xrr… I’m from Ragna. My people are called the ragnarian. We sustain ourselves mainly through plants, so we do not have such an eclectic assortment of dishes ourselves. However, there are plenty of different dishes throughout the galaxy.”
“I wouldn’t really call these pills ‘eclectic’ either.” I picked one up, eyeing its dull surface. “It’s more like… medicine.”
“I am aware that it does not appear palatable. However, it is a delicious treat that is enjoyed all throughout the galaxy.” He smiled at me.
I narrowed my eyes suspiciously, and he urged me to give it a try.
“Xrr… remember, appearances can be deceiving.”
“Right.” I closed my eyes and shrugged. The worst it could taste was like a very bitter pill I had to swallow when I was sick. I tossed it into my mouth— and paused.
Xakor waited with a smirk. “Well?”
I just stared at the [Chef] as I slowly chewed on it. I only had one response in my mind. And it was a question.
“How?”
That was all I could muster up. Xakor simply gave me a self-satisfied look in response. He gestured at himself as he raised his chin.
“I am one of the highest-leveled [Chefs] in the world, after all,” he said.
And that was an under exaggeration. I really couldn’t describe it. I had never tasted anything like this before. It melted in my mouth like it was softer than butter, and it had the richness in taste of all the juiciest steak I ever had. But that wasn’t all— it was a touch sweet, and also slightly fatty. It had all the nutrients and flavor of the vegetables Xakor had thrown into the pot, while still retaining the taste of all the other ingredients baked together into a single bite.
That was about the best explanation I could muster up for it, and yet, there was so much subtlety to it. It vanished from my mouth like I had just taken a sip of water. I looked up at Xakor who just waved a hand dismissively at the remaining pills.
“This is my most popular dish. It’s called the savis cube. It took a while before I could convince the people of this world to give it a try— but once I had established my reputation, even the isolationary elves themselves couldn’t help but clamor across the continents for a single bite of it.”
I blinked. I only ever met a single elf before, so I couldn’t help but imagine Jax the Forsaken Archer dueling someone to the death just for a savis cube. Honestly, that could probably happen.
“You can have the rest of it.” Xakor nodded as he pushed the plate towards me.
“I—” I opened my mouth to protest, then I heard a cluck coming from below.
Bucky hopped at my feet. I didn’t think that chickens could drool, but her beak was watering the floorboards as she stared at the pills. I raised one, then paused.
“I don’t know if we should feed her any,” I said. “We’re spoiling her too much.”
Xakor rubbed his chin as Bucky glanced between us with wide eyes. He nodded slowly.
“Xrr… I agree. We shouldn’t overfeed her. It will not be easy for her to return to a normal diet.”
Bucky stared at him in betrayal. She clucked loudly, leaping at both Xakor and I in anger. I snorted, and he chuckled, picking the chicken up even as she threw a tantrum.
“There, there—”
“Bawk bawk bawk—”
And the front door creaked open. I glanced up as Bucky paused. Xakor tilted his head, and a susurration crept into the room. I heard Nicole’s pestering voice as Noele just groaned. Garron and Nolan followed behind, laughing softly as they stepped foot into the house.
Nolan stepped forward, calling out as he cast his gaze around the living room. “We’re back—”
He abruptly froze as his gaze landed on the four-armed purple-skinned man standing next to me holding a chicken. Xakor paused. Bucky stopped flapping her wings indignantly. Noele started forward for a moment, looking at her father.
“What’s wrong…?” she asked, then stared past me. “Oh.”
Nicole and Garron were the next to come to a halt. They looked at the literal alien with round eyes. I pursed my lips. I wasn’t sure how they’d react to such a sight. But before I could clear up any misunderstanding, Nolan worked his jaw.
“You’re…” he started.
“He’s Xakor!” Nicole exclaimed over her husband. “The Patron of the Culinary Sciences! What is he doing here?”
I blinked. I watched as the ragnarian nodded in affirmation, inconspicuously lowering Bucky back to the ground.
“Xrr, that is indeed who I am,” Xakor said as he clasped two hands together. “I apologize for my intrusion. But I take it you are Amelia’s friends? Her host?”
“We… are.” Nolan drew forward hesitantly. “And it’s no problem at all! What do we owe the p—”
“Wait, are those savis cubes?” Nicole hurried excitedly past the [Farmer]. She huddled over the table, staring with round eyes. “I’ve been trying to get them shipped here for ages!”
“Mama, you’re being rude—” Noele shifted uncomfortably, before nodding politely at Xakor. She quickly introduced herself along with Garron as her mother continued fussing over the savis cubes next to me.
Nicole gently picked up a cube like it was a delicate flower. “They’re expensive. Really expensive! To even get them shipped out of Shorheim costs gold coins! I can’t believe Xakor himself just delivered these to you!”
“Uh, no,” I corrected her. “He just made these for me a few minutes ago.”
Her eyes bulged. “He made them?” She caught herself, quickly putting down the savis cube. “Maybe we can sell these for…” she trailed off.
I glanced past her, looking at Nolan as he nervously introduced himself to Xakor. Noele and Garron stood back, politely listening in on the conversation. But I could tell that they were surprised by this visit— and in a good way, too. They were excited to see a celebrity suddenly show up at their house. Which was a relief.
“Crisis averted,” I murmured.
It seemed like they were going to get along well. Nicole didn’t even have a problem with Bucky who was trying to parkour up the dining table. Xakor really was famous. I had no idea he was this renowned.
“My wife loves your recipes, sir.” Nolan spoke as he shook hands with the alien. “We tried one of your restaurants when we were in Astral, and we absolutely loved it. I… what are you doing in a small village like Wolfwater?”
“Xrr, there’s no need for formalities,” Xakor said with a grin. “And I couldn’t help myself. When I heard that another otherworlder was residing here in this village, I had no choice but to visit her as soon as I could.”
Nolan nodded along as he shook the [Chef]’s hand for a moment longer. Xakor smiled kindly, gesturing at me, before looking back at the [Farmer]. But even after a few seconds had passed, Nolan didn’t stop shaking Xakor’s hand.
“Xrr…?” The alien frowned. “Is something the matter?”
Nicole was staring. Garron’s jaw had dropped. Noele shifted her feet uncomfortably. And Nolan continued to slowly shake Xakor’s hand.
“Sorry, what did you say?” Nolan asked, finally breaking free from his stupor. He drew back and rubbed at his ear. “I believe I misheard you.”
“I said I came here to visit Amelia,” Xakor explained. “Because she’s an otherworlder like me.”
Noele bit her lower lip, and I smacked my forehead. The alien just glanced around, puzzled.
“What’s wrong?” he asked as the entire room gaped at him.
“They… didn’t know that,” I finally said. “They had no idea I’m an otherworlder.”
Xakor paused. For the first time since he arrived, he blinked. “Xrr… oh. I see.”
I sighed. He scratched the back of his head.
“That is my mistake.”




Chapter 6

Three figures eyed me from across the dining table. I sat there, arms-crossed as their gazes bore into me. I glanced to the side, glaring at a purple-skinned man waiting with a chicken in his four arms. He gave me an apologetic smile, and I rolled my eyes. I turned back to Nolan, Nicole, and Garron.
“You’re… an otherworlder?” Nolan asked with round eyes.
“I am,” I said simply. There was no point lying about it now.
The [Farmer] shook his head and gestured at Xakor. “So you’re from another world, just like him.”
“Yeah.”
“Like the [Hero King].”
“Yeah,” I repeated myself.
“I…” Nolan trailed off.
But Nicole nudged her husband, whispering. “What about Zil?”
“Right.” He nodded as he rubbed his chin. “Like the [Mystic Cr—”
“Yeah,” I cut him off casually. “I am from another world. I am not a native of Vacuos.”
“And where are you from?” Nicole asked, leaning forward.
“Earth,” I said with a shrug.
“That’s—” She opened her mouth. Then she caught herself. She tapped a finger on her chin in thought. “I’ll be honest, I don’t even know why I asked that question. I have never heard of it before.”
“Of course not,” I snorted. I leant back in my chair with an expectant look. “Anyways, is that all?”
Nolan furrowed his brows. Nicole pursed her lips. They exchanged a glance, and it was evident that they couple still had plenty more to ask. But before they could speak, the third figure sighed.
“This makes a lot of sense…” Garron rubbed his temples. “The food— the clothes— it was all so obvious, I can’t believe I didn’t even realize it before!”
“None of us did,” Nolan muttered. “I just thought she was an eccentric S-rank adventurer…”
Nicole shook her head. “I knew Amelia wasn’t an S-rank adventurer. But to think there’s a fourth otherworlder…?”
“Wait,” Garron said with a frown. “I knew that too, but how did you know that?”
“Through a Skill.” Nicole shrugged.
“Was I the only one who was left completely in the dark?” Nolan said as he glanced around the room. His gaze slowly landed on the blonde girl waiting to the side. His daughter scratched her cheek.
“Well, I knew about everything all along.” Noele spoke as she scratched the back of her head. “Amelia told me that she was an otherworlder during our very first meeting.”
Garron and her parents stared at her. She shifted uncomfortably— their overbearing gazes made her look away. I just scoffed at her.
“It wasn’t our first meeting,” I said, waving a hand dismissively. “And I only told you I was from another world because you kept pestering me to train you.”
Noele nodded slowly. “That is true— but I still found out about it first.” She grinned.
“That’s not something to be proud of. I’m pretty loose-lipped, honestly.” I sat up and looked back towards Xakor. “Although… it seems the other otherworlders out there are even worse at keeping secrets.”
The ragnarian bowed his head at me. “Xrr… I do apologize again, Amelia. I never could keep my status a secret myself, and I did not consider your own personal circumstances.” He gestured at his skin, then at his four arms, before raising his head.
I sighed. “It’s whatever. What’s done is done. I’d still prefer to keep it discreet, but I don’t mind that they know about it now.”
I looked back towards Nolan, Nicole, and Garron. They nodded between each other. They looked like they still had questions, and I let them interrogate me for a few more minutes.
“How did you even end up here in Vacuos?” Nicole asked, frowning.
“How does any otherworlder end up here?” I replied. We all turned to Xakor expectantly. He tapped a finger on his chin.
“Most otherworlders are summoned here to Vacuos,” the alien explained. “Kallistus Kal was brought over by the Morius Empire to save it from the Crather Kingdom… although at that point, it was already too late.”
“And what about Zila, or whatever his name is?” I asked with a raised brow.
“Zil, and she’s a her,” Garron piped up. He looked towards Xakor knowingly. “Everyone has heard about the [Mystic Craftsman]’s story— she was summoned by the previous Fairy Queen to destroy the dwarves. But… she ended up running away to the Craok Confederacy instead.”
Xakor nodded in agreement. “I have exchanged a few letters with her before. She told me that she was summoned over to bring weapons of mass destruction from her world. But none of her creations worked, much to the anger of the previous Fairy Queen.”
“Why not?” I narrowed my eyes.
“Because this world’s physics functions differently from hers.” He shook his head. “I found myself facing the same dilemma when I woke up here in Vacuos.”
“Were you summoned as well?” Nolan asked, leaning forward curiously. Xakor turned towards him, and he scratched his cheeks meekly, drawing back. “Sorry for interrupting, but I was curious.”
“No, it is fine.” Xakor just smiled kindly at the [Farmer]. “Xrr… but my circumstances were very different.”
The alien pushed himself off the wall as Bucky clucked in his arms. He lowered the chicken to the ground. She stepped aside, and he strode up to the dining table. I frowned as he spoke.
“I was an inventor back in my world. I loved creating new things— not for war, and not for convenience, but for the curiosity of it all!” He beamed as he spoke for a moment. Then his gaze darkened. “And I was fascinated with time. I spent my whole life working to build the first ever time machine. I thought I had succeeded. I tested it out because I was so confident in myself… only to end up here.”
Xakor finished his story as he closed his eyes. It was the second time I had seen his eyelids move since we met. He took in a deep breath, and I just stared.
“Seriously?” I said flatly. “You time-traveled here?”
“No, no, no.” He spoke quickly, opening his eyes once more. He faced me as he chuckled. “My world never had a System, and my machines do not work in Vacuos. Xrr… my machine failed. It somehow transported me across universes instead. That is how I ended up here.”
“That is… huh.” I wasn’t sure what else to say. Noele, Nolan, Nicole, and Garron were at a loss for words too.
“Wait, so you came to Vacuos on your own?” the Noble Spellsword said as she stepped forward. “That is amazing! Doesn’t that mean you can go back?”
“It was unintentional.” Xakor just inhaled deeply. “And I cannot return either. My time machine was broken, and I could not repair it. As I said, my machines do not work. I even hired the highest-leveled [Magitech Tinkerer] in the world to help me… alas, I am trapped in Vacuos just like the rest of us otherworlders.”
My eyes flickered. I didn’t respond to that. Noele glanced at me, pursing her lips. She had seen me tear a hole in the world before. And she saw the way I reacted to Xakor’s comment. But she said nothing else.
Looking past her, I got to my feet and shrugged. “Anyways, if that’s everything, I’m going to take Bucky on a walk now. She’s eaten too much today, and I’m sure she needs some exercise.”
The chicken paused. She clucked at me in objection, hiding behind Xakor’s legs. But he picked her up, and she stared at him in betrayal.
“Wait, Bucky?” Nolan blinked. He stared at the chicken with wide eyes. “What’s Bucky doing here?”
“She’s my pet now,” I said, gently taking her from Xakor’s four arms. Bucky pecked at my hands, but I just rolled my eyes. “I’ll feed you a burger tomorrow if you behave.”
Bucky hesitated. She glanced up towards the [Chef], then down towards an empty plate. I knew what she was saying even though she couldn’t speak.
I shook my head. “No. No more savis cubes for you. You’re going to get addicted, and Xakor is leaving soon.”
“Actually,” Xakor corrected me, “I may stay here in Wolfwater for a few weeks.”
“You… you are?” Nolan got to his feet, staring at the otherworlder in shock. “Where will you stay—”
Nicole elbowed her husband, before nodding eagerly. “We’ll be more than happy to give you accommodations here! We have spare rooms just for this occasion!”
Noele narrowed her eyes. “Wait, but isn’t Garron sleeping in the spare room?”
“It’s fine,” her mother said. “Garron can just sleep in your room, my sweet little pumpkin pie.”
That made both Garron and Noele flush. The blonde girl sputtered as the Steel Tank just covered his face with a hand. Nicole chuckled, and Xakor smiled.
“I appreciate the offer, but I do not wish to inconvenience you. I simply wish to make amends to Amelia.” The [Chef] faced me.
I raised a brow. “Uh, what?”
“Xrr… I still feel guilty for outing you to your friends,” he said as he lowered his head. “I desire to make it up to you— as an apology. If there is anything I can do to help you, please do not hesitate to ask.”
“Oh, but I don’t really need anything…” I murmured.
Xakor peered at me curiously, but Noele was the one to speak up. She sidled up next to me, holding my gaze.
“Xakor the Patron of the Culinary Sciences is offering you his help, Amelia!” the blonde girl exclaimed. “You can’t just turn him down!”
“Why not?” I tilted my head back at her.
“Because it’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity!” she sputtered. Biting her lower lip, she glanced at Xakor before whispering. “Look— it would just be rude to say no. If you can’t think of anything, you can always just ask for money. That’s fine, right?”
I stared at Noele. She blinked at me, and I slowly shook my head.
“I don’t need money,” I said simply.
The blonde girl paused. “What?” She tried to work her jaw. “But that’s— you're…”
I gave her a blunt look, and she steeled herself. Noele took a step back and pointed accusingly at me.
“Who are you? What have you done to Amelia?”
I snorted. “I already have enough gold to retire. I’m not interested in hoarding all the riches in the world like some lazy Elder Dragon.”
“But—” Noele protested.
But I spoke over her. “I was only interested in making money because I thought it would give me a purpose— that it would make me feel fulfilled. But it does nothing for me.”
I closed my eyes, remembering how I’d get a brief hit of dopamine whenever I got paid. But nothing else. I still felt empty inside.
“So I’m not interested in getting rich,” I continued.
“And if Xakor really wants to help me out…”
I glanced towards the ragnarian. He waited patiently as I conversed with the blonde girl. I thought about what I wanted. And I opened my mouth.
“He can help me—” I started.
And the front door barged open. My gaze snapped to the side, and Noele reached for her sword.
“What’s going on?”
A figure stumbled into the house, clutching at his bleeding arm. “Help! Someone help!” he yelled.
Noele, Garron, and I rushed to meet this figure as he collapsed at the front door. He was badly hurt— like he had rammed straight into a boulder. He wheezed as Noele knelt at his side.
“Are you alright? What happened?” she asked, before glancing back at Garron. “We need a healing potion!”
“Right—” He reached into his Bag of Holding as Nicole, Xakor, and Bucky rushed out of the kitchen. Nolan was a step behind, and he recognized the stranger.
“Jerome? Is that you?” Nolan said.
And Jerome just raised his head, staring up with wide eyes. “Please, we need your help! Wolfwater— it’s under attack!” he exclaimed.
My brows snapped together, and Noele’s eyes grew wide.
“What…?” she said. “But by who?”
“N-not who…” Jerome mustered up. “But what.”




Chapter 7

Harlan was an ordinary city guard.
Or at least— he had been an ordinary city guard. That was until he quit. He had served nearly ten years working at Whiteridge’s walls. It was a safe job. Or at least, he thought it was safe. He had taken it up after quitting as an adventurer.
Adventuring was dangerous. The rewards weren’t worth the risk. That was why he quit, hanging up his guild badge to be an ordinary city guard. And it had been fine for years. His biggest fear was being conscripted into the army, but his post at the battlements was rather high priority, so he knew the city couldn’t just let go of him even if they wanted to.
So Harlan had been safe. He only had to worry if the war reached the western edges of the Astrad Kingdom. He highly doubted that that would happen. He was certain that the Kingdom of Kal would be repelled. Especially so soon after their war with Archon. But if the worst scenario arose, then the [Hero King] would have stuck to his past tactics— heading straight for the capital city of the nation.
There was no need for the Kingdom of Kal to conquer all territories of the Astrad Kingdom if Astral was taken over and King Jalen Astral was killed. That was how Kallistus Kal rose to prominence so quickly. His actions were the same in Archon against King Thorne. He wasted no time dealing with the minor nobility— this could be seen as far as back as when he was first summoned.
After the Morius Empire fell, he gathered those who survived to form a small rebellion against the Crathus Kingdom. Kallistus had no army. Just a small band of rebels. It took him years, but he eventually slew King Ivan Crather, bringing down the Elegant Palace of Crathe, to establish the Kingdom of Kal.
Knowing this, Harlan thought he was fine even if he continued working at the walls of Whiteridge. He was certain that no harm would befall the city, and his life as an ordinary city guard would remain unaffected. Unfortunately, he was wrong.
Because when there were corpses, there were vultures. The Miststorm Riders got wind of the war, and they took this opportunity to strike the vulnerable Astrad Kingdom. They razed down entire villages, towns, and cities, until they eventually reached Whiteridge.
They stormed the city, bringing down its walls and slaughtering the guards. Harlan thought he was going to die that day. He was prepared to throw away his life to protect the citizens of Whiteridge. But… all at once, the thousands of [Bandits] burning down the streets of the city suddenly exploded.
It happened in an instant. First, the Miststorm Riders were empowered by a purple mist. Then they were dead. Their bloodied remains lined the cobbled ground. And the battle was over.
It had been over a week since. Harlan didn’t know what killed them that day. He just knew that the one responsible for defeating the [Bandit Boss]— Odell the Monster of the Mist himself— was a young woman who went by the name of Noele the Noble Spellsword. She was an adventurer. Harlan had never met her, but he already knew she was someone he only wished he could amount to.
Although… he did think her name was rather familiar.
But it didn’t matter. Harlan decided that he was done with fighting. He was no longer interested in being either an adventurer or a city guard. He was going to retire to one of the small farming villages surrounding Whiteridge.
Most of them had been badly damaged in the attack of the Miststorm Riders as well, and some had even been razed entirely to the ground. While Harlan wanted to help, he couldn’t afford to offer his labor for free right now. Not without a job. He barely had any savings since the cost of living was so high in cities.
Sure, what he had on him was more than enough to survive for a while in one of these villages. But he had to look out for himself first and foremost. So he sought out one of the few places that had been mostly unaffected by the Miststorm Riders.
Wolfwater.
Apparently, the [Bandits] were defeated right outside of the village before they could deal much damage. Harlan did wonder how they were defeated, but he didn’t bother questioning it now. He just knew that Wolfwater was safe, so his main focus was in finding a place to stay.
Or at least— he had thought Wolfwater was safe.
He strode down the gravel path leading into the village as [Farmers] passed him by. They eyed him curiously, and he just meekly nodded back at them. A little girl waved at him by the front porch of a house.
“Welcome to Wolfwater, sir!” she exclaimed.
He began to wave back. “Uh, hey—” he started.
And a powerful explosion ripped through the road. Harlan was sent flying back as a powerful shockwave toppled the nearby buildings. The little girl screamed as a wooden beam fell on top of her, while a plume of smoke rose to the sky.
Harlan staggered to his feet, panting with wide eyes. He swept his gaze around the village. Moments ago, he had seen a peaceful portrait of an ordinary day with the villagers going about their routines. But now, [Farmers] and their oxen lay bleeding across the burning gravel path. A few houses had collapsed from the blast, and the surrounding foliage was lit aflame.
He stared at this scene as he tried to work his jaw.
“W-what…?”
And from the curtain of smoke, dozens of figures strode forward. Dolls made from mud. Twisted creatures that took all kinds of shapes. Spiders, worms, people— they were stitched together from mismatched stone like sedimentary rocks.
“Those are— golems?” Harlan blinked a few times as he stood on trembling legs.
A giant spider golem lumbered forward, carrying a human on its back. A middle-aged woman. She wore a wide-brimmed hat as she raised a twisted staff into the air. Harlan recognized her immediately. She was—
“I am Zevya the Cloying Witch!” she exclaimed as she spread her arms wide. “And I am here to avenge Odell!”
—--
She was Zevya the Cloying Witch. A Level 58 [Golemweaver Enchantress]. For the last twenty years, she had lived a secluded life, never leaving her swamp. Her communications with the outside world were mostly carried out through some sort of medium— whether it be a magical projection or a raven delivering a letter.
Her reputation as a reclusive witch had attracted a handful of glory-seeking fools into her swamp. Mostly adventurers. And she dealt with them easily— her golems killed them long before they could reach her hut. But that was until a single encounter changed her life. A man single-handedly fought through her small army.
He reached her, before defeating her in battle. Zevya was aghast. She never thought she would lose to anyone who invaded her domain. But he did.
Because he was Odell the Monster of the Mist. And he had been empowered by the Void.
Zevya didn’t understand it at first. Why was he here? How did he gain the Void’s touch? But Odell explained it all to her. He told her he was a member of the Sect of Abyssal Thorns. He offered her an opportunity to attain power. True power. That which the World System never could grant her.
And his words charmed her. The fact that he had fought through her golems just to give her a chance to become even stronger made her… fall for him. She accepted his offer, joining the Sect of Abyssal Thorns, before being granted the Void’s power as well.
Zevya thought she was unstoppable. Especially together with Odell. But he had his own group, and she worked better alone. So they could never be together. Even still, the Cloying Witch was infatuated with the Monster of the Mist. She dreamt of a day they could eventually get together.
But now, Odell was dead.
When she heard the news, she couldn’t believe it. She had thought that her informants within the Sect of Abyssal Thorns were lying. It couldn’t be true— Odell was the Monster of the Mist! But it was reality.
Zevya hadn’t been dreaming. The man she loved was dead. And in her rage, she left her seclusion, seeking out the one responsible for killing him.
Noele the Noble Spellsword.
The blonde girl resided here, in this small farming village. It was called Wolfwater. Such an unassuming place. But it held an A-rank adventurer.
And Zevya was going to murder that bitch.
The Cloying Witch looked over Wolfwater. She stood atop Nyxi. Her most powerful spider golem. It was nearly ten feet tall, with legs that were twice as long as its height. Her other golems were smaller. Weaker. But they were enough to slaughter the [Farmers] living here in Wolfwater.
“Kill them all,” Zevya said as Nyxi carried her forward.
Her golems swarmed over the burning gravel path, and she dismissively turned away from the bodies beneath the giant spider’s feet. Zevya only had one goal. She didn’t care about these screaming and fleeing villagers. Killing them would bring her no pleasure.
“But it will draw out that fucking whore,” the Cloying Witch whispered, before raising her twisted staff. It glimmered with a purple glow as she searched the wreck from the previous explosion.
A little girl lay poking out of a collapsed house. She coughed, bleeding from the side of her head. Zevya’s eyes flickered, and she aimed her staff at the little girl.
“I’ll put you out of your misery—” she started.
But a rock flew at the Cloying Witch’s head. Zevya glanced towards the side, and a second rock struck her hat. She tilted her head curiously as a man stood at the very end of the gravel path. He carried a satchel at his side, dressed in a simple tunic. It was unlike the clothes worn here by the [Farmers]. Someone from the city?
“Y-you!” he screamed, tossing another rock at her. “Begone from this village, [Witch]!”
“Do you not know who I am?” Zevya said as he caught the third rock. She shook her head dismissively, barely giving him a passing glance. “Wretched fool. You have signed your death warrant. Perish.”
And she flicked a finger at him. She wouldn’t even bother to kill such a pathetic worm with her curses or hexes. Nor did she bother drawing out the Void’s magic to deal with him. It was a simple [Wind Slash]. A low level Skill.
The man’s eyes grew wide as he saw the attack coming. But even if it was a Skill fitting a Level 10 [Mage], Zevya was Level 58. Even her weakest Skills surpassed that of the strongest Skills of low-leveled individuals. The [Wind Slash] reached the man in an instant.
Then he vanished.
Zevya cocked her head. “Hm?”
She stared at the ground where the man had once been. But there was not a trace of him left. The Cloying Witch raised an amused brow as she looked down at the palm of her hand. 
“Intriguing. I didn’t think the Void’s touch had empowered me so. Yet I have become so powerful, I can now obliterate a man with the flick of a finger.”
Shaking her head, she turned back to the little girl. Only to realize the little girl was gone too. Zevya blinked and looked down at herself.
“Did I do that? Wait—”
Her brows snapped together when she saw that the bodies littering the gravel path had vanished. And that was when Zevya heard the first crash. Her eyes darted to the side as a nearby worm golem exploded, shattered into tiny pieces.
“What is… going on?” she asked, but in response, another of her golems was destroyed.
A roach golem crumbled to rubble, and a human golem fell in two halves. And one by one, her golems collapsed. Like some kind of invisible force was taking them out. Or… something that was moving so fast, Zevya couldn’t even see it. 
The Cloying Witch just gaped with wide eyes as golem after golem fell. She raised her hands, but then a figure landed before her. Her eyes grew wide as she recognized who it was.
“Thanks for the help, Amelia,” a blonde girl said, unsheathing a blade. “I’ll take care of the Cloying Witch.”
Zevya’s eyes just burned with rage. “You—”
She aimed her staff at the approaching figure. A powerful purple blast shot out as the Cloying Witch screamed.
“Noele the Noble Spellsword!”
And a second explosion rocked Wolfwater.




Chapter 8

I landed right next to Garron, carrying a bleeding little girl in my arms. She looked up at me weakly as I gently placed her on the ground. There were dozens of other injured figures lying here. One of them— a young man who was mostly unhurt— gaped at me in shock
“W-who are you?” he asked.
“This girl needs a healing potion,” I said, kneeling down before the little girl and ignoring the question.
Garron nodded as he produced a healing potion and handed it to me. I raised the little girl’s chin, before gently tipping the vial into her mouth. She gasped as her wounds began to close, and I got back to my feet.
I dusted my hands off, turning back to the Steel Tank. “That should be enough. Is anyone else in critical condition?”
“No,” he replied simply. He glanced down at the lying figures before looking back up. “I have tended their wounds. Now…”
I watched as his gaze drifted to the side. Garron was staring into the distance at a figure striding forward. His eyes were fixed entirely on Noele the Noble Spellsword. She unsheathed her sword— evidently shorter than it used to be— as she approached the [Witch].
I raised a brow. “Do you want to help her?”
Garron the Steel Tank harrumphed as he took a step forward. “I will observe for now. There is much for me to learn from watching.”
“Fair.” I shrugged, and pocketed the healing potion. “Although… you better pay careful attention. Because this fight is going to end in about a minute.”
The B-rank adventurer nodded, his gaze not leaving Noele for even a single moment.
—--
And the Cloying Witch lashed out. A second powerful explosion rocked Wolfwater. A purple blast that shot out like a fireball. It struck the ground where Noele the Noble Spellsword stood, but Zevya knew it wasn’t over.
There was a flash of light just before the explosion. Zevya’s eyes flickered, and her eyes darted to the sky. She saw her target leaping into the air, carried by a movement Skill— either [Flash Step] or [Quick Teleport].
The Cloying Witch gritted her teeth as she pointed. “Destroy that bitch, Nyxi!”
The spider golem moved. It swung out with its scythe-like limbs as the Noble Spellsword dove straight down, her blade glowing with a golden light. Zevya’s eyes flickered as she sensed the overwhelming magic. She leapt back as Noele screamed.
“Glorious Noble Slash!”
Zevya landed a dozen feet back as her spider golem was consumed by the golden blast. The shockwave from the blast sent her stumbling back as she planted her staff into the ground. She cursed as a spell circle flashed beneath her feet.
Noele twisted in the air over Nyxi’s crumbling corpse. Twisted roots shot into the air, intercepting her. But she unleashed a flurry of strikes, and blades of light shot out.
“[Unending Dauntless Fury]!” Her attack tore through the roots, and she landed right before the Cloying Witch. Her eyes flickered when she saw the broken roots zipping past her, forming a wall of figures just ahead.
Zevya began to rebuild her small army as a purple aura wreathed her body. Her eyes burned with fury as she shook her head.
“You killed Nyxi. You killed Odell. I will kill you, you stupid blonde fuck!” She pointed, and dozens of haphazardly formed golems charged.
Noele narrowed her eyes before raising her blade. Tiny twinkling stars glimmered into existence around her as she pointed. “[Scintillating Arrowfell]!”
The hail of projectiles struck down the golems one after another. Zevya had hastily summoned them. They weren’t durable in the slightest— even a low-level Skill could quickly wipe out a substantial chunk of their numbers. Noele dashed forward, slicing through a pair of lumbering golems.
“I did not kill Odell,” the Noble Spellsword said, kicking another golem back. “But I’ll gladly kill you to put an end to this madness!”
She vanished as Zevya blinked. The Cloying Witch spun around, seeing a blurred figure flicker behind her. But when she readied a spell, Noele was already gone.
“Where are you?” Zevya cursed.
And the rustling of boots on gravel echoed behind her. She glanced back, only to see the flash of a golden light. And nothing. Noele circled around the Cloying Witch. The Noble Spellsword was moving so fast, using movement Skills in quick succession.
The Cloying Witch wrinkled her brows. “You’re hoping to catch me off-guard, aren’t you? Well, nice try, bitch!” She raised her staff as the aura wisping off her coalesced into a sphere. “Try breaking through my [Forcefield]!”
She laughed wildly as the sphere shimmered with power. It was the Void’s power. On its own, the Skill would have been able to repel even an A-rank Skill. But now, empowered by the depravity of the Void, it was strong enough to even block an S-rank—
“Elegant Noble Slash!” Noele said as she appeared before the barrier.
“What—” Zevya blinked, watching as the sphere was sliced cleanly in half. “Is that an… [Aura Blade]?”
For a moment, both halves of the sphere stayed connected like they hadn’t just been cut through. Then the barrier popped like a bubble. The Noble Spellsword thrust forward as the Cloying Witch reeled.
“Take this, you piece of shit!” Zevya hurled a snare at her opponent.
It caught Noele's blade— a chain that yanked the sword to the ground. But the blonde girl dropped the weapon, deftly sidestepping the spell. Zevya blinked as the blonde girl drew a second sword from her side. A short sword. Maybe even a dagger.
And the Noble Spellsword closed the distance in an instant as the Cloying Witch tried to conjure a second snare. But the blonde girl stabbed, impaling Zevya straight through the chest.
“I—” It happened so quickly— Zevya couldn’t even parse it. She tried to work her jaw, only to slump over. “N-no… what the fuck…?” she sputtered as she dropped to her knees.
Noele simply drew back, shaking her head. “You swear too much.”
“Fuck you—” Zevya spat, and the short blade slashed through her neck.
—--
Noele took a step back as Zevya’s decapitated body collapsed. The battle was swift— quick, even. But it still exhausted the Noble Spellsword. She glanced back as the remaining golems crumbled to dust, and the attack of Wolfwater was finally lifted.
“The Cloying Witch… I remember hearing about her story even back when I was a little girl…” the Noble Spellsword murmured. “To think I’d be the one to defeat her one day…”
It was almost surreal. But Noele knew this was a reality. She glanced down at her shortsword, before turning the blade over. She saw her reflection on the metal.
Her sword had been shattered in half during her battle with Odell. Well, it wasn’t shattered into two exact halves. It had been broken into multiple pieces, but the Noble Spellsword had managed to salvage the largest chunks. And thanks to Saros the Gnome Inventor’s help, she managed to salvage her broken sword into two new blades now.
Contrary to the gnome’s Title, he was not an inventor, but a [Tinkerer]. So he specialized in harvesting old, typically broken artifacts to create new, functional trinkets. It took him a day to forge these two blades, which Noele collected before leaving Whiteridge a week ago. However, even though she had these weapons for a while now, she still wasn’t used to dual wielding swords.
The blonde girl sighed as she picked up her dropped sword and sheathed it as well. It didn’t matter. Thanks to Amelia’s training, she could now fight enemies far above her level. Her skills— not Skills— were more than enough to match S-ranks in battle, even though she was only A-rank.
“I wonder if I can defeat Jax now?” Noele wondered aloud. But she quickly dismissed the thought. He was the Forsaken Archer— one of the highest-leveled adventurers in the world. In fact, it was entirely possible he was the highest-leveled adventurer in the world.
And she had seen his battle against Amelia. His repertoire of Skills was too great for either Glorious Noble Slash or Elegant Noble Slash to overcome. Still, Noele looked at herself, seeing her stark improvement over such a short period of time. She felt like she could catch up to him… eventually.
“Anyway, what was up with her?” Noele glanced down at the corpse of the Cloying Witch. “That power… was Zevya Void-touched too?”
The blonde girl pursed her lips. She thought of the Miststorm Riders— of Odell. He had been Void-touched. Or maybe he had even been empowered beyond that. Noele didn’t know. She just knew that he had drawn from the Void for his strength, and the fact that Zevya was looking to avenge him meant that…
“The Sect of Abyssal Thorns must be involved in this,” the Noble Spellsword said, raising her head in thought. “But… why?”
And she didn’t know the answer. She just turned away from the fallen body of the Cloying Witch, mulling over her thoughts.
—--
Zevya was dead. Or so she thought. But somehow, even as an encroaching darkness consumed her, she felt like she was still alive.
Her body was numb. She couldn’t move. Everything went cold. And yet, the Cloying Witch was convinced she wasn’t dead just yet. Something had saved her. It was keeping her in stasis, even though her head was no longer connected to her body.
What… is this? she wondered. Her thoughts felt so ephemeral. But somehow, they didn’t drift off into nonexistence.
Suddenly, an odd sensation gripped her. It began to reform her flesh. It mended her broken body. Her corpse shifted as something filled her. Her vision began to return as her head started to regrow. The numbness from before vanishing as a crooked smile slipped onto her lips.
And she sensed it. Zevya’s drifting thoughts gathered back together as she began to grasp what this was. It was a power that she couldn’t comprehend. A depravity that tainted her soul. A magic overwhelming. A blessing that came from below Vacuos. But it was also familiar.
Because it was the Void’s Call—
“I’m not letting that happen again!” Noele shouted as she appeared before the Cloying Witch, raising both blades.
Zevya blinked in her half-dazed state. “What…?”
The Noble Spellsword swung down as her swords were wreathed in golden auras. The magic  on the shorter blade wisped wildly while the magic on the longer blade burned sharply. And the Cloying Witch could only stare.
“You cannot kill me. The Void has—” Zevya started.
“Shut the fuck up!” Noele yelled, unleashing her attack. “Glorious Noble Slash and Elegant Noble Slash!”
“No!” the Cloying Witch screamed. She tried to grasp for the Void’s power— but it slipped from her fingers.
And the golden blast engulfed her entirely.
Once again, Zevya’s vision began to fade. But this time, there was no echo in the darkness. And her thoughts finally drifted away into nothingness, freed from the Void’s touch.
—--
“Alright,” Noele said, taking a step back. She dusted her hands off as nothing remained of Zevya’s body. “That should do it for real this time.”
The Noble Spellsword had seen such a transformation once before— back when she had fought against Odell. But back then, she had been unprepared for it. She didn’t expect that the Void’s power could bring the Monster of the Mist back from the dead.
Now that she knew that was a thing, she anticipated it would happen, even though she had cut off Zevya’s head. So Noele finished the job, blasting the Cloying Witch into oblivion. Nothing but ash and a smoking crater remained.
The blonde girl spun around, shaking her head. She stepped over the piles of rubble that had once been the gathered golems, and a figure stopped her.
“What just happened, Noele?” Garron asked. He stared at her quizzically, blinking a few times as he glanced between the blonde girl and the gray column rising to the sky.
Noele just sighed. “I honestly have no idea. You should ask Amelia instead.”
The two adventurers turned to face Amelia. The brown-haired woman stared back at them for a moment, not saying anything. Then she shrugged.
“Why are you guys looking at me?” she said. “I should be asking you guys that question. I literally just got here a few months ago, remember?”
“Right,” Noele said. “Well, it should be over now.”
And it was.




Chapter 9

Wolfwater had been attacked. It was a brief assault, and thanks to Noele the Noble Spellsword’s efforts, the perpetrator had been defeated. The battle ended quickly— it had barely even lasted a minute. But that didn’t mean that the village escaped unscathed.
I cast my gaze over my surroundings. I saw the damage that had been done to the nearby houses. Various buildings had been toppled over, and there were a few scattered craters along the gravel road. There had been a few small fires spreading around Wolfwater, but I quickly extinguished the flames before it could burn down too much of the nearby foliage.
Other than that, I didn’t do too much to help out. I saved a few lives, and I handed out some of Garron’s healing potions. But I let others deal with the main bulk of the work. Noele took down the Cloying Witch, and now, her parents were handling the aftermath. A crowd gathered around both Nolan and Nicole as I watched from a distance, and a hooded figure approached me from behind.
“Hiding your identity, I see.” I glanced back towards Xakor as he chuckled at me. His face was masked by some sort of obfuscation magic from his cloak. His four arms were also hidden, and he shook his head.
“Xrr… I would rather not cause a panic right now,” he said, glancing towards Noele.
A few children and their parents were gratefully approaching the blonde girl. She just smiled and nodded at them as Garron looked on from the side. He wore a sense of wonder and amazement in his face, and I was sure he had more than a handful of questions to ask her later on.
Xakor shrugged as he turned back to me. “And I’d prefer to let those who deserve attention right now be the ones to receive it.”
“Are you really that famous?” I asked, raising a brow.
“Indeed,” he said with a sagely nod. “Unlike the [Hero King] and the [Mystic Craftsman], my notoriety expands across all four continents. I once even served a feast for the Merfolk King long ago.”
“Wait, I thought the merfolk hated land dwellers?”
“My species can breathe in water as well as we can breathe on land.” Xakor smirked, gesturing at these tiny slits on his neck.
I blinked. “That’s… convenient.”
“Xrr, yes. And because of that, the merfolk trusted me enough to let me into their kingdom.”
“Food really is the door to the heart, huh?” I remarked idly.
Xakor shrugged back at me. “An odd saying. But I must agree with it. After all, without food, we cannot live.”
“Yeah…” I narrowed my eyes as I turned back to face the rest of the village.
There were families crying, their homes destroyed. [Farmers] who had been transporting their crops stared at the burnt remains of what their fields had yielded. There were even some who had died during the initial attack— before the Cloying Witch even arrived at Wolfwater.
Jerome— the man who warned us about what was going on— had just left the village when he had been attacked. The golems had destroyed his wagon, before slaughtering a handful of other [Farmers]. So there were at least a dozen dead from this encounter… and so soon after the Miststorm Riders razed down a large chunk of the farmland around the village?
It was a tragedy. I felt a slight pang of guilt, watching these scenes unfold one after another. I wanted to help— but I also didn’t want to deal with all this crap. I helped beat up the bad guys, and that was enough…? That still didn’t feel right.
I pursed my lips as I looked back towards Xakor. Even through his shadowed gaze, I could tell he wanted to give a helping hand… or four. And I got an idea. It might not be the best idea in the world, but it was an idea. After all, it wasn’t like we couldn’t help out in other ways, right?
“Xakor, remember that offer you gave me?” I said, and the otherworlder raised a brow.
“Xrr, I do.” He placed a hand on his chin as he faced me. “Was it something you needed right away, Amelia?”
“Maybe not right at this moment. We can figure out its details tomorrow. But—” I hesitated, before glancing back at the destruction wrought across the village. “What about we open up a restaurant here in Wolfwater?”
That made Xakor pause. He blinked at me a few times— which was many more times than he had blinked since we first met. The alien gaped at me, repeating what I had just said.
“Open up… a restaurant?”
“It can double as a food bank too, I guess,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m going to be honest, I don’t actually care about the money anymore. Although… I don’t know if I can fund the entire operation myself, which is why I need your help with this.”
“That is certainly very interesting. And if we do leverage my name, we can even attract people from Whiteridge, giving them a reason to visit Wolfwater and bolster the economy.” Xakor nodded approvingly. But he raised his head, before peering at me. “However, I do have one question.”
I met his gaze curiously. “What is it?”
“Why do you wish to do this?” he asked. “From what Evan told me, you are a recluse. Or in his words— you are lazy, dull, and utterly unsociable.”
“That’s… rude,” I said flatly. Then I sighed. “But also fair.”
I looked past the crowd gathered just ahead of me, my gaze focusing only on Noele. My apprentice or whatever. The blonde girl was smiling and laughing with Garron as they entertained a group of wide-eyed children.
I closed my eyes, before giving a half-hearted shrug. “I have nothing better to do, I guess.”
Xakor tilted his head, but didn’t press me more. “I see.”
The two of us stood there for a moment, watching the nervous hubbub from the panic and chaos slowly die down.
“But… what should we serve at this restaurant?” Xakor asked, and I tapped a finger on my chin.
“Food from Earth, maybe?” I suggested. “And some of your more popular dishes too?”
“Xrr, I had assumed as such. But let me rephrase the question,” Xakor said as he crossed two of his arms. “What can we serve with the ingredients we have available around the area?” He gestured towards the farmlands, and I paused.
“Now that’s a good question.” And to be honest, I hadn’t even thought it through either.
—--
[You have defeated the Cloying Witch!]
No level up, Noele thought as she stared at the notification flashing before her eyes. She had received a second notification from the World System, but she tried her best to ignore it. At least, for now.
[Class advancement available! Please choose one of the following Class advancements:
[Champion Spellsword] - A [Champion Spellsword] is a protector of justice— savior of the weak, and the light in the darkness. With blades or magic, they will defend those who cannot fend for themselves, and they will rise to any danger that threatens the weak. It is the first step down the path of heroism, and that is why a [Champion] is a precursor to something greater… something more…
Do you accept this Class?
There are no other Classes advancements available for you.]
I still don’t get it, the Noble Spellsword thought. Why me?
It was a question that had weighed on her for ten days, now. But it felt wrong to just accept this Class advancement without consulting Amelia. So Noele had been waiting for the right opportunity to bring it up. And now, with the Cloying Witch’s attack, along with her connection to the Sect of Abyssal Thorns, the blonde girl thought she had finally found the right moment to approach her mentor.
She quickly excused herself from the gushing crowd of children, leaving Garron behind to deal with their questions, before seeking out the brown-haired woman. Amelia stood off to the side, conversing with Xakor as Noele approached.
The Noble Spellsword wasn’t sure what to say. She wasn’t even certain how she’d start. But she steeled herself and drew closer.
“Amelia,” Noele started. “Can we talk—” And the blonde girl paused.
“I was thinking about middle eastern cuisine…”
“Middle eastern? That sounds intriguing. Tell me more…”
Both Xakor and Amelia halted mid-conversation, before glancing at Noele. The blonde girl just tried to work her jaw as she stared at them.
“What… are you two talking about?” she asked.
“We’re talking about falafels,” Amelia said simply. “Maybe some pita and hummus. Kebabs and pilafs too.”
“What?” Noele blinked. “That doesn’t explain anything.”
“Xrr… to put it simply, we’re going to be opening up a restaurant,” Xakor explained as he gestured towards the village. “We would likely use our first few months of profit to aid with rebuilding Wolfwater too. It is… a charity?”
Amelia rolled her eyes. “It’s not a charity. I don’t really care about making a profit, but it is still for-profit. I’m just also going to be helping out where I can.”
“Yes,” Xakor agreed. “Which I am sure Wolfwater would appreciate.”
“Wait, this was your idea?” Noele stared at her mentor with round eyes.
“Yeah.” Amelia just nodded. “What about it?”
The blonde girl furrowed her brows, leaning closer. “First you said you don’t care about money, and now you’re actively trying to help others out? Are you sure you’re not sick, Amelia?”
Amelia just snorted. “Man, if this is how you’re going to react when I do good things, maybe I should be more selfish.”
“I’m just kidding,” Noele said with a small smile. “It’s just surprising. That’s all.”
She couldn’t lie and say she wasn’t happy to see her mentor being less uptight when compared to before. When the two first met, Amelia was dead set on being a complete and utter social outcast who only cared about money. But now, Noele could see that something had changed since then.
It was curious. The Noble Spellsword wondered what it could be. But she shook her head, dismissing the thought. Instead, she remembered why she had come here. Why have I been chosen as a [Champion]? Should I even take this Class? It was a question she didn’t have an answer to. So she took a step forward, taking in a deep breath.
“Amelia,” Noele said, holding her mentor’s gaze. “Can we talk?”
And the brown-haired woman raised a quizzical brow. “Uh, sure?”
—--
Guardian Angel Z357 paused as he zipped over the clouds, sensing the weak aura of the Void leaking into the planet. He had failed to find any signs of the Grand Nova Empire— the Elder Dragons were nowhere to be found. But now, his attention was directed back towards Laxo. His twelve eyes focused only on a single location.
There? Guardian Angel Z357 was certain he had passed by that city just a few hours ago. But now, there was another surge of depravity there. He spread his wings wide, ready to fly back to Laxo right this instant.
And he sensed another disturbance. It came from Laxo as well, but it was located further to the east.
Another? the thought crossed Guardian Angel Z357’s mind. And his twelve eyes focused. This second disturbance was also located close to a prior rift— the rift located in the middle of the forest. Odd.
Guardian Angel Z357 lacked the abilities to clone himself. If he could, he would have split off towards both locations right this instant. But now, he was faced with a dilemma. It was not an easy decision to make. Especially with both traces of the Void rapidly dissipating. If he investigated one, the other might be gone by the time he arrived at the scene of the other.
He glanced between these two locations, sensing the Void’s essence leaking into Vacuos. Both sources of power were already fading, but one was evidently much stronger. Like its connection to the Void was far more prominent.
Knowing that, Guardian Angel Z357 made his decision.




Chapter 10

I sat across from Noele back at the farm. Nolan, Nicole, and Garron were still over at Wolfwater, dealing with the aftermath of the Cloying Witch’s attack. Xakor tended to Jerome in my room, and Bucky sat on my lap. I gently patted the chicken as she clucked at me.
And the blonde girl just stared. “Uh… why are you…?”
“Bucky is my emotional support chicken,” I said flatly.
“But why is she here?” Noele couldn’t even muster up the question.
I shook my head, looking down at the chicken. “Because she’s here to give me emotional support. Isn’t that right, Bucky?”
Bucky just blinked at me. I narrowed my eyes.
“I’ll give you another savis cube if you say yes.”
And she immediately started clucking, nodding eagerly as she faced Noele. The blonde girl stared at the both of us, trying to work her jaw.
“But… why?”
“Because I need emotional support.” I stared back at her, completely deadpan.
“That’s—” Noele opened her mouth. She raised a finger, then stopped. It took her a moment to collect herself, before she looked down at Bucky. The chicken clucked, and she sighed. “I’m not even going to question it.”
I just shrugged back at the blonde girl. “Look, I know you’re going to talk to me about something serious. I need Bucky’s presence to reassure me so I don’t have a panic attack.” I grabbed the last savis cube lying on the dining table and dangled it over the chicken.
Bucky salivated as she eyed the white medicine-like food. She clucked wildly, and I shushed her. I made her sit still, before finally giving her the treat.
“Bawk bawk!” She happily munched on the savis cube as I patted her.
“Good girl.”
Noele massaged her temples, ignoring what I said. “Amelia, this is important.”
“Fine, fine,” I said, rolling my eyes. I lowered Bucky to the ground before facing the blonde girl once again. I leaned forward as my cloak rustled behind me. “What is it, Noele?”
She pursed her lips. “It’s about the Void.”
“Oh.” I blinked a few times. I should have expected that. I leant back in my chair, shaking my head. “I mean, I’ve already told you everything I know—”
“But it doesn’t make sense, Amelia,” Noele cut me off. She glanced out the window towards Wolfwater, before facing the general direction of Whiteridge. “We’ve run into not just one, but two Void-touched individuals in the last two weeks. Something sinister is going on, and I think you know more than you let on.”
Well, I’ve run into four, not two, I replied mentally, but I didn’t actually say it aloud. Instead, I raised a brow. “Why would I know anything about those guys, Noele? They’re probably from the Sect of Abyssal Thorns or whatever— you should know more about them than I do.”
“I’m not talking about the Sect of Abyssal Thorns.” The blonde girl shook her head. “I’m talking about the Void. The very same place you said you escaped before arriving here in Vacuos. You must understand its power more than anyone else in the world!”
“Correction,” I said, raising a finger. “I escaped the Fractured Realm. I already explained it to you, but the Void is just the magic that fills that broken world.” 
Noele frowned. “Right. But still—”
“I can’t tell you anything about what those crazy fucks in that sect are up to.” I waved a hand dismissively. “But if you really want, I can tell you this, Noele— the Void is endless.”
She paused, and I continued.
“Its power is unceasing. Being trapped in the Fractured Realm is like drifting lost in the middle of a vast neverending ocean. The voidlings and voidbeasts lurking in that broken world are the sea creatures circling beneath your flailing feet. There is a reason why I left that place, Noele. I would have destroyed it if I could. But I could not.”
I held her gaze. And she said nothing for a moment. Instead, she chewed her lower lip, taking this in. I crossed my arms, waiting.
“What was that voice?” Noele finally asked. “Back in Whiteridge. A voice spoke to you. It called out to you. You knew what it was.”
“It was the Voidgod,” I said simply. “It’s the manifestation of the Void. Or maybe I have it backwards— the Void is the manifestation of its powers.”
“And it’s the reason why Odell was so… strong?” The blonde girl peered at me. “It gave him its strength? Its power?”
“I guess?” I gave her a half-hearted shrug. “I’ll be honest, I have no fucking clue how the Void interacts with Vacuos. All I know is what I experienced firsthand there in the Fractured Realm.”
Noele sat forward, eyeing me curiously. “And what did you experience, Amelia? What do you know about the Voidgod?”
I took in a deep breath and closed my eyes. “I know that I killed the Voidgod, Noele. I know that I destroyed it before I left the Fractured Realm.”
And her eyes snapped wide. She stared at me, getting to her feet. “You… what?”
“Yeah… it’s dead. Or at least, it should be. But it came back, I guess.” I rubbed a hand on my chin.
“But— how?” Noele stared at me with round eyes. She gesticulated wildly as I just sat back. “How did you kill a god? And how is it even coming back? That makes no sense! It should be dead, right?”
I just gave her a flat stare in response. “I mean, I did tell you that the Void is endless. So even if I killed the Voidgod a hundred times, it would never be truly dead.”
“That’s… I—” She bobbed her mouth open and close.
I saw the expression on her face. Then I picked up Bucky who was lying at my feet. I handed the chicken over to the blonde girl. “You know, I think you’re the one who needs an emotional support chicken.”
Bucky just blinked. “Bawk?”
Noele stared back at the chicken, before shaking her head. She slumped back into her seat, burying her face in her hands. I slowly lowered Bucky.
“I… see,” the blonde girl whispered.
Neither of us said anything for a moment, sitting at the dining table in silence. Meanwhile, Bucky skittered off to the side, before hopping onto the couch. I wondered if I should have stopped the chicken, but I decided that it was probably fine.
Bucky quickly dozed off as I turned back to Noele. The Noble Spellsword raised her head and exhaled.
“I was offered a Class,” she said softly. “The World System gave me an early advancement. Even though I only just hit Level 55, I can become a [Champion].”
“A [Champion]?” I gave her a quizzical look.
She spoke as she held my gaze. “It’s the precursor Class to a [Hero]. If I go down this path, I will become a [Hero] one day.”
“Oh.” My eyes flickered. I thought of the blue screen that kept pestering me— the System’s message that tried to impose its will onto me.
Noele looked down at the palm of her hand. “I… know you said I should learn to fight with my own strength— that there’s no reason for me to rely on the World System for my power. And it has worked. I was only able to defeat Odell and Zevya thanks to your training.”
“I, uh, haven’t taught you much,” I said, shifting in my seat.
“But it’s the truth.” She clenched her fist. She looked back up towards me. “I never would’ve learned either my Glorious Noble Slash or Elegant Noble Slash without your help. It was only possible because I met you.”
I scratched the back of my head. “Right…”
“And yet,” Noele continued as she shook her head, “I can’t help but feel like the opportunity to become a [Champion] isn’t something I can pass up.”
Slowly, the blonde girl got to her feet. She walked up to the kitchen window, glancing out at the evening sunset. She gritted her teeth.
“I know I shouldn’t be relying on a Class to grow stronger. I understand that, Amelia. But with both the Sect of Abyssal Thorns and the Void threatening Vacuos… I still think… I still think it would be better if I became—” she started.
“You can accept that Class advancement if you want, Noele,” I said, shifting in my chair to face her. “I’m not going to tell you to reject becoming a [Champion]. It probably doesn’t matter that much. You mainly fight using your Skills anyways, right?”
The Noble Spellsword blinked at me. She was taken by surprise at my response. “But… if I become a [Champion]...”
“As I said, there won’t be too much of a difference for you,” I said simply.
She hesitated. I waved a hand dismissively.
“I know you feel like you’re betraying my training or whatever, but you don’t have to worry about it too much. Just do what you think is best, Noele.”
There was a moment where the blonde girl didn't say anything. Finally, she spoke up. “I just thought… you’d be more disapproving of it,” she said, averting her gaze.
“I don’t disapprove of it.” I vaguely gestured around me. “I mean, having a Class is completely normal for Vacuos. I’d be the weird one if I reprimanded you for being no different than literally anyone else in this world.”
Still, my words didn’t convince Noele. Not that I even knew what she wanted to hear from me. She just fidgeted, before asking another question.
“So… if you were given the chance to be a [Hero]... would you take it?”
And I paused. I stared at Noele as her gaze bore into me. It was a simple question, but it made me freeze. She tilted her head, waiting for an answer, and I sighed.
“Is something wrong?” she prodded me with a concerned look.
I just closed my eyes and got to my feet. “Nothing’s wrong.”
I walked up to the blonde girl as she stood there by the window, perplexed. I wondered if I should even say anything. I wasn’t particularly sure how Noele would react. But I had known her for a while now. And I trusted her. At least, I trusted that she wouldn’t react in any outrageous manner.
It was a secret I kept for a while. Mostly because there was no reason for me to tell the truth. Partially because I knew that some individuals— like Grat-ra’zun for example— would not take the information too kindly if they’d known what I had been hiding. However, it was finally time for me to come out with it to at least a single individual.
I came to a halt right before Noele, and she blinked a few times.
“Uh, Amelia—”
“I lied, Noele,” I said, meeting her gaze.
She stared at me for a moment. “Wait, what are you even talking about?”
I just replied simply, “When I arrived in Vacuos, the System had offered me a Class. A single Class. Nothing else. It refused to give me any other Class options, no matter what I did. No matter what I do, even now.”
Noele just gave me an uncertain look. I shook my head, speaking softly.
“I rejected it because I would never beholden myself to anyone or anything for the sake of power.” I stared deep into her white eyes as I finished. “But the truth is— the System offered me the Class of a [Hero].”
And her eyes widened. “What…?”




Chapter 11

Back in his world, Xakor was a scientist. An inventor. A medical doctor. He had many professions. But being a [Chef] was brand new to him. However, in this world, people only ever knew of him as ‘that otherworlder who could cook very well and also had four arms’. So whenever he tried to show off his other skills to most people, they would be skeptical, or even downright outraged.
“No, wait, don’t—” Jerome sputtered, waving his hands in protest.
But Xakor just yanked the splinter out of the man’s scabbed knee. Jerome howled in pain, and the ragnarian dusted his hands off.
“Xrr… good as new.” It was a simple concept— cleaning a dirtied wound before letting it heal. Most healing potions would simply mend the flesh, but any debris trapped in the open skin would remain.
However, it wasn’t exactly common knowledge here in Vacuos. And even though Xakor had done Jerome a favor…
“You should’ve let a [Healer] handle it,” the human man sobbed as he clutched onto his leg. “You’re a [Chef]— look at what you’ve done! I’m bleeding again…”
It was the oddest aspect of this world. Xakor shook his head and dabbed a cloth in some healing potion. He softly applied the liquid to the wound, letting the injury heal up once more. He hadn’t understood it when he first arrived. Everyone seemed to be so hyper-fixated on Classes for every little thing. Certainly, anyone could cook, but only a proper [Chef] could cook in restaurants.
There were definitely advantages that came from having a cooking-related Class, Xakor ultimately didn’t think that it was enough to completely discount the capabilities of those who were without a Class, just like Amelia. And yet, he remembered the report he received from Evan. She had been completely dismissed back in Windrip— partially because she was an adventurer, but mostly because she wasn’t a [Cook].
Unlike her, Xakor had readily accepted this world’s rules. Being from Krakos, he had known better than to reject the cultural or societal norms of a foreign planet. He had traveled the galaxy, and he had seen very many different things. While what he saw here in Vacuos was the oddest of them all, it was to be expected from an entirely different universe.
He stepped out of the room, leaving Jerome behind to recover alone. Xakor paused for a moment as he stared at the closed door— he saw the wooden floorboards, then cast his gaze down the narrow corridor. It was evening now, and the house was illuminated only by a few magical lanterns. An alien sight to the ‘alien’.
“This world… it is so similar, yet so different from my own.” He harrumphed as a soft hissing noise left his throat. “Xrr, healing potions just like the karn balm. Enchantments just like nanotech. But something as simple as cleaning wounds is not ubiquitously-known.”
Xakor murmured under his breath, recalling Krakos. It had been decades since he first woke up here in Vacuos. He had been the very first otherworlder to arrive in this century. And, perhaps, it was his sudden appearance that spurred the summoning of both Kallistus and Zil later on. As for Amelia’s appearance…
The [Chef] raised his head as he heard a voice coming from down the corridor.
“—the System offered me the Class of a [Hero].”
And Xakor peered over the corner, eyeing the two young human women standing by the kitchen window. His black eyes fixed onto a head of brown hair.
Amelia.
A [Hero] Class, huh? He stared at her, utterly intrigued. Even the [Hero King] hadn’t been gifted such a powerful Class when he was summoned over. Whatever it was that brought Amelia here to Vacuos… it was evident to any observer that her circumstances were vastly different from the rest of the otherworlders. Even Xakor, who had mistakenly torn through the fabric of spacetime and ended up in this world, knew that she had a very unique experience.
And he wanted to help her acclimate to her new life in Vacuos.
—--
“Yeah… I’m sorry for lying about it,” I said, shifting back.
Noele just stared at me, wide-eyed. She didn’t say anything. There was nothing for her to say. I felt kind of bad about it, but I believed it was better for me to play my cards close, especially in a new world. And I still thought it had been the right decision to hide this fact until now.
I wasn’t sure how the blonde girl would take it. Her gaze darkened as she lowered her head. Seeing that reaction, I felt a little bit guilty about lying. I opened my mouth to explain my reasoning—
And Noele just nodded. “That’s… huh. Well, that explains a lot.”
I paused. “It does?”
“Well, I have never heard of anyone ever receiving no Class options from the World System,” the blonde girl said as she tapped a finger on her chin. “Although… I have never heard of anyone being offered only a single Class, either.”
She frowned as I stared at her. A moment passed, and she shrugged weakly.
“Nevermind. That explains nothing. But I do think it was the right decision for you to keep it a secret. You barely even knew me, and being a [Hero] is kind of a big deal.”
“I figured as much,” I said as I took a step back. I was glad to see that Noele wasn’t upset at me over this. But I still had a lot more explaining to do. “My Class offer was kinda… special, too.”
Noele watched as I slumped back into a chair and crossed my legs. She glanced past me, towards the nearby corridor at the tall purple figure.
“I get that you trust me now, Amelia. But are you sure you want to say that all out loud? I mean… Xakor is here too.” She nodded at him. “No offense.”
“Xrr, none taken,” Xakor said.
“He’s fine.” I waved a hand off, glancing back at the otherworlder. “He’s not from Vacuos, like me. I trust him enough to not stab me for rejecting the System or whatever.”
“I don’t think most people would particularly care.” Noele shook her head. “But why did you reject the [Hero] Class, anyway?” She peered at me.
I pursed my lips, glancing between the blonde girl and the alien. They waited expectantly. I folded my arms.
“Well, initially I rejected the Class because I was tired of fighting,” I explained. I turned to Xakor, waving a hand dismissively. “You weren’t here for this explanation— but I basically fought off the Void for a long time.”
“The Void?” He furrowed his brows. “Xrr… do you mean the Sect of Abyssal Thorns?”
“Something like that.” I turned back to Noele and nodded. “Anyways, another reason why I rejected the Class was because… of the details.” I wasn’t sure how else to put it.
The blonde girl raised a brow. “The details?”
I closed my eyes, sighing. “It’s complicated. But… it’s as I said, I don’t want to be beholden to anything for the sake of power ever again. And the Class option—”
I paused as I recalled the words of the System. You will forever devote your life to protecting the System, or so it said. It reminded me of the Voidgod. The Class offer was no different to what I was given while trapped in the Fractured Realm.
I opened my eyes and held Noele’s gaze.
“It wants me to be the [Worldwalker Hero of Vacuos]. And let’s just say I get bad vibes from that,” I finally said.
“Bad… vibes?” She blinked.
“Yes.” I gave her a flat stare. “Is there something wrong with that?”
 
“Like… what kind of bad, uh, vibes?” Noele prodded me. “That doesn’t really explain anything.”
I shrugged. “I feel like the System is trying to enslave me. That’s it, really.”
Noele narrowed her eyes. “Enslave you? But why would the World System ever do that?”
“Xrr, I believe that is a valid fear,” Xakor was the one to respond. He drew forward, raising one of his four hands to his chin. “I, myself, feared such a backlash when I first became a [Chef]. You must understand, Noele the Noble Spellsword, but we come from non-System worlds. The concept of an omnipresent World System is… jarring for us.”
The blonde girl scratched the back of her head. “I… see?”
“It’s pretty fucking weird, at the very least.” I snorted. “I’m pretty sure Grat-ra’zun would try to kill me for blasphemy or whatever if he heard me say this— but the more I learn about the System, the less I trust it.”
“Why?” She stared at me quizzically.
“Other than the Class itself… do you see this, Noele?” I said as I gestured at my cloak. “Does anything seem wrong to you?”
Noele snapped her brows together. She leaned forward, and her eyes went round. “Wait, that’s—” She drew forward, blinking a few times. “That’s right! I forgot to ask you about it! Your cloak is… broken?”
She stared at it, utterly puzzled. I looked down at my cloak. It was torn and tattered— practically shredded. Holes of various sizes ripped through the cloth, and flakes of the fabric floated just off the ground. It shouldn’t have remained intact, but it somehow didn’t fall apart.
Xakor rubbed his chin. “Xrr, I did notice that. But I assume it was a result of some simple magic.”
“I noticed it too. But… I forgot about it?” Noele creased her brows, still staring at the cloak. “I don’t get it. How did I forget about this?”
I wagged a finger at her. “Exactly.”
I got back to my feet as my cloak whipped behind me. She just stared for a moment, and I started towards a window.
“But that’s… it feels…” she trailed off.
“It’s Void-touched,” I said simply. I came to a halt right before the windowsill. “Or at least, I think it is. I found it in the Fractured Realm.”
“You did?” Noele looked up at me.
“I found it along with this sword.” I tapped the hilt of my rusty blade. “They don’t belong to me, so I’m going to assume they belonged to the Voidgod.”
Xakor stood off to the side, listening with slight confusion evident in his face. Meanwhile, Noele’s lips just twisted as I stared out at the twilight sky.
“Everyone notices the cloak when I first meet them. But they always seem to take it in stride. And I’ve always found it odd. That’s part of why I don’t trust the System.” I looked down at the palm of my hand, recalling all the attempts I’ve made to get any other Class that wasn’t a [Hero]. “Not when it is imposing its will onto me.”
The blonde girl said nothing. I just closed my eyes as I remembered both Grat-ra’zun and Nolan’s explanations of how Classes worked.
“Maybe I’m wrong— I don’t know why I can’t become a [Chef] or a [Farmer]. Maybe I’m the problem.” I raised my head, turning back to face my apprentice. “But all I know is, at the end of the day, this decision is yours to make.”
My gaze bore into her as she shifted back. I shook my head after a moment passed.
“I can’t tell you whether or not relying on the System just a little bit more than you already have is a good idea. All I can say is that I’m not accepting any Class from the System unless it’s either the [Chef] Class or the [Farmer] Class. But even then, I would think twice about it for a moment.”
Xakor nodded from the side. “Xrr, I would be more than happy to offer you consultation as well. I can tell you that I was reticent just like you. I was unsure whether to accept the World System’s power. Of course, as is quite evident, I eventually decided the pros outweigh the potential cons.”
“Yeah, and I appreciate that offer.” I smiled back at him. I started past Noele, patting her on the shoulder. “Whether you choose to be a [Champion] or not— it’s your choice, Noele. But if I were in your shoes? I wouldn’t take it.”
“I… see,” Noele said softly. She looked down at herself, then glanced back at me— towards my tattered cloak. “The Void— the World System… this is a lot to consider, huh?”
She chuckled as she shook her head. I craned my neck back fractionally, looking at the blonde girl from the corner of my eye. I waited for a moment, and she sighed.
“I’ll think about it, I guess. It’s not like I have to figure it out now, right?”
“Nah, you’re fine.” I nodded at her, before continuing down the hallway back to my room. I passed Xakor as I waved back at the blonde girl. “Anyways, if you need my help, just ask. You know where to find me.”
“Right.” Noele nodded as I continued on.
Xakor eyed me as I started away from him. “You are an interesting individual, Amelia. Xrr, I am quite glad that Evan introduced me to you.”
I smirked back at the alien. “Well, don’t say that. Now I actually feel indebted to that eccentric guildmaster. And I’d rather not owe him anything.”
“Agreed,” Xakor just chuckled.
—--
And in the distance, far from Wolfwater— far from Whiteridge— a city burned. Windrip burned. The fortress-like city had been engulfed in flames. Its stone buildings endured the heat, but its already-weakened defenses had been dismantled with ease.
Justyn swept his gaze over the sea of fire, hacking and coughing as ash stained his skin. He stumbled to his feet as he spotted a shadow amidst the smoke. A figure that stood with a looming presence. The [Receptionist] of the Adventurer’s Guild of Windrip backed away as his eyes grew wide.
“T-the [Hero King]...” he whispered.
And Kallistus Kal raised his head, glancing dismissively at the watching bystander. A figure twitched at his feet. Justyn gulped and looked down. His eyes snapped wide.
“That’s—” He stared at the bleeding figure. “G-Guildmaster Evan…?”
The Guildmaster of the Adventurer’s Guild of Windrip just chuckled as he lay at the [Hero King]’s feet.
“G-g-get out of here…” Evan choked. “B-before you—”
“I am not interested in him,” the [Hero King] cut him off. “Worry not about your friends, but yourself.”
Justyn backed up, watching the scene unfold. His breathing quickened, and he stared down at the guildmaster. Evan just returned with a weak smile, before looking back up to Kallistus.
“I-I already told you, I’m not telling y-you… anything,” Evan spat.
And Kallistus just shook his head. “You will talk. You will tell me everything. And you will help me find her.”
With that, the [Hero King] drew back. A pair of royal guards seized the guildmaster, taking him away. Justyn looked on for a moment longer, before scrambling away from the burning scene.
Her? he thought, glancing back once. He saw Kallistus Kal’s figure in the distance and pursed his lips. Is he looking for… Amelia?
The [Receptionist] gritted his teeth. And he knew he had to warn her.




Chapter 12

Kallistus Kal swept his gaze over Windrip. The streets of the city burned— its guards defeated, and its piecemeal walls felled. Most of its populace was left untouched. They would survive, even as the flames burned.
Windrip was a fortress city. Its reputation was well-known throughout all of Laxo. Its buildings were reinforced to withstand months-long sieges, and its guards were trained to fend off B-rank threats. So a little bit of fire wouldn’t raze the city to the ground.
The [Hero King] had thought it would be a hard-fought battle. But unfortunately for Windrip, it had nearly been annihilated recently by a Goblin Lord. As a result, its defenses had been weakened, and Kallistus had been able to take the city with ease.
He hadn’t brought a large force with him. The main bulk of his armies were still fighting at the front lines. However, he had amassed two-thousand elite soldiers to detach from the fighting to take Windrip under his command. It seemed almost like it was such an odd maneuver. Certainly, there was very little tactical advantage for Kallistus to hold Windrip this early on into the war.
But he had acted for his own benefit. The reason the [Hero King] came to Windrip was simple— he was searching for her.
He didn’t know who she was. He didn’t even know her name. He simply knew that he needed her. And the Elder Dragon had said that she was here in Windrip— in this fortress city. Or at least, she had been here.
Now, she was gone. She had to be gone. Kallistus had searched all of Windrip, even drawing power from the Void to find her. But she was nowhere to be found. So he had interrogated the only person in the city who might have known her last whereabouts.
The [Hero King]’s eyes flickered. He watched as a figure was taken away— Guildmaster Evan of Windrip’s Adventurer’s Guild. It was against the Adventurer’s Guild’s rules of war to harm any adventurer who wasn’t actively partaking in the conflict. The fact that Kallistus was acting against the Adventurer’s Guild was risky. But he needed to find her more than he cared about the potential consequences of his actions here.
So he shook his head, turning the other cheek from the scene. Even if the Adventurer’s Guild went after the Kingdom of Kal, Kallistus knew he could justify his actions. Evan might have been a guildmaster, but he also worked as an informant, so it could be argued that Evan was actively partaking in the conflict.
Whether or not it was actually true didn’t matter. The Kingdom of Kal was large enough at this point that even the Adventurer’s Guild would think twice about intervening over a single guildmaster. And even if the worst scenario came about, Kallistus knew that, with the power of the Void at his side, he could repel both the Adventurer’s Guild and the Astrad Kingdom at the same time.
Although… it would be wise for him to call in a few favors from the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns. The [Hero King] shook his head, dismissing that thought for later. For now, he had to deal with the aftermath of his victory.
“My liege,” a voice said. A knight knelt before Kallistus, his visor lowered and covering his face. “What shall be done about Windrip?”
“We set up a garrison of two-hundred men,” the [Hero King] replied simply. He cast his gaze over towards the horizon, looking in the vague direction of the next closest city. “We shall take Bacton next. And the rest of the cities will be on high-alert, expecting another attack. They will not be able to retake Windrip if…” he trailed off.
Kallistus Kal’s gaze drifted to the side as the knight waited for him to finish. But he didn’t finish. Instead, he slowly spun around as the knight stared at him, utterly puzzled.
“My liege?”
“Hush,” the [Hero King] said, raising a finger. His brows snapped together as he stared ahead towards the center of Briar Glen. “Do you… hear that?”
“I do not hear anything, my liege,” the knight answered.
“I… see.” Kallistus pursed his lips. He said nothing more. Instead, he started forward. Even as the knight looked on quizzically. The [Hero King] cared not. Because he heard it, and that was enough.
It was soft. Like an echo— no louder than the whispering of rustling leaves. He was drawn by it. Enchanted and in a daze. He strode away from his men, waving a hand dismissively as he looked on.
“I’ll reconvene… later,” he said as he was drawn out of Windrip. “I… have some important matters to attend to.”
And with that, Kallistus Kal left Windrip.
—--
The [Hero King] was certain of it. He knew what he sensed was true— he knew what he heard as clear as day. His ears weren’t lying to him. His mind couldn’t have been playing tricks on him. That voice… it was just as he remembered it back on Earth.
“Dada!” the voice exclaimed, echoing between the trees.
Kallistus stalked through the forest of Briar Glen. The tall dark trunks rising around him, shielding the sunset. It was dark. And it would be darker soon. But he feared not what monsters could be lurking in the shadows. He would plunge straight into the abyss if it meant reaching that voice.
“Kal, darling, don’t you think…” another voice trailed off.
His eyes flickered, and his head snapped to the side. He started forward, running faster. He sprinted through the trees as the voices continued to call for him.
“I’m here, Dada!”
“What took you so long, Kal?”
“Diana! Lily! I’m coming for you!” he shouted as he burst through a thicket of trees.
He was getting closer. The [Hero King] panted as his feet carried him forward at full speed. He didn’t slow. He didn’t even waver. His thudding footfalls sent the nearby fauna fleeing. His panicked state was more terrifying than any monster in Briar Glen.
Kallistus barreled through a bush, ripping apart branches and trampling the fallen leaves. He heaved as he swept his gaze around the dense thicket, before calling out once more.
“I’m here! I didn’t abandon you! I’m—” And he paused. 
He stepped out into a small clearing in the forest. An open space free from the trees and undergrowth. The [Hero King] blinked a few times, listening for his wife and daughter. But their voices faded with the wind. He panted as he glanced around, searching his surroundings.
“Diana…?” he said as he stumbled forward. “Lily!”
But there was nothing. A pit opened up in his stomach as he swallowed, trying to regain his bearings. Was it all a hallucination? Did he imagine their voices? That couldn’t be right… right?
Kallistus steeled himself as he drew forward slowly. He refused to believe it was his imagination. There was no mistaking it— those voices belonged to his wife and daughter. He would find a way back to them. He had to.
And right as the thought crossed his mind, there was a flicker in the air before him. His brows snapped together as the world peeled back. He watched as a rift tore through space before his very eyes.
“This is…?”
It was just like the rift he had seen at Mount Arkais three days ago. It had appeared for a brief moment, speaking to him as it always did. He had studied its power, and he tried to reach for the depths of the Void, but the rift had dissipated moments later.
He hadn’t been able to learn anything from that short interaction. But now— Kallistus knew that this moment wouldn’t last long. So he raised a hand, reaching into the rift as its purple surface rippled.
“Show me,” the [Hero King] breathed. “Show me my salvation.”
The hole in space warped. He looked on, entranced by the distorting scene. The rift grew wider, scarring more of the air around his arms. He pushed forward, but his hands faced some resistance. It was like he was trying to force his arm through some kind of thick jelly.
His forearms submerged to the elbow into the rift, and the purple surface shifted. Kallistus narrowed his eyes as a vague image revealed itself. It was the blurred picture of… a familiar village. A nostalgic sight he recognized even despite the distortion.
Tears streamed down the [Hero King]’s cheeks as his breathing quickened. He pushed his hands further into the rift, crying out as memories flashed in his head. The laughter of a little girl— her gentle exuberance filling his heart. The soothing voice of a kind woman; her warm presence never leaving his side ever since they were both children.
Kallistus cried out as his heart ached. He reached deep into the rift, and the image focused. He heard the echoes of their voices. He screamed in pain.
“Diana! Lily!”
But they didn’t respond. For a moment, the rift flickered, and his eyes widened in panic. Then a familiar voice spoke to him once more.
“Inherit… what is yours,” it said as a prickling sensation ran down the [Hero King]’s spine.
Kallistus stared, and a sharp pain spiked through his hands. He reeled back, cursing as he spat at the Void.
“You promised me a way back!” he snapped. “Where is my reward? Where is my Lily? Where is my Diana?!”
But the rift only continued to spread. An inky stain marred its way up his forearms. Kallistus watched as his hands dripped with the depravity of the Void— a purple liquid that spilled into the earth. A puddle splashed at his feet, and the voice bellowed.
“Behold— the power of creation!”
The [Hero King] froze as the puddle shifted. His eyes widened, and a figure emerged from the purple liquid. It took the shape of an amorphous blob at first, then its distended body shrank, shriveling up into a crooked spine. Finally, veins started to weave over the bone-like figure, creating a six limbed creature.
It looked like an insect, but it was certainly not one Kallistus had ever seen before. It lacked the segmented body of an ant, and neither did it have a carapace. Instead, its body was shaped like a twig, and its limbs were built like small scythes. It stared up at the [Hero King] with a faceless gaze, and he stumbled back.
He stared down at his empurpled arms, before looking up at this creature standing before the rift.
“What— is this?” he wondered aloud. And a foreign, intrusive thought answered him.
Voidling detected. Beginning extermination process.
Kallistus paused. He raised his head with a frown. “Extermination…?”
But a lance shot down from the sky, crashing straight into the voidling before he could comprehend what was going on. The creature exploded with a screech and splattered across the ground. The impact from the blast knocked the [Hero King] back. He landed amidst a thicket of trees as a winged figure descended from the sky.
Feathers floated down around him, and a metallic being landed over the purple puddle. It stared at the remains of the voidling with three eyes, while seven more eyes were fixed onto the rift. A final pair of eyes were looking at the [Hero King]’s way, but most of its focus was fixed onto the hole in space.
Closing rift. Repairing spatial fracture. And the being picked up its lance, before stabbing into the air.
Kallistus just blinked, watching as the hole in space slowly closed. He saw those white feathers— he stared at those twelve eyes. And it finally clicked in his mind as he got back to his feet.
“That’s… an angel?”
Designation: Guardian Angel Z357, the being replied as the rift was sewn shut. Its words were conveyed to him like an invasion of his mind. It was as though his own thoughts were being overridden whenever it spoke.
And it made sense a moment later as it turned to face him. It had no mouth. It stared at him with a face composed of eyes alone. He tensed at this sight.
“I have heard about the stories of angels in this world,” Kallistus said as he drew his longsword. He gripped it with both his hands, warily backing up. “But I always thought it was all just a myth.”
My presence on Planet 16B is only a result of these rifts, Guardian Angel Z357 explained. I have been summoned here to purge the Void…
Kallistus shifted, and his sword rippled with a purple aura. The angel raised its lance, pointing it at the [Hero King].
…as such, I will be purging you as well.
And Guardian Angel Z357 sped forward as Kallistus swung up with his sword.
“I will not fall here!” the [Hero King] yelled. He drew the Void’s power. “Slas—”
But his arms went flying. The angel appeared behind him as a thicket of trees collapsed. Kallistus blinked, looking down at the little nubs of his elbows.
“What…?” he gasped, even as his arms began to regenerate.
Regeneration, Guardian Angel Z357 said. So the Void’s touch goes further than I surmised.
Kallistus spun around as his arms fully healed. He raised a pair of purple fists— the stain from earlier still marking his skin. He opened his mouth, but the angel moved. It thrust its lance towards him, and he narrowly ducked out of the way.
He watched as the angel regained its footing, twirling around and slashing at him. He leapt back as the force from the attack ripped apart the nearby trees, sending gusts of wind that shook the forest. The [Hero King] gritted his teeth and pointed.
“Blast!”
And an explosion of purple energy engulfed the angel. The blast expanded outwards for a moment, before rapidly shrinking, imploding on its target.
But Guardian Angel Z357 just sliced up, ripping apart the explosion. It flew up into the air, scanning the area for its target. Kallistus expected as much. He saw the angel’s speed— he saw its power. He knew he couldn’t harm it.
All he could do was escape before it could track him down. He looked down at his empurpled hands, before closing his eyes.
“The power of creation…” He faced his palm at the ground as he heard the rustling of leaves.
Target found, the angel started.
And Kallistus snapped his eyes open. “Give it to me— Create!”
Guardian Angel Z357 swung at him, but a voidling pooled up from the [Hero King]’s feet. The creature shrieked, only to be shredded by the lance. Kallistus backed away from the angel’s flurry of strikes as he frantically yelled.
“Create. Create.
Create!”
His fingers dripped with a dark fluid, which quickly gave shape to a multitude of voidlings. Guardian Angel Z357 paused, watching as these depraved creatures were breathed with life. Its twelve eyes darted around in a frenzy, and Kallistus backed away into a thicket of trees.
“Scatter! Destroy! Spread your depravity across Vacuos!” he yelled.
He didn’t stop creating these voidlings. They hissed and cried and shrieked and yelled as they took their first steps in this world. And a moment later, they were ripped apart by the angel.
Exterminating all traces of the Void, Guardian Angel Z357 said as it tore through a dozen voidlings. It paused, looking ahead as dozens more waited before him. They spread out, trying to escape from Briar Glen as its twelve eyes darted in different directions. Preventing the spread of voidlings.
The angel shot between the trees, hunting down the fleeing voidlings one after another. With each one it brought down, there was always another. Kallistus didn’t slack with his usage of Create. He knew that this was his only way to escape.
He summoned as many voidlings as he possibly could, expending all of his strength, and in turn distracting Guardian Angel Z357. As it culled Briar Glen of voidlings, the [Hero King] escaped. He returned to Windrip, finally forgoing his connection to the Void as he disengaged.
He waited with bated breath, but the angel didn’t pursue him. It remained in Briar Glen, continuing to purge the forest of the voidlings until none were left. Kallistus sighed in relief as he hid amongst the crowd of the city.
“It seems the World System is finally retaliating,” the [Hero King] whispered, cloaked in a dark hood. He looked down at the palm of his hand as his purple skin returned to normal.
This meant that he was going to have to rely less on the Void’s powers— especially if that angel was going to track him down whenever he called for that depraved magic. He balled his hand into a fist.
“This is going to be… troublesome.”
—--
Guardian Angel Z357 exterminated the last of the voidlings from the forest. He had lost his target amidst the mass of depraved creatures. But it didn't matter. He finally understood the current source of the Void in Planet 16B today.
It was not the rifts that were the problem— the issue was distinct from what it had been over ten thousand years ago. It appeared that the Fal-Deus was now opting for subterfuge, working discreetly amongst individuals instead.
[In Progress: (4/5) Rifts Investigated!]
The words flashed before the angel’s twelve eyes, then the screen froze. It shifted as the World System computed his findings.
[Processing: Change in Objective…
…
Complete: (4/4) Rifts Investigated!
Minor Reward Earned: Lance Duplication Technique obtained!
-          Minor Objective B: Interrogate at least three Void-touched individuals.

-          (0/3) Void-touched Individuals Interrogated

Main Objective Incomplete!]
And with that, Guardian Angel Z357 rose to the sky, before taking off to pursue his newly-assigned task.




Chapter 13

“Alright, this is it,” I said as I clasped my hands together.
Xakor blinked for the third time since I met him. He stared at the ramshackle hut— its walls were practically falling over into itself, and the roof had partially collapsed. There was a single window, but its glass was cracked open. I sauntered up to the door, and it creaked open with a light push.
“Xrr… I do not think that this would make a fine dining establishment, Amelia.” He sighed as he shook his head. “It is too rundown. No one would eat at such a place— you’ll only turn away potential customers.”
“Well, with a few polishes here and there, it’ll be spick and span and good as new.” I waved a hand dismissively. I slung a towel over my shoulder as I glanced back at the alien.
He wore a hooded cloak to hide his identity, but it didn’t really matter. We were practically at the edge of Wolfwater, so there weren’t really any passersby. But to him, that was part of the problem.
“This location would be bad for business too,” Xakor explained, gesturing vaguely at the area with one of his four arms. “Our main market should be visiting [Traders] and tired [Farmers]. No one would go out of their way to visit your restaurant if it’s too far from the roads and the village.”
“I…” I opened my mouth, then pursed my lips. He had a good point. I understood his logic. But— “This is all I can afford.” I shrugged helplessly.
“Ah.” His eyes twinkled.
“Anyways, I didn’t want to get in the way of all the construction work.” I shook my head, slapping the side of the hut. “Wolfwater is still recovering from the Cloying Witch’s attack, so this will have to—” I started.
And the rest of the roof collapsed. I blinked, watching as the structure folded into itself, the shaky walls tumbling from a single touch. I stared, frozen in place, and Xakor harrumphed.
“Xrr, I believe now we have no choice but to find another location for our restaurant,” he said.
“Well, fuck.” I sighed. “I’m going to have to get a refund.”
—--
Harlan was in a rut. He arrived in Wolfwater two days ago, and since then a lot had happened. His first day here, the village was attacked by the Cloying Witch. She had used some strange magic to wreak havoc for a little bit, before she was defeated by the Noble Spellsword.
The former city guard was relieved to see Noele there. Truth be told, he hadn’t even heard of the Cloying Witch until that day of the attack, but seeing an A-rank adventurer coming to save the day was always reassuring. It was clear that things would usually be fine— especially when said adventurer was the one who had saved Whiteridge from the Miststorm Riders.
However, soon after the attack, he learned that Wolfwater was Noele’s hometown, and that the Cloying Witch specifically sought out this farming village to exact revenge against the Noble Spellsword. That… made Harlan reevaluate his decision to move here.
He thought this village was safe. And, certainly, with an A-rank adventurer residing within, it was probably safer than any of the neighboring towns. But Harlan wondered what would happen if another such assault occurred, purely because this was the Noble Spellsword’s home?
It was entirely possible that Harlan’s luck wouldn’t last forever. The next time an A-rank threat showed up here in Wolfwater, he could end up as a casualty before Noele even arrived. That terrified him. He hadn’t made a decision just yet, but he highly considered leaving the farming village some time in the next week.
For now… he didn’t even have a place to stay. Harlan sighed as he sat in front of an abandoned house. There was only a single inn here in Wolfwater, and he had been kicked out after he got into a drunken brawl last night. It wasn’t even his fault, really. He had been provoked— called a fool and a coward by some middle-aged man. Probably a retired soldier. It didn’t matter.
Now, it was already evening, and Harlan had been turned away from every house he approached. No one could offer him any lodging because they were already offering shelter to a friend or family member whose property had been destroyed by the Cloying Witch. So here he was, milling about the front of an empty hut with nothing but a sack slung around his shoulders, considering breaking in for a place to stay tonight.
“...maybe I should just go back to Whiteridge,” he murmured, closing his eyes. “At least I’ll have a roof over my head there…”
Harlan hugged his knees to his chest as the sun set over the horizon. He really wanted to turn back the dial— go back in time to when he was still a brand new adventurer. He had been a part of a team back then. He even had a crush. A beautiful blonde [Warrior] who continued adventuring, even when he quit.
Everything seemed so perfect back then. Until it wasn’t. But he just wished things were perfect again. He sighed wistfully, only to be pulled out of his thoughts by a voice.
“Hey,” a woman said.
Harlan blinked, looking up. The first thing he saw was a cloak. A shredded cloak, impossibly held together as flakes fell off. His brows furrowed, confused for a moment. But the woman continued.
“Are you alright?” she asked.
The cloak quickly slipped out of his mind, instead looking up at the brown-haired girl. His eyes widened when he saw her face. He recognized her— he remembered her from two days ago. She had been the adventurer who saved him, fighting alongside the Noble Spellsword.
Harlan tried to work his jaw. “Wait, you’re—”
And he paused. She peered at him curiously, tilting her head. Why was she here? He didn’t know her name, but she had a concerned look on her face. For a moment, he thought she was an angel— here to save him a second time.
“I’m… fine,” he slowly replied. “T-thanks for asking.” He gulped, unsure what she would say next.
She just smiled, leaning back. “That’s good. If you’re fine— can you please get off my property?” she said simply.
Harlan froze. “Uh, what?”
“My name is Amelia, and I just bought this building,” she explained, gesturing vaguely past him. “You’re kind of blocking the main entrance. If you could just scooch over to the left a little bit…”
He just stared at the brown-haired woman for a moment longer, processing what she just said. He opened his mouth, and a second voice spoke up.
“Xrr… technically, I am the one who bought this building. But indeed, we would appreciate it if you relocate away from the doorway,” a tall hooded figure said.
Amelia just snorted. “Well, my name was included in the contract. So I technically bought it as well. I just offered zero capital towards the purchase.”
“I am unsure if that’s how it works, Amelia.”
“Whatever, we both own it, and that’s what matters,” she said, glancing back down at Harlan. She gave him an expectant look. “So…”
“R-right.” The former city guard scrambled to his feet, then backed away. He glanced between them as they pushed the door open. He hesitated, watching them enter. “You, uh, bought this place?”
“Yeah, we’re opening up a restaurant here soon.” Amelia glanced back as she entered the dark hall.
The building’s windows were boarded up, and cobwebs lined the rafters. Harlan narrowed his eyes, staring at its state of disrepair. His lips twisted.
“This shoddy place… is going to be turned into a restaurant?” he asked in disbelief.
The hooded figure shook his head, speaking with an odd hissing sound. “Xrr, Amelia insisted we save on costs as long as we pick the right location.”
“As long as it isn’t falling over, I can just fix it up real quick.” The brown-haired woman set a Bag of Holding onto the ground, before producing a set of building tools. “Ideally, I’d like to get business running in a day or two.”
“In a day or… two?” Harlan’s eyes crossed. He caught himself, shaking his head. He looked at Amelia with a frown. “But you’re an adventurer, aren’t you? How are you going to do that?”
“I’m registered in the Adventurer’s Guild as an unofficial adventurer,” she replied simply. “And I’m basically a farmer.”
“But you’re no [Architect],” he pointed out.
“Nope.”
“Are you a [Builder], then?”
“Definitely not.”
“What about a [Cleaner]?” Harlan asked.
“Why is that even a Class—” Amelia caught herself, before sighing. “Look, I’m none of the above. So don’t bother asking me if I’m a [Renovator] or a [Constructor] either.”
“I’ve never heard of those Classes.” He frowned.
“Good. They shouldn’t exist.” She crossed her arms, giving him a flat stare. He opened his mouth hesitantly.
“If you’re just an adventurer, how are you going to renovate this building in a day?” Harlan eyed her dubiously. Honestly, he had plenty more questions he wanted to ask— like why was an adventurer even opening up a restaurant, anyway?
But she just shrugged. “Because I’m not just an adventurer. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to get to work.”
He opened his mouth, but her figure blurred. He blinked a few times before stumbling as a sudden gust of wind knocked him back. A pair of arms caught him from falling over. He looked up at the hooded man.
“Xrr, be careful. I suggest stepping back if you really want to watch.” He led Harlan away from the abandoned building.
The former city guard watched, utterly perplexed as a tornado formed just ahead of him. He looked on with wide eyes as a brown wind swept over the area. He tried to scramble back, but another set of arms held him in place.
“We need to get out of here!” he yelled, struggling to break free. “There’s a tornado—”
“Look again,” the hooded man said.
“What?” Harlan paused. That didn’t make any sense.
But slowly, he did as he was told. He squinted, looking towards the abandoned building, watching as the boards over the windows were cleared— as the dusty floorboards were wiped clean, and as the mold growing on the side walls vanished.
Harlan didn’t understand what was going on at first. He thought it had to be the work of a Skill— some kind of [Repair Building] effect… if that was even a thing. But then he saw the furniture, spontaneously appearing out of thin air— no, like these tables and chairs were being built before his very eyes.
He rubbed his eyes, leaning forward. And he finally saw it. He finally caught a brief glimpse of what was going on.
Amelia sped through the main hall of the small building. Her figure was moving in a blur— leaving behind afterimages of herself that made it seem like she was sweeping the floors and building simple furniture all at the same time. She didn’t slow even for a moment. She continued renovating the room at incomprehensible speeds—
And Harlan’s jaw dropped. “W-wait, what…? B-but how—”
“This is my first time seeing her at work too,” the hooded man said, massaging the former guard’s back. “She is… xrr, impressive.”
“Impressive?” Harlan exclaimed and glanced back. “That’s not just impressive! That doesn’t make any sense! How is she doing that?”
The hooded man crossed a pair of arms, still massaging Harlan’s back. “Xrr, perhaps impressive is an understatement. But I have been warned ahead of her feats of impossibility ahead of time. So I expected as much out of her.”
“Feats of what—” The former guard frowned, then he paused. He looked up and down, eyeing the pair of hands at his back, before staring at the pair of folded arms.
Once again, Harlan found himself at a loss of words.
“Xrr, this is a common technique for relaxation back in my world,” the hooded man explained. “You are very stressed. You might even pass out.”
“I… that’s—” Harlan opened his mouth. He shook his head, breaking out of his stupor. “Why do you have four…?”
“Ah, I apologize for not introducing myself sooner, but I am trying to maintain a discreet presence in Wolfwater for now.”
The hooded man drew back, lifting his cloak slightly to give a peek of his face. Harlan saw purple skin— beady black eyes. The former guard gasped, recognizing the face plastered on posters all over the world.
“You’re Xakor the—”
But Xakor just placed a finger on Harlan’s lips. “Xrr, please do not yell. I do not want to cause a crowd to gather.”
“I… right.” Harlan stared in shock. He wasn’t sure what else there was to say.
Of all places to be in Laxo, the Patron of the Culinary Sciences was here in Wolfwater. He was one of the few otherworlders in the world! He was a literal celebrity across all the continents, even Mare! But somehow, the former city guard ran into him here.
Harlan glanced back at the abandoned building, watching as it was quickly refurbished by Amelia, before looking back at Xakor. He processed this as his mind reeled.
“I… think I’m dreaming,” he murmured to himself. And he heard a cluck coming from his feet.
Harlan looked down at a chicken. An ordinary chicken in size and shape. Unassuming at first glance, until he realized it was carrying an oversized bag on its back— a bag that was at least three times its size. It flapped its wings before dashing forward like a pack mule, heading towards Amelia.
“Bawk bawk,” it cried out.
“Thanks, Bucky,” Amelia said, stopping for a moment to grab the bag off the chicken. “I’ll give you a treat later.” She patted Bucky, then vanished into a blur once more.
The chicken ran back from the small building, clucking up at Xakor. The Patron of the Culinary Sciences just picked it up and stroked its back. All the while, Harlan watched this scene play out as he struggled to even understand what was going on.
He rubbed his temples, sighing. “I think I had too much to drink last night…”
—--
I came to a halt and dusted my hands off. The sun had set a while ago, and Xakor had left with that disheveled man a few hours back, probably to go to sleep. It took me a while since I was trying to cause as little of a ruckus as possible, but I was finally finished.
“Alright,” I said, smiling as I took in the renovated building that was soon going to be my restaurant. “Now, I just have to come up with a name… and stock up on food… and hire a server… and somehow attract customers…”
I trailed off as the smile slipped off my face. I nodded at myself and spoke softly.
“Let’s come up with a name first, then deal with all that later.”




Chapter 14

Guardian Angel Z357 scanned the concrete street. His twelve eyes darted around in different directions, watching the passing dwarves riding in their magitech vehicles, before finally settling onto a single target. A crowd was gathered at the steps of a large building. Standing atop a podium, a rather young man gave a speech.
He was a dwarf, just like the rest of the onlookers. But he was dressed in distinguished clothing— a tuxedo with a bowtie to top it off. Most of those gathered looked like they were miners or factory workers. They were caked in soot and ash, some wearing helmets, while others carried around hammers and other work tools.
The well-dressed dwarf leant on his podium with both his hands as a woman pressed a button on a strange contraption. There was a flash of light as Guardian Angel Z357 tilted his head. A camera? And those vehicles were… cars.
It seemed that over the last ten thousand years, technology had advanced relatively significantly in Alius— compared to Laxo. Guardian Angel Z357 found their technology to be rather trite, but he didn’t deliberate about it any longer. Instead, he waited to determine whether what he sensed was right.
He eyed his target with all twelve eyes as the crowd looked on. The well-dressed dwarf laughed, answering questions, before sliding a hand beneath the podium. His finger glimmered with a purple aura as he spoke, enchanting the crowd.
Void essence detected, Guardian Angel Z357 thought, before drawing forward. Approaching target.
And he dropped Without a Trace. The Technique came to an end as his body flickered under the evening sun. The cloak of invisibility faded, replaced with his corporeal form. The first to notice him was his target. The well-dressed dwarf cried out, pointing straight at the angel. Heads turned, and the crowd began to scream.
The crowd began to disperse in a panic as Guardian Angel Z357 descended slowly amongst them. A pair of dwarves drew forward, raising pistols and aiming at him. They fired blue bolts of magic, and he raised a hand. The projectiles froze mid-air and the weapons bent and crumpled into small metal balls.
Be not afraid, he transmitted his thoughts to the crowd.
His words rippled through the sea of panic, muffling the screaming and calming the chaos. The gathered dwarves still backed away from him warily, but there was no longer a mad scramble to escape. He landed right before his target as he continued, I am Guardian Angel Z357, and I am here only for the Void-touched.
The well-dressed dwarf blinked, before glancing around with wide eyes. The nearby onlookers gasped. The woman stared for a moment, before snapping a picture of the angel falling upon him. He saw this, then his lips twisted, and he exclaimed in outrage.
“Void-touched? Are you accusing me of being a part of the Sect of Abyssal Thorns, you false angel? Do you not know who I am? I am the Lord Mayor of—”
Guardian Angel Z357 jerked an arm forward and grabbed his target. The Lord Mayor squeaked, before the angel took off into the air. They soared straight into the sky and the crowd faded below the clouds like ants.
Beginning interrogation. You shall tell me all you know about the Fal-Deus.
“The Fal-Deus…? What are you talking about?”
Target is resisting. Beginning forced interrogation.
“Wait, no!” the Lord Mayor protested. “I have genuinely never heard of—”
But Guardian Angel Z357 didn’t listen. And his target squirmed in pain as the interrogation began high in the sky, screaming for no one to hear but the callous drone of the World System.
[In Progress: (1/3) Void-touched Individuals Interrogated!]
—--
“Bucky’s,” I said as Xakor stared at me. He sat across the table, holding the chicken in his lap. His brows furrowed, and I repeated myself. “We should call our restaurant Bucky’s.”
“Bawk bawk bawk!” Bucky clucked in agreement.
The ragnarian glanced between the chicken and I. He just frowned. “That is a terrible name.”
Bucky immediately protested, flapping her wings as she pecked his side. He just held her up as she continued thrashing in his hands. I rolled my eyes.
“It’s not that bad.”
“It is utterly horrible,” Xakor insisted, and Bucky clucked in indignation.
I crossed my arms as I took a step back. The three of us were gathered in the lobby of the newly-furbished building. It wasn’t large— only a single floor with a kitchen at the back. There were a handful of spare rooms behind the kitchen, but they were mostly being used for storage. This was going to be our restaurant. It had been a week since I renovated this place, but we still hadn’t figured out a name for it.
“Do you have any better suggestions?” I asked.
Xakor just rubbed his chin with one of his four hands. “Xrr… better suggestions? I cannot say that I have one.”
I gave him a flat stare, and he chuckled.
“Now, now. Don’t give me that look, Amelia. I simply think we should consider other options before making a decision. Generally, when I name my restaurants, I follow some convention or rule. For example, ‘The Flying Saucer’.”
“You named one of your restaurants ‘The Flying Saucer’?” I asked in disbelief.
Xakor simply nodded. “I found its name to be quite fitting. We mostly serve drinks and desserts there, but it is incredibly popular in Alius, especially amongst the wealthy ladyfolk.”
“It just… sounds like a restaurant in a children’s movie,” I said, staring at the alien. I frowned. “You know, maybe I shouldn’t be asking you for naming advice. You suck at it.”
“A children’s movie?” He peered at me curiously.
“Like… a film,” I explained. “Moving pictures? Videos you show to entertain kids for a few hours with a boring plot and colorful effects? Don’t you guys have that in your world?”
He shook his head. “We have films. But by the sounds of it, it is… xrr, probably different from your world.”
“Different how?” I raised a brow.
“Children’s movies tend to be educational.” Xakor crossed a pair of arms, still holding onto Bucky with his other two. “Specifically… reproduction education.”
“Oh.” I blinked. Then my lips twisted. “Gross. I didn’t want to know that.”
“Xrr, I expected such a reaction. Most sapient races tend to treat such natural behaviors with such strange reservation. I cannot wrap my mind around it.”
I walked up to the alien and took Bucky away from him. I lowered her to the ground, before patting her head. “Let’s not talk about such topics in front of the chicken. We don’t want to defile her innocent mind.”
She just clucked like she was harrumphing in response, and Xakor laughed.
“I am sure Bucky has had plenty of mates before, Amelia. You need not worry yourself about that.”
“But she’s our mascot,” I said as I dug into my pockets. I produced a handful of seeds for her as I nodded. “We don’t want anyone spreading weird rumors about her. We have to maintain our brand image, isn’t that right, Bucky?”
The chicken immediately clucked in agreement, before giving Xakor a judging look. I smiled and fed her to her delight as the alien gave man amused look.
“You’re quite insistent on keeping that name, aren’t you? Xrr, may I know why?” he asked.
“It sounds like a fast food chain, I guess,” I said as I drew back from the chicken. “They’re these… ‘restaurants’ from my world. Kinda unhealthy, but serves cheap food. I’m probably not going to serve anything super fancy either, so I thought it was a fitting name.”
Xakor just nodded slowly as he got to his feet. I watched him sweep his gaze over the newly-crafted furniture. I wasn’t a carpenter by any means, but the tables and chairs I had put up were pretty sturdy— good enough, at the very least.
“Ultimately, cooking is creation,” Xakor said, turning back to me. He wagged one of his twelve fingers. “I became a [Chef] because I still take pride in the product of my hard work. Every restaurant and every dish I create— they are proof of my blood, sweat, and tears.”
“That’s a bit… extreme for cooking,” I remarked dryly.
He shook his head. “Xrr, perhaps it is. But to me, it is no different from being an inventor back in my world. I toil away at my creation, testing it— refining it. Finally, when it is perfect, I unveil it to the cheering of the masses. Whether it is food or it is a machine, they are all my masterpieces.”
I stared at him. I looked on as Xakor raised his head, dreamily gazing at the ceiling. I shifted in my seat slightly and even Bucky stopped eating to look his way.
I had wondered why Xakor chose to become a [Chef] when he realized he was trapped here in Vacuos. He had said that cooking was the closest thing to inventing to him when I asked him about it, but even then, I didn’t realize how sincerely he meant those words.
I wondered if I could find something like that for me too— a purpose that was different from what I was accustomed to, but also familiar. Something that fulfilled me. I didn’t know what it was, but I hoped it was out there. I just sat there as Xakor glanced back towards me.
“This restaurant… the food it will serve… they are your creations, Amelia. Their names are up to you, but you should not choose a name for them lightly.” He gave me a serious look.
I leant back in my chair. “So Bucky’s is a no-go, huh? Honestly, I do kinda like it…”
“If that is what you decide on, I cannot stop you,” Xakor said. He gestured at the room around us with his four arms. “This is your restaurant, after all. But all I am asking you is to make it yours.”
It sounded simple enough, however I had no idea how I was going to do that. I closed my eyes as I tapped a finger on my chin. I looked deep into myself. I thought about the time I’ve spent here in Vacuos— I thought about the time I lost in the Fractured Realm. I remembered my home back on Earth. I barely had any memories left of the things I cared about back then.
I wished I hadn’t forgotten so much. I couldn’t even recall the names of my closest friends. I could only remember my family. It was so long ago. It had been another time. It had been another place. It had been another world.
But now I was here, pursuing a new life in Vacuos. Even though I didn’t belong— even though I couldn’t properly integrate into the World System— I was still here. And I wasn’t going to be leaving anytime soon. Because
“I…” I spoke up, opening my eyes.
Xakor and Bucky eyed me curiously, and I got to my feet with a grin.
“I think I have an idea…” I said as they leant closer.
—--
Harlan heard the groaning of his stomach. He was ravenous. He had exhausted the last of Wolfwater’s goodwill to stay a few more days in this village. But now, he had no food and no shelter.
He had no choice but to leave— to return back to Whiteridge. He gritted his teeth as he slowly wandered towards the edge of Wolfwater. And he passed by a familiar hut. He blinked, remembering when this small building had been under renovation.
That had been… quite a day. He ended up drinking the night away to scrub that odd memory from his mind. But he had been staying over at a small family’s shack at the time, and they were outraged when they found out he had chugged down all their alcohol. He had been forced to compensate them threefold for everything.
And now he barely had any coin left to even survive when he got back to Whiteridge. Most of Wolfwater hated him, and the only places that served food turned him away for the… other stunts he performed since he arrived.
“But wasn’t this supposed to be…?” Harlan frowned as he slowly sauntered up to the renovated building. Even if his memory was hazy from the copious amounts of booze, he still remembered some of the events of that day.
Particularly— the adventurer-farmer who wanted to open up a restaurant. He drew closer, drawn by the allure of food. He licked his lips, imagining the tasty dishes that could be waiting within. Was it open yet? It seemed to be open, then he caught a glimpse of a sign on the front door.
He stopped to read the scribbled words.
Welcome to Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant!
Please don’t feed the chicken.
“Feed the…?” Harlan blinked, then he heard a muffled clucking from within the building. He hesitated, glancing between the sign, the name, and the ramshackle hut. Finally, he shook his head. “I think I’d rather starve.”
And he turned around, walking away from the restaurant.




Chapter 15

Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. I thought it was a good name— fitting, too. After all, both Xakor and I were otherworlders. We would be serving food that quite literally didn’t exist in Vacuos. Of course, we’d make it palatable to fit with this world’s tastes, and we’d also serve food that was considered normal here.
I renovated this entire building on my own. It took a little bit of trial and error to polish up this place. I had even crafted the furniture myself. While the tables and chairs weren’t exactly ornate, they were functional, which was what mattered. I had worked with Nolan to get the ingredients, and Nicole had helped acquire everything else, so the restaurant would be ready to go. And today was finally the day.
The restaurant was actually going to be open for the public after a week and a half. I was a little bit nervous. But I had higher hopes for this restaurant than I did for my food stall back in Windrip. I was certain I would at least get a single customer this time around, right? After all, while we hadn’t attached Xakor’s name to the restaurant itself, we were advertising ourselves as a restaurant run by a high-leveled [Chef].
And on the first day of the restaurant’s opening, no one showed up.
On the second day, no one showed up again.
On the third day, no one showed up— until the very end of the day as the sun was setting over the horizon. And I finally had my first customer.
—--
Harlan returned to Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant five minutes later. He remembered the chicken— he recalled that strange woman. It had been like witnessing a fever dream while fully sober, but he wasn’t sure if he had actually been sober. It was such an odd place, he really didn’t want to return. Especially considering that the chef wasn’t a [Chef]. She was an adventurer. The food… probably sucked.
However, his hunger drove him forward. It forced him back to the unassuming hut, despite the fact that an adventurer was running the place. He hesitantly pushed the door open as he heard a cluck from the other side.
“Bawk bawk!” a chicken greeted him, and he blinked.
“H-hi?” he said. It stood by the doorway, hopping up and down as it waved a wing. “You’re… Bucky, right?”
The chicken nodded before turning around. It scampered towards a counter as Harlan just watched.
“Bawk bawk bawk bawk!” the chicken loudly clucked. “Bawk bawk!”
“Wait, we actually have a customer?” a voice said lazily, emerging from behind the counter. Harlan shifted back uncomfortably as he recognized the brown-haired woman. “Just before we closed, too. That’s convenient—” she started.
And she paused when she caught sight of Harlan. Her brows snapped together, evidently remembering who he was too.
“Oh, you’re that guy who was sleeping on our property.” Amelia narrowed her eyes. “Don’t tell me you’re here looking for a place to stay. I heard about what you did at Jerome’s house. I’m not going to give you any charity.”
That made Harlan purse his lips. He couldn’t believe that those rumors had even spread here. He tried to work his jaw as the adventurer-farmer-chef stared at him.
“I… that was an accident,” he mustered up.
“How do you accidentally drink an entire barrel of beer?” she asked flatly. “That just sounds like an excuse. But, like, not even a good excuse. It’s just a bad lie.”
“That’s—” Harlan hesitated. It was definitely a lie. And she saw through it immediately. He glanced back out the window towards the setting sun, before shaking his head. “Look, I’m not here to break into the place. I’m just here for the food,” he finally said.
Amelia frowned. She studied him for a moment, and his stomach rumbled. He flushed, clutching his empty belly. He slunk into a seat as she finally acquiesced.
“As long as you’re paying, I guess.” She reached behind the counter and produced a paper menu.
That surprised Harlan. She handed it to him, and he just stared for a moment. Most taverns just had a menu scribbled up at the front. But the fact that this place had an actual paper menu… it amazed him for a moment. This place was fancy. Was it really a proper restaurant? It was partially owned by Xakor, right? That meant the food could actually be good.
He shifted back in his seat, and the chair creaked. Blinking, he looked down to see the chair legs bending from his weight. He pursed his lips at that. Nevermind, the thought crossed his mind. I don’t think this food will be… palatable.
“Don’t tear it up,” Amelia said as she drew back. “We only have like a dozen of those. Just call out when you’re ready to make an order. We’re supposed to close up at sundown… but since you’re my first customer, I’ll let you take your time.”
“Uh, thanks.” Harlan nodded.
His eyes scanned the menu as the chicken sauntered after the brown-haired woman. She was just about to vanish back into the kitchen when Harlan frowned.
“Wait,” he called out.
Amelia stopped mid-step, before glancing back. “What is it?”
His lips twisted as he traced a finger over the menu. He eyed one of the menu items. “What’s a… pita?”
“It’s like a kind of flatbread. It’s a side dish— you don’t usually eat it by itself without something like hummus or whatever.” Amelia quickly explained, waving a hand dismissively. She turned back around as she continued towards the kitchen. “If that’s everything…”
“Wait,” Harlan called out again. “What’s a hummus?”
“It’s a dip made from chickpeas, garlic, and a bunch of other ingredients,” she said, glancing back at him once more. “I—”
“And what’s a kebab?” he asked, eyeing another menu item.
Her brows furrowed. “It’s just skewered meat. Don’t you guys have that here?”
“Oh, we do. It’s just called… a skewer.”
“Fair.” Amelia stepped back. “Now, just—”
“Wait, what’s a falafel?” Harlan piped up once more.
And she sighed. She dragged her feet back towards him and crossed her arms. Bucky just followed, hobbling over. 
“Look,” Amelia said, coming to a halt before his table. “Why don’t I just go over everything on the menu for you?”
“Yes, please.”
—--
Harlan eventually settled on a dish called pilaf. He thought it had a strange name, and it honestly didn’t sound appetizing at all. But he was too hungry to care. At the very least, it was the cheapest of the main course items on the menu. It was pretty much all he could afford. But he just wasn’t sure what to expect.
This was a restaurant. A proper dining establishment. It wasn’t like the inns or bars he’d normally visit on a night out for drinks and dinner. The food served here was supposed to be cooked by a Level 20 [Chef] at the very minimum. But there was no [Chef]. There was just that brown-haired woman. An adventurer who renovated this small rundown building over the span of a few hours.
But despite her speed, the fact that the renovations weren’t… the best, was proof that she was just an adventurer, nothing more. Harlan swept his gaze over the restaurant. There were a dozen tables and chairs set up, many of them shoddily built, lacking the uniformity that would come from being an expert [Carpenter]. There really wasn’t much design put into the indoor decor either.
The walls, at the very least, had been painted over. And the old broken windows had been replaced. However, it was still pretty plain, especially for what was supposed to be a proper restaurant.
Harlan waited, shifting in his creaking seat as he heard the clamor of cooking from the kitchen. His eyes darted around, landing on Bucky who was casually lying down in the corner of the room. The sun had already set at this point, and it was dark outside. The former guardsman wasn’t looking forward to scouring Wolfwater for a place to stay tonight— not especially when he likely wasn’t going to be able to convince anyone to give him shelter.
He had managed to survive here in this village longer than he thought he would, but now it was over. Honestly, Harlan wondered how it had come to this. He had come to Wolfwater with… hopes. Not high hopes. But he sought out sanctuary, and he had come from the city. He had expected that it wouldn’t be too hard to find a job here in some rural village. As a Level 17 [Spearman], it shouldn’t have been too difficult to work as some sort of hunter or guard here.
Unfortunately, his chances were probably squandered now that half of Wolfwater hated him. He sighed as he leant against the table.
“I should just go back…” he murmured.
“You’re still going to have to pay for your meal, even if you leave right now,” Amelia said as she strode up to his table. She carried a steaming bowl as he blinked and looked up. “Your order’s ready.”
“O-oh, thank you.” Harlan straightened, and she set the plate down.
He eyed the dish with a frown, seeing the yellow rice and diced onions. There were nuts thrown into the mix too, alongside a little bit of meat. But—
“Why is the rice yellow?” he asked apprehensively.
“Because of the turmeric, I think.” Amelia took a step back and shrugged.
“You… think?” Harlan pursed his lips. He poked the rice with a fork, before glancing back up at her. “Did Xakor teach you how to cook this?”
“Uh, sure,” she said. “I just follow his instructions or whatever. The recipes are all from the Patron of the Culinary Arts!” She gave the former guardsman a forced smile as she weakly pumped a fist.
“The Culinary Sciences,” he corrected her.
“Yeah, that.” Amelia rolled her eyes. “Just give the pilaf a try, and let me know what you think.”
“Alright…”
Harlan slowly dragged the plate closer as the brown-haired woman hovered over him like a hawk. He wondered why she was just standing there and waiting for him. It honestly was weirding him out. But he didn’t say anything.
He just remembered how fast she had been moving when she was fixing up this restaurant. She had been like a hurricane— a walking natural disaster. As odd as she was, the former guardsman really didn’t want to upset her. So he tried to ignore her piercing gaze as he dug into the pilaf.
“Here goes,” he whispered to himself.
His hand trembled as he raised the spoonful of yellow rice into his mouth. He hoped it wasn’t poisoned. An [Herbalist] had once told him that bright-colored mushrooms were poisonous, and while he was pretty sure the same didn’t apply to rice, he couldn’t be too careful with an unqualified [Chef]. Sure, he wasn’t a [Chef] either, and he regularly cooked for himself at home. But other than simple dishes, he never really made anything that looked nearly as complex as this pilaf.
“Hurry up already,” Amelia said flatly. “It’s going to get cold.”
“Right.” He gulped hesitantly, before plunging the spoon into his mouth. He closed his eyes, bracing for the worst. He was ready to collapse onto the floor from food poisoning, but—
An explosion of flavor invaded his mouth. Harlan’s eyes widened as an eclectic mix of spices ran down his tongue. He slowly chewed, and the rice melted like butter, before his teeth crunched on the nuts. He gulped again, this time, savoring the taste of this dish.
“This is… actually really good!” he exclaimed, getting to his feet.
Amelia blinked for a few moments, like she was waiting for something else. But when that ‘something else’ didn’t come, she uncrossed her arms.
“That’s it? You don’t think it’s unrefined just because I’m not a Level 30 [Chef]?” she asked.
Harlan shook his head. “I thought it would be terrible— I mean, it doesn’t look great.” He gestured at the dish itself.
Amelia frowned. “Thanks, I put a lot of effort into the presentation. Good to know it still sucks.”
“But the flavor… it’s amazing!” He gestured wildly around before scooping up another spoonful of pilaf and chomping down on it. He quickly scarfed down the dish as she watched. “I can’t believe I’ve never heard of this before!”
“Well, that’s a relief.” A smile slipped onto Amelia’s face. “So you like it, then?”
“I love it,” Harlan said, placing the empty plate down onto the table. “I have heard that Xakor invents amazing recipes, but to think he can create a dish that even a non-[Chef] can cook well? He has outdone himself this time!”
The brown-haired woman’s smile vanished. She opened her mouth, then caught herself. She just sighed. “You win some, you lose some. But this is good enough, I guess.”
Harlan just slumped back in his chair, letting out a self-satisfied groan. It was delicious. He wasn’t sure if it was because he had been famished, or if it was actually that delectable. But he thought the pilaf had been amazing. He wanted to pass out right there and then into a food coma, but Amelia spoke up.
“Anyways, pay up.” She brought a hand forward, and he blinked at her. “We need to close up. It’s past sundown. So pay up.”
The former guardsman sat up, staring at her. He hurriedly dug into his coin pouch, then paused. He felt the lack of coins in there— he barely had any money left. This would be the last of his savings, and after this, he would be completely broke. He hesitated as Amelia gave him an expectant look.
“Well?” She waited.
He knew he had to fork over the payment. She was an adventurer— she would kill him if he delayed any longer. But he couldn’t just pay her. Not when he would have nothing left. And a thought crossed his mind. A stupid thought.
“I was thinking… for payment,” Harlan started, averting his gaze. “Could I maybe work for you as payment instead?”
And Amelia blinked. “What?”




Chapter 16

“I was thinking… for payment,” the man started, averting his gaze. “Could I maybe work for you instead?”
I stared at him for a moment, processing what he said. I blinked, and that was when I finally worked my jaw.
“What?”
I didn’t expect this at all. This was my first customer— he was someone who actually enjoyed my cooking. He wasn’t anyone I knew. He was a complete stranger to me. Sure, I’d heard rumors about him before, but that didn’t really mean anything.
He wasn’t a friend like Noele, Nolan, Nicole, or Garron. He wasn’t an otherworlder like Xakor. He was literally someone who only knew of me as an adventurer. And he actually thought my cooking was good. He might have attributed that fact to Xakor, but his response had been a major success in my book.
However, now he wasn’t going to pay for his food. Instead, he was asking to… work for me? I narrowed my eyes as he sheepishly scratched his cheek.
“It’s literally only twenty-five copper coins,” I said as I proffered an expectant hand. “And I can’t even afford to give you a living wage, anyways. Just pay up and don’t fuss about it.”
“You don’t even have to pay me.” The man shook his head, before giving me a pleading look. “I… if you just give me food and shelter, I’ll work for you for free.”
That sounded like a tempting offer. I had been wondering about how I’d staff my restaurant before things took off— Xakor had already funded the building itself, and I was paying for the ingredients. But I couldn’t exactly hire an employee until business was booming. So I had thought I’d be forced to manage everything on my own… maybe with a little bit of Bucky’s help. However, if I hired this man…
I looked him up and down. I saw his ragged clothing— I stared at the bags under his eyes. I remembered all the bad things I’d heard about him so far. I just sighed.
“I literally don’t even know your name, and I haven’t heard anything good about you. Sorry, but I don’t think this will work out.”
He pursed his lips. He shifted in his seat as Bucky eyed him curiously. I didn’t know what his reasoning was for offering me free labor, but I wasn’t going to accept it. Not when I didn’t even know about his qualifications or background.
He got to his feet after a moment’s deliberation and held my gaze.
“Harlan,” he said. “My name’s Harlan. I’m a former guardsman— I come from Whiteridge, and I’m a [Warrior].”
I quirked a brow. I wasn’t exactly prompting him to explain his whole backstory to me. But I just gave him a flat stare.
“Alright, Harlan. Why exactly would I need to hire a former city guard for my restaurant?” I asked, waving a hand dismissively. “I can handle any thugs or monsters myself.”
“It…” Harlan hesitated for a moment. But he still insisted after steeling himself. “It doesn’t have to be a guardsman job. I could work as a server— I could take orders and serve food for you!” he exclaimed like he was trying to convince himself of his words as much as he was trying to convince me of them.
I shook my head. “You have literally no history in the service industry. And pretty much half of Wolfwater hates you. Again— why should I hire you?”
“T-that’s because I’m… a hard worker?” he said as his lips twisted. He looked at me hopefully, but I just rolled my eyes back at him. Even Bucky gave him a judging look.
Harlan bit his lower lip. He glanced between the both of us. The chicken’s gaze made him shrink back slightly, and he tried to muster up a response. But he couldn’t work his jaw. His shoulders slumped as he finally sighed.
“You’re right.” He lowered his head, clenching his teeth. “I’m… not even cut out to be a server. I don’t even have a Class for it.”
He spoke softly, and I paused. I blinked a few times, staring at the former guardsman. He chuckled bitterly.
“I’m only a [Spearman]— a low-leveled [Spearman] at that. I can’t even become an adventurer if I wanted to. I’m too weak. I’d die in under a year. I am… I am just a guard— that’s all I’ll be. I never should’ve left Whiteridge.”
Harlan dug into his pocket and slapped a bag of coins onto the table. He drew back as I slowly picked up his payment, watching him go. He held his head low, his lips creased. He dragged his feet behind him as he slowly walked towards the exit. I looked on as Bucky glanced back at me. She clucked, and I closed my eyes.
I thought about what he said— I looked back on what I just did. I had rejected Harlan because… he didn’t have the right Class. Or rather, was it because he wasn’t exactly qualified for the job? At least, that was my excuse.
But serving tables wasn’t a hard job. It was quite easy to learn. Work experience meant nothing when it was something that literally anyone could learn over the span of a day. It just felt… like I was treating him the same way others treated me. And I felt a pang of guilt.
Sure, I had heard bad things about him, and maybe that gave me all the more reason to turn him down. However, right now all I saw was a man at the end of his rope. Maybe he had made a few mistakes over the last few weeks. But that didn’t mean I shouldn’t at least give him a chance.
“Fine,” I called out. Harlan halted right by the doorway. He blinked, glancing back at me, and I tossed his bag of coins at him.
“Wha—” It smacked his face, and I snorted.
“That’s some slow reaction time for a [Warrior]…”
He quickly scrambled to pick up the bag of coins up from the ground as I walked up to him. Bucky followed, and he looked up at me, bent double with round eyes.
Wait, what do you mean by that? Why are you—” he started.
And I cut him off, “I’ll give you a job. But I’m not going to let you work for free, and if you’re a shit worker, I’ll fire you in under a week.”
Harlan just blinked. He gaped at me, clutching the bag of coins tightly against his chest. His mouth bobbed open.
“But I’m… just a guard. I’m a [Warrior]— I can’t even…” he trailed off.
“Anyone with half a brain is capable of taking a couple orders,” I said, and Bucky clucked in agreement. “And I doubt you’ll have any trouble serving trays to tables either.”
Harlan still wore an apprehensive look on his face. He averted his gaze, tempted by my offer, but not fully persuaded. I sighed, crouching down as I looked into his eyes.
“Look, your Class doesn’t define you. Why does it matter that you’re a [Warrior]? You don’t enjoy fighting, do you? That’s why you quit being a guardsman, right?”
“I…” He hesitated. Slowly, he shook his head. “I do not.”
“So why should you be forced to do something you hate just because the System says so?” I asked, holding his gaze.
Harlan chewed his lips. Bucky tilted her head. That was… probably blasphemy. Or maybe not. Other than Grat-ra’zun, I didn’t really think that most of the people of this world held the System in reverence. They— most of them, at the very least— just saw it as a fact of life. No different than the laws of physics back on Earth.
He rose to his feet as he looked down at the palm of his hand. He clenched a fist, nodding to himself.
“You’re… right,” Harlan whispered. “I don’t want to be a guard anymore. I’m tired of fighting— I’m tired of risking my life for the sake of others. It’s just serving tables, right? I… can do this.”
His words almost seemed familiar to me. Even though I barely knew this man, he reminded me of… well, myself. Someone who was lost and trying to find themself. Someone who was tired of what they were doing, and was now searching for something new.
He was someone who didn’t fit in. He was someone who tired of the stakes and danger of battle. He came to Wolfwater for a simple reason— to escape from it all and live a simple life. And while he might have squandered the few opportunities he had been given since arriving here, I was still going to give him at least one chance.
A smile slipped onto my face as I gave Harlan a nod of affirmation. “Yeah, it’s easy enough. Although… since I’ll be giving you lodging too, you won’t just be serving tables. I was thinking of giving you a more general job description.”
“What do you mean by that?” He looked up at me with a quizzical look.
“Your first job is simple,” I said, patting him on the shoulder. “Go and get me some customers.”
He paused. He glanced between me and the window, blinking a few times. “How am I supposed to do that?”
I shrugged casually. “I dunno, figure it out.”
And that was how I got my first employee.
—--
Guardian Angel Z357 swept his gaze over the vast room. He heard the shouts and screams. He saw the flying spells, but he descended, unaffected by their attacks. Phase Shift. It was a powerful Technique that allowed him to maintain a visible but incorporeal form— unneeded against such weak attacks. But the only alternative would be to slaughter his assailants.
And there were hundreds of them. Guardian Angel Z357 landed amidst the swarm of nagas as they hurled their magic his way. His form was translucent, but their spells passed through him like he wasn’t even there. His twelve eyes landed on the [Shaman] standing in the center of this tent. She was a naga too, but with a longer tail than the others. She slithered forward and raised a staff as a purple aura coalesced beneath her.
“Kill it, ya daft idiots!” she screamed.
Guardian Angel Z357 zipped straight ahead, but a pair of twisted tendrils shot out, grabbing him out of the air. He paused for a brief moment, mostly out of curiosity, watching as these void apparitions clung onto him despite his incorporeal form.
And the [Shaman] panted, grinning. “I got ya now! This is why you don’t mess with us, ya slimy bastard!”
As she raised her staff once more, Guardian Angel Z357 simply tore through the bindings. She blinked, and he grabbed her, before shooting up into the sky. He tore through the tent ceiling as the nagas screamed down below.
“That thin’ has got ta chief!”
“Ain’t someone gonna stop it?”
“We can’t hurt tha fucking—”
Their voices faded away, and he came to a halt high above the clouds. He held her up as she squirmed, her tail thrashing beneath her, and her two arms clinging onto his metallic hand. She stared at him with wide eyes, and he transmitted his thoughts simply, asking the same questions he had asked his previous target.
And the response he got from the naga was no different. “I swear I don’t know what you’re talking about!”
His twelve eyes narrowed, and he began his interrogation.
[In Progress: (2/3) Void-touched Individuals Interrogated!]
Twice now, Guardian Angel Z357 had interrogated a Void-touched individual. And both times, he learned nothing. Despite his interrogation Techniques— even when magically compelled to speak— they revealed no new information to him. It was evident to him that either this method of interrogation was lacking, or maybe the denizens of Planet 16B were more clueless than he had assumed.
Even with the World System’s guidance, it seemed that he was not likely going to be making any progress towards finding the source of the return of the Fal-Deus anytime soon. There had to be at least a single anchor located somewhere that he needed to eradicate. If not one, then multiple. Otherwise, there was no reason for Guardian Angel Z357 to have been awakened.
He dropped the charred corpse of the naga before sweeping his gaze to the horizon. He saw the rising sun. And he saw this vast land mass beneath him. It was Alius— the continent of dwarves, gnomes, nagas, fairies, and more. So far, he had discovered nothing of use while exploring this part of Planet 16B. The closest he had come to learning more about this threat was in Laxo.
But Guardian Angel Z357’s programming had brought him here. His current objective was to interrogate those who were Void-touched, and he had detected the usage of their powers most frequently in Alius. However, it had borne no fruit. So it would be the intelligent course of action to pursue his investigation in Laxo.
For a moment, he was conflicted. He would be defying the World System’s guidance. And that nearly made him malfunction. But logic and reasoning won out as he concluded that the World System’s guidance was just that— guidance.
It was not infallible. His presence was better suited elsewhere, pursuing leads that would better serve his main directive. And so, Guardian Angel Z357 made his decision and returned to Laxo.




Chapter 17

“Is this it?” Noele asked as she eyed the small cave.
The trail ended here. There was no mistaking it— the large hoofprints continued further into the darkness, so this had to be it. The Noble Spellsword glanced back and nodded to her companion.
“Get ready, Garron,” she warned him.
“Right.”
The burly man nodded, readying his large shield. He strode forward as she drew her blade. The two adventurers approached the cave entrance, but a voice called out to them from the trees. They glanced back towards a nearby thicket. A purple man stood there, two arms crossed as he spoke loudly so they could hear him.
“Do not damage its legs!” Xakor gestured at his thighs with his free hands. “The kretus boar’s meat is mostly inedible except for its legs! You want to target its neck or underbelly!”
Noele blinked at the [Chef]. “Xakor! What are you doing here? It’s dangerous— get back!”
“Xrr, I’ll be fine,” he said simply. He tapped a finger on one of his many rings. “I have my own artifacts to protect me. I would even be able to survive an encounter with an A-rank threat for up to five minutes, so there is no reason to worry for my safety.”
“But it’s still dangerous…” she trailed off.
“It’ll be fine.” Garron spoke up, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Xakor is the one who led us here. He survived an encounter with this kretus boar once before. I am sure he can handle himself.”
“Right.” Even knowing that, Noele still pursed her lips.
Certainly, it was true that Xakor was the one who was sending them on this mission. He had stumbled into the kretus boar on the way to Wolfwater, and it had immediately attacked him. Apparently, the [Chef] had actually hurt the monster with his artifacts before he escaped, but he knew it was going to pose a threat to the nearby villages considering its vindictive nature.
So he had hired Noele and Garron to hunt down the kretus boar before it could recover. After all, it was a B-ranked threat, and its home had likely been destroyed a few weeks back by the wildfire that was created by the Miststorm Riders.
Of course, Xakor had ulterior motives too. He wanted to stock up on meat for his brand new restaurant run by Amelia. Noele was still processing that fact— she couldn’t believe that the Patron of the Culinary Sciences was opening a restaurant here in Wolfwater of all places. Never in her wildest dreams did she imagine that he would ever visit her quiet village, let alone open a restaurant.
Noele had entertained the idea that maybe Xakor would open up one of his many restaurant chains in Whiteridge, considering that it was actually a city. But Wolfwater was a farming village. It only had a single inn for passing [Merchants] or [Traders] to stay. It made no sense for a restaurant to ever be opened up in a place like this.
However, it was actually happening. This was reality. Yet, this wasn’t even the most surprising part. Because he wasn’t just opening a restaurant in Wolfwater, he was partnering with Amelia— someone who wasn’t a [Chef]— of all people.
Sure, the blonde girl thought that her mentor’s cooking was pretty good— each time she had tried those so-called ‘Earth foods’, she had been impressed— but she didn’t think that it was anywhere comparable to Xakor’s cooking. Apparently, the Patron of the Culinary Sciences disagreed because he was letting Amelia handle most of the cooking for the restaurant.
Noele knew better than to question the cooking knowledge of a [Chef] who was above Level 50. But she still found it quite perplexing, even knowing that they were both otherworlders, so there had to have been some bias involved. The blonde girl wondered if this restaurant would actually take off, considering Amelia’s past track record with the food stand. Maybe having Xakor’s name attached to it would actually bring in customers.
However, nothing was certain. And while Noele hoped for the best, she was expecting the worst.
She shook her head as she strode forward alongside Garron. She had to focus right now. The kretus boar was close. While it was weak compared to her, it was still a threat to the Steel Tank. It had to be at least Level 40. Usually, only low-leveled monsters were harvested for food, while high-leveled monster parts were used for alchemy, herbalism, or even smithing.
However, the kretus boar was special because their legs were actually quite soft and tender, so they could be cooked and served as food. They weren’t a delicacy by any means, but considering their size, the meat from even a single leg could feed a family of four for months.
So the two adventurers didn’t want to damage the kretus boar’s legs. And not only that… well, Noele wasn’t going to be joining the fight either.
She came to a halt right at the mouth of the cave as Garron drew closer. He raised his short sword, edging forward with his shield raised, entering the darkness.
“Remember,” she called out. “No Skills.”
The Steel Tank glanced back at her, his lips twisted into a frown. While he always wore a slight frown on his face even when he was in a jovial mood, she knew he was actually upset this time around. A little bit nervous too— very nervous, probably.
He had every right to feel that way. After all, he wasn’t allowed to use his Skills. Noele wouldn’t let him. If he drew power from the World System, that would defeat the purpose of this. He was the one who asked her to teach him how to grow stronger like she did, and this was exactly what she had to do under Amelia’s tutelage.
Under normal circumstances, Garron could probably dispose of a kretus boar without risking his life. But since he couldn’t use his Skills, there was a very real chance that he could die to the monster. He drew forward warily as Noele just watched.
She said she wouldn’t intervene unless it really looked like he couldn’t handle this on his own. So she looked on as a figure emerged from the shadows. A looming creature, standing over twenty feet tall. It was the kretus boar, and it was already furious.
It beat its front hooves on the ground before charging. Garron yelped, bracing himself for the monster’s attack. It crashed into him as he raised his shield, sending him flying into the air. The Steel Tank landed with a groan as the kretus boar continued barreling towards him with a terrible roar.
Could boars even roar? Noele was pretty sure regular boars couldn’t make that kind of a sound. But the kretus boar did. The Steel Tank scrambled to his feet as the monster’s footfalls caused the ground to quake. It rammed into him once more, but this time he held his ground.
Garron grunted as he was pushed against the rock wall of the cavern. He clung onto his shield with both his hands, gritting his teeth as the Noble Spellsword pursed her lips.
“You have to surpass your limits!” she called out. “Do not use your Skills— overcome it with your own strength!”
“I… am… trying!” Garron shouted as he stepped to the side.
The monster stumbled forward, crashing into the rock wall, and he swung out with his short sword. He slashed the monster’s underbelly open, making it reel back. But right as he circled around the kretus boar, it kicked out with its hind legs, knocking the Steel Tank’s shield out of his hand.
His eyes went wide, and it whirled around to face him. He tried to back away but the kretus boar was faster. All Garron could do was thrust forward with his short sword. The attack dug deep into the monster’s neck, but it wasn’t enough to take it down. Its eyes flashed, and it headbutted him, sending him crashing into the other side of the cavern.
Noele’s eyes flickered. She saw the way Garron struggled to get back to his feet. His chestplate was dented, and blood trickled down his forehead. The kretus boar charged his way once more, and the Noble Spellsword finally intervened.
With a single slash, she sliced the kretus boar in half. Her blade shone with a bright gold light, illuminating the dark cave for a brief moment. The cavern was far larger and went deeper than she thought, but it didn’t matter. Her Elegant Noble Slash got the job done.
The monster collapsed, split perfectly in half. Noele drew back and sheathed her sword in a single swift motion. She turned to Garron as he staggered to his feet.
“Are you alright?” she asked, running over to help him up.
“I’m… fine.” The Steel Tank rubbed his forehead, wiping away the blood. He had a small cut just above his right eye, but he was otherwise fine. “Fighting without Skills is harder than I thought…” he murmured.
“Tell me about it,” Noele said as she offered him a shoulder. “It took me a while to get the hang of it, and it was only thanks to your help. So don’t let it get you down.”
He shook his head and snorted. “I’m not upset that I lost to a B-ranked monster— I’m more upset that I’ll have to get a new chestplate.”
The blonde girl chuckled. “Well, you still have plenty of time to learn.”
“I knew this wasn’t going to be easy,” Garron continued. “I saw how hard you trained to get to where you are now, Noele. Honestly, I’m more impressed by you now than ever. You are quite amazing.”
She smiled, nudging him as she helped him limp out of the cave. “Thanks— but we can talk about this later. Let’s just treat your injuries and let Xakor know it’s over.”
“Of course.” Garron nodded back to her.
The two adventurers slowly walked back out into the clearing, and Xakor approached them curiously. The [Chef] had a bag slung around his shoulders— presumably to carry the kretus boar’s meat back to Wolfwater. They told him that it was over, and he quickly got to work.
Noele watched from the side as Garron took a sip from a healing potion while Xakor butchered and skinned the kretus boar. When they were finished, the sun was still hanging high in the sky, and it was time to get back.
It would be about sundown by the time they arrived in Wolfwater. It wasn’t a long trip, and they would reach the village a lot sooner if it were just the two adventurers. However, they weren’t really in a rush, so they took their time, leaving the empty cave behind them.
—--
But the cave wasn’t actually empty. What Noele neglected to notice was that further down the tunnel was a second kretus boar. A smaller one— about three-quarters the size of its partner. It had been injured. Burned during the forest fire. But its partner provided for it, hunting for food for the both of them.
And when its partner didn’t return that night, it forced itself up. But all it found was a corpse.
It flew into a rage. Its thunderous roar sent the nearby fauna scattering in terror. It curled up into a ball, grieving over the death of its partner.
As it lay there overnight, something found it. Something… sinister.
A depravity that had tried to crawl its way into the world, but was cut short before it could fully manifest. The trace remains of a twisted magic that carried the will of the Void. It had roamed around the village after the Cloying Witch was prematurely killed, searching for a new host. Now, it preyed on the lone kretus boar’s anger. It fed on the suffering of the world, overwhelming the World System’s control.
The monster mindlessly accepted this power, and its body began to change.




Chapter 18

Noele had wondered how Amelia’s new restaurant would go. While the blonde girl wished her mentor all the success in the world, she couldn’t help but… pace her expectations. She didn’t think this food venture would go well at all, especially considering how it had turned out back in Windrip.
Sure, there were a variety of factors that had resulted in the food stall’s failure. For example… that period was when Jax the Forsaken Archer showed up for the very first time. And he had constantly pestered Amelia when she was just trying to sell her burgers. So that ended up scaring away a lot of potential customers before the food stall could even get traction.
But that wasn’t the main factor as to why Amelia’s food stall didn’t find success in Windrip. It was a simple reason, really. And it was because she was already famous by the time she tried to sell her burgers.
Well… ‘famous’ was a strong word, but plenty of people in Windrip already knew of her as an adventurer. So they knew she wasn’t a [Cook] or a [Chef] or anything of the like. And those who were previously unaware of her status as an adventurer were quickly informed that she didn’t have a cooking-related Class by… her.
It was self-sabotage, on her part. By the time Amelia realized that, it was already too late. Her burgers failed to gain any traction, and she grew bored of her food stall.
Honestly, Noele was pretty sure Amelia wasn’t going to get any customers for her restaurant in Wolfwater either. So it was probably going to suffer the same fate as the food stall.
“What do you think, Xakor?” the Noble Spellsword asked, turning to face the [Chef].
They were right at the edge of Wolfwater. The sun was starting to set, and they’d soon arrive at the restaurant. Garron trailed after them, biting his lower lip as he rubbed his dented breastplate.
Xakor raised his head, his cloak still masking his face. “Xrr… what do I think about what exactly?”
“Amelia’s restaurant,” Noele clarified. “I know you’ve invested quite a bit into it— but do you actually think it’ll do well?”
“I invested a negligible sum for someone such as myself,” the alien said as he shook his head. He rubbed one of his four hands on his chin. “However… I am certain it will do just fine.”
“Are you sure about that?” She stared dubiously at him.
“I am certain,” he chuckled. “I have heard about that… incident in Windrip. While it was unfortunate, there was nothing Amelia could do about it— she didn’t quite have the reputation needed to sell a completely unknown food in such a large city. Especially since she was known to be an adventurer. But here, in Wolfwater, with my name behind her… I believe this endeavor will be a great success.”
Xakor made a convincing argument. But, somehow, with Amelia’s penchant for screwing up the most basic of tasks, Noele still… doubted him.
—--
And the blonde girl was promptly proven wrong when she arrived at the restaurant. When she pushed the door open, she was greeted by the babble of voices. There wasn’t a massive crowd, but there were nearly a dozen people gathered inside, sitting and dining as a man rushed around the room, which was a lot more than Noele had expected.
“...what?” She just blinked.
Bucky immediately perked up when she spotted Xakor, clucking loudly as she stood up on the bar counter.
“Bawk bawk bawk!”
“Oh, they’re back?” a voice came from the kitchen. Amelia swept out of a back room, carrying a pair of steaming dishes. She set the food down before walking up to the three figures standing by the doorway. “Sup, welcome to Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. What do you guys think?”
The brown-haired woman smirked as she faced both Noele and Garron. The Steel Tank, for one, wore an impressed look on his face. He swept his gaze over the room before nodding at Amelia.
“You’ve attracted quite the crowd, huh? For a non-[Chef], I am very impressed, Amelia.”
“Thanks. It’s mostly thanks to leveraging Xakor’s name to advertise the restaurant.” Amelia turned to Xakor, gesturing at the small crowd. “Sorry, I know you were out for a few days, but I kinda had to use something to get them here.”
It had taken Noele, Garron, and Xakor three days in total to track down the kretus boar. None of them had any tracking Skills, so it took them a lot longer than it would have taken… say, a [Hunter]. But considering that they didn’t know where the monster was hiding, especially since its home had been burnt down by the raging wildfires, they tracked it down quite quickly, putting it down before it could destroy any of the nearby villages.
The Patron of the Culinary Sciences just waved a hand dismissively. “Xrr, do not worry about it. It does not hurt to garner some early interest before our grand opening, anyway.”
“Yeah… I got a little bit ahead of myself.” Amelia shook her head. “But I’m sure things will work out just fine. You got what you needed, right?”
He gestured at his Bag of Holding“I do. It took us a bit longer than I anticipated, but the kretus boar meat should—”
The two of them broke into a soft discussion as the nearby customers just looked on. Xakor was still cloaked by his enchanted hood, so his face was hidden by a dark shadow, but his tall figure must have clued the onlookers into his identity.
“Is that him?”
“Angel’s breath, I can’t believe Xakor the Patron of the Culinary Sciences is seriously here in Wolfwater.”
“Should we approach him?”
“Don’t be an idiot! He’ll kick us out of the restaurant if we do that—”
Noele glanced at the whispering customers, before looking back at both Xakor and Amelia. The blonde girl paused when she realized the two had stopped talking. Now, her mentor was just looking at her expectantly.
“So?” Amelia said, raising a brow. “You haven’t said anything, Noele.”
“You… actually have customers,” Noele replied slowly.
“Yeah, pretty impressive, right? I guess my cooking is pretty good after all.” The brown-haired woman grinned. “Well, it’s also partially thanks to Harlan’s help. He’s been running around advertising for us non-stop too.”
Noele was still reeling from the fact that the restaurant wasn’t completely empty. But she eventually broke out of her stupor after a moment.
“Wait, who’s Harlan?” she asked.
“Him.” Amelia gestured towards the man rushing back to the counter to serve the steaming dishes she had left behind. “He’s my first employee. He does whatever I tell him to do. He also lives here now.”
The blonde girl blinked a few times. “Why do you… how did you get an employee?”
“Shit happens.” Amelia just shrugged. “Anyways, we’re closing soon, so I gotta get back to cooking. I still have a few more customers to serve. I can whip something for you guys too after that if you’re still here.” 
She drew back as Xakor followed. They returned to the kitchen, and both Garron and Noele exchanged a glance. The blonde girl was at a complete loss for words. She slowly started towards one of the nearby tables, before plopping down onto a seat.
“What’s wrong, Noele?” Garron asked, sitting across from her.
“I just— I just can’t believe it,” she said as she rubbed her temples. “This is the first time I’ve seen Amelia do anything that’s not related to killing things… well.”
“Hasn’t she been working at your father’s farm for a few weeks now?” The Steel Tank furrowed his brows.
“Amelia burned down the field, Garron. And then she raked away the ash— the ash. It’s literally a fertilizer.” Noele gesticulated vaguely back towards her farm.
Garron frowned. “Oh. That is certainly true… but I feel like you are still giving your mentor too little credit.”
Noele pursed her lips. “I guess I’m just surprised? I mean— I know that Amelia’s cooking is pretty good. But she doesn’t have a Class, and you know how overly-reliant everyone is on the World System, right?”
“What do you mean by that?” he asked, narrowing his eyes.
“It’s like the World System makes you… the World System…” the blonde girl trailed off.
Garron blinked. “What were you saying?”
“Huh? What?” Noele sat back up, glancing around. She pinched the bridge of her nose as her vision blurred for a moment, before clearing up. “Right— I was talking about how Amelia’s not a [Chef]. So I’m surprised that people are actually giving her food a chance.”
“That is true,” the burly man said, leaning back on his chair. “But with Xakor’s name behind the restaurant, I’m sure that most people would at least give her cooking a try.”
“That’s true, but—” Noele opened her mouth, then paused. She hesitated as she closed her eyes. Her head ached as the world briefly spun around her. “W-wait, what were we talking about before this?”
“About Amelia burning down part of your father’s farm?”
“N-no, after that…” The blonde girl gritted her teeth.
Garron peered at her curiously, but she ignored his gaze. She tried to remember. This didn’t feel right. But was it right? What had she been saying before this line of thought? They had been talking about something… something…
And Bucky clucked loudly in the background. “Bawk bawk bawk!”
“What’s going on?” Garron got to his feet, tensing.
The small crowd of customers turned to face the kitchen as Noele blinked. The blonde girl raised her head as her headache instantly dissipated. And she looked on as Bucky clucked at a man approaching the kitchen.
One of the customers had left his seat and was trying to edge past the chicken. He gritted his teeth as she wouldn’t let him through.
“You damn chicken!” the man yelled, kicking Bucky. “Let me through—”
Garron took a step forward, his brows snapped together. “Oi, don’t—”
But Bucky just leapt over the attack, landing her own kick on the man’s chest. The man grunted as he was sent flying across the room, before sliding to a stop just before Harlan. Noele stared, and Garron paused.
Harlan blinked a few times as the man groaned at his feet. 
“What’s going on?” Amelia asked as she emerged from the kitchen.
“Your damn chicken attacked me for no reason!” the man said as he stumbled to get back up. “I’m going to lodge a complaint to Xakor— where is he?”
She narrowed her eyes, looking at Bucky, then at the man. Her gaze swept past the both of them as she faced Harlan. “Is that true? Did Bucky attack this man for no reason?”
“Uh, Bucky did attack him, but that was only because he kept trying to push his way into the kitchen to see Xakor, even after I tried to stop him.” Harlan scratched the back of his head as he replied.
The man cursed, glaring back at the server. “Why is there even an animal in a fuckin’ restaurant? It should be thrown into a stove and cooked up for what it did!”
Amelia just crossed her arms. “I’m going to ignore that you just said that, and give you only one warning— fuck off.”
That sent a chill down Noele’s spine. The blonde girl shifted back, but she was the only one who even reacted to Amelia’s words. The rest of the room just watched, whispering and pointing. The man strode forward with a glare plastered across his face.
“What did you say to—” he started.
And Amelia flicked a finger at his forehead. “I said: fuck off.”
The man blinked, then was sent flying straight out of the restaurant. He smashed through the door, crashing into a field hundreds of feet away from Wolfwater. Noele winced as everyone else just stared in shock. Even Garron and Harlan just looked on in complete awe at what had happened.
Amelia shook her head, picking up Bucky, before taking a step back. “New rule: nobody messes with the chicken. Got it?”
Everyone quickly nodded in response. And Bucky clucked.
“Bawk bawk bawk!”




Chapter 19

It had been a long time since Dorien had visited Wolfwater. The last time he was here had been nearly a decade ago— around the first time the Miststorm Riders had attacked. Now, they had attacked once again, and he was back.
It was pure misfortune. Rotten luck or ill chance. The only silver lining was that this time around, the Miststorm Riders had been defeated before they had been able to seriously attack the farming village. In fact, by the looks of it, Dorien was certain that Wolfwater had mostly escaped unscathed.
He had heard plenty of conflicting rumors of how those [Bandits] had been wiped out. One story said that a single blonde adventurer had fought them off all by herself, while an unofficial report from Whiteridge claimed that the Miststorm Riders had been repelled by the city guards.
Dorien had even heard from a few folks that a twisted purple mist engulfed the [Bandits], causing them to spontaneously combust in the middle of battle. Although… that sounded too ridiculous to be true.
What actually happened— Dorien didn’t know. He was here in Wolfwater for one reason only, and that was at the behest of his good friend. He was a Level 35 [Druid]. It was his role as a guardian of the forest to restore and protect nature. While he didn’t normally answer requests from citydwellers or townspeople, this was a personal request.
“It should be done.” Dorien drew back, stepping away from the small field. He lifted his wooden staff from the ground as he faced his friend. “Would that be all?”
“I really appreciate this, Dorien,” Nolan said as he bowed his head low. “This really means a lot to me. How can I ever repay you?”
Dorien just smiled at the [Farmer] in response. “There is no need to worry about paying me back. Just be careful not to trample the soil over the next day— the fertility spell needs at least twelve hours to take effect.”
Nolan glanced over at the empty field. “Of course. I will ensure that no one steps foot on—” he started.
But the [Farmer] just paused. Dorien tilted his head, eyeing his friend curiously.
“Is something the matter?” the [Druid] asked.
“It’s… I just hear… something…” Nolan started.
And Dorien furrowed his brows. He shifted backwards as his robes rustled beneath him. He wasn’t used to wearing clothing— he was more accustomed to walking around bare in the forest. But he had the forethought to clothe himself while he was in civilization.
He shuffled his feet with narrowed eyes. “I do not hear anything—”
But the [Druid] paused. He heard it too. He leant forward, blinking a few times.
“What is—”
“—BIIIIIIIIIITCH!”
And a figure crashed straight into the empty field. Both Nolan and Dorien backed away warily as a small crater tore through the field. They stared at the hole with wide eyes, before staring at the man lying bloodied and bruised at the bottom.
“Is he dead?” Dorien asked, raising a brow.
The man wheezed, looking up at both the [Farmer] and the [Druid]. He opened his mouth and gasped. He barely managed to muster out a single word.
“...c-chicken—”
And he passed out.
“...chicken?” the [Druid] repeated, utterly perplexed.
But Nolan pursed his lips, seemingly understanding what was going on. “That’s… probably Bucky? Which means Amelia did this, then.”
“What?” Dorien asked as he turned to his old friend. “Who’s Bucky? Who’s Amelia?”
The [Farmer] just sighed, dragging the unconscious man out of the hole. “Let’s treat him first. I’ll explain things later.”
“I…” Dorien blinked, then shrugged and followed along.
—--
The next day was the day of the official grand opening of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. Xakor himself was going to make the official announcement, so it was probably going to be a busy day today with a lot more customers than usual.
Sure, I had cooked a handful of meals for Noele, her parents, Garron, and a few others since arriving in Vacuos. But it was an entirely different experience, constantly preparing dishes for customers. And that was only with the few customers I had gotten the day before. Today was going to be an entirely different experience.
I wasn’t sure what to expect. But I was certainly glad that I wasn’t going to be dealing with this deluge of orders all alone. Xakor was going to be there with me, and he was also going to be serving some of his special dishes from his world, alongside other food inventions he had come up with while trapped in Vacuos.
I slowly dragged myself out of bed, and I realized I was smiling. Was I excited? I paused. Maybe I was.
After all, things were starting to look up for me in this world. Perhaps maybe I could actually live the peaceful life I’d dreamt of for so long…
I stepped out into the kitchen, ready for the busy day ahead of me. I had been sleeping at the restaurant recently, reappropriating one of the storage rooms into a temporary bedroom, and not returning to the farm because of time constraints. I hadn’t seen Nolan and Nicole around for a while since they’d been so busy too, but according to Noele, they were going to show up for the grand opening, so I had that to look forward to.
It was the crack of dawn, and I was already up, pre-preparing all the ingredients I was going to be using today. Xakor was already waiting for me, ready to play his part for today. He nodded at me.
“Xrr, good morning, Amelia. I trust you had a good rest?” he asked casually.
“Nope,” I said simply. “I couldn’t sleep. Too restless. But don’t worry about me, I can work with no sleep for.. forever, basically.” I shrugged as I quickly washed my hands at the sink.
“It is a big day. But there is no need to worry,” Xakor said reassuringly. “I will… xrr, do everything in my power to ensure that there will be no complications today.”
“Thanks. You’ve done a lot for me.” I nodded gratefully back at the alien, before glancing out of the kitchen. “But I am worried about Harlan.”
I spotted the former guardsman sitting at the bar counter, yawning and rubbing his eyes drowsily. He slumped his head on the table as he quickly dozed off.
“I think he may be overworking himself to… prove himself to me?” I shook my head.
I looked past him, eyeing the additional tables and chairs set outside of the restaurant, significantly increasing our seating for today. Harlan had set it all up himself.
“I didn’t even ask him to do that…” I murmured.
“Xrr, it’s good that you’ve found a hardworking employee. But I can understand your concerns.” Xakor drew back, starting out of the kitchen. “I’ll speak with Harlan, then I’ll spread the news of our grand opening around Wolfwater. Just ready yourself for today, Amelia. You have a lot of cooking ahead of you.”
“Will do…” And I continued making preparations for the rest of the day.
It was daunting. Sure, I had experience fighting an infinite swarm of voidlings and voidbeasts. I had even fought and killed the Voidgod. But I was used to the constant thrill of battle— the threat of death was nothing to me.
However, cooking for so many people all at once? I couldn’t lie… I was a tiny bit nervous.
—--
It was still morning by the time Noele arrived at the restaurant. But there was already a large crowd gathered outside. The blonde girl didn’t expect to see such a large turn-out today— not before it was even afternoon. She had known that Xakor himself would be going around Wolfwater to advertise the grand opening of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant.
But still, she was pretty sure at least half the village was already gathered here. She saw [Farmers] and [Traders] and [Hunters] milling about the outside of the small building. It couldn’t accommodate all of them— not even with all those extra tables and chairs that had been set outside in anticipation of the influx of customers.
Noele was pretty sure she recognized quite a few faces in the crowd. Even if the village had grown significantly since she left— nearly tripling in size over the last ten years— this was still her hometown.
She moved her way to the front of the crowd, listening to the clamor of voices.
“Where is he? He said he’d be here—”
“I can’t believe the Patron of the Culinary Sciences is actually opening up a restaurant in our village…”
“He really does have four arms! I saw it with my own eyes! I even shook one of his hands!”
“Excuse me, sorry, coming through—” Noele said as she navigated through the crowd.
It would be a lot easier for her to force her way through if Garron was with her. He was a rather large man, and his intimidating gaze would immediately clear a path for them. While the blonde girl was an A-ranked adventurer, she still looked like… just a girl.
Noele wasn’t large, nor did she have a looming figure. She was of average height, and her most distinct feature were her white eyes. Meanwhile, the Steel Tank had been given his Title for a reason. He was quite menacing, even if he was kind.
But he was only going to be visiting later in the afternoon with her parents as customers. Meanwhile, Noele had promised to help out at the restaurant today, which was why she was here now before it even opened.
“I’m sorry! I have to…” Noele started.
But a hand reached out from the crowd, grabbing her. The Noble Spellsword blinked and glanced back. Her brows snapped together as she glared.
“Hey—”
But she froze when she saw who it was. Noele recognized him instantly. She saw his calloused hands, then looked up at his wrinkled and tanned face. His hair was long and disheveled, and he had a long scruffy gray beard covering his lips. Her eyes widened as he smiled back at her.
“It has been a while since we have spoken, Noele,” he said. He took a step forward, leaning on his wooden staff as he nodded at her. “You have grown quite a bit since I last saw you. You look just like your sister now.”  
“Dorien!” the blonde girl exclaimed. She stared at the [Druid] with wide eyes for a moment, before immediately throwing her arms around him in a hug. “What are you doing here? When did you arrive?”
He chuckled as he hugged her warmly. She drew back, smiling as she looked him up and down. Noele had known he was going to be visiting Wolfwater to help with its recovery after the Miststorm Riders’ attack. But she didn’t know that he was already here.
“I got here last night,” Dorien explained, glancing back towards the farm. “I met up with your father at his farm, and I stayed up waiting for you to return for a few hours, but you never came.”
“Sorry,” the blonde girl said, shaking her head. “I only returned at midnight because I was helping out at the restaurant. Where are you staying?”
The [Druid] glanced towards the restaurant. “I’m staying at the local inn. I was going to visit the farm again today, but I heard the hubbub, and decided to check out what it was about.”
“Right… this whole thing…” Noele nodded slowly. “My friend— Amelia— and Xakor the Patron of the Culinary Sciences are opening up a restaurant here together. It has… garnered quite a bit of attention.” She swept her gaze over the busy crowd.
“It seems interesting,” Dorien said with an approving look. “And your friend… I take it she’s this mentor of yours Nolan was talking about?”
The blonde girl blinked. “Oh, Papa told you about her.”
“He did. And your mentor sounds like quite the interesting fellow… I would love to speak with her.” The [Druid] ran a hand through his beard, and Noele scratched her cheek.
“It’s a big day for Amelia— I’m not sure if she’ll have time to chat today.” Noele nodded apologetically. “I can’t promise you anything, but if there are no problems today, I’ll try to introduce you to her—”
And right as the blonde girl said that, a voice shouted over the crowd. A bandaged figure marched up to the front of the restaurant as heads turned to face the man. Noele immediately recognized him as the man from yesterday. The one who had caused trouble for Bucky— only to be flicked out of the village.
He was back. And this time, he wasn’t alone. He was accompanied by a group of angry gruff men armed with weapons at their sides.
“You!” he exclaimed, pointing angrily past the crowd and into the restaurant. “How dare you assault me! Don’t you know who I am?”
“Who?” Noele stared, puzzled for a moment. But she shook her head, pursing her lips. “I should have kept my mouth shut…”




Chapter 20

“That’s a lot of people,” I said as I stared out of the window.
There was a large crowd gathered right outside of the restaurant, buzzing to get in. But I hadn’t opened the doors just yet. Xakor returned not too long ago, and we were readying ourselves for this deluge of customers. So today, we were only going to open the restaurant doors at noon.
Normally, we’d be open way sooner, but we just wanted to make sure we were fully prepared for what was to come. And I thought we were ready. But as it turned out, we weren’t. Because I hadn’t anticipated…
“...I demand to speak with Xakor right now!” a muffled voice shouted from outside.
I narrowed my eyes as my gaze landed on a familiar swollen face standing right at the back of the crowd. Xakor, Harlan, and Bucky curiously approached the window.
“Xrr, what’s going on?” the alien asked.
I just sighed, “It’s the guy I flicked yesterday. Seems like he’s back for round two.”
Bucky clucked threateningly, stepping forward. But I waved a hand dismissively at her.
“Don’t worry,” I said as I gave her a reassuring look. “I’ll deal with—” I started.
And Harlan’s eyes went wide. He spoke over me, raising a trembling finger.
“Wait, that’s Lucas!” he exclaimed.
“Who?” I raised a brow. “You mean the guy with the swollen face?”
“No— not him. But the guy who’s with him.” Harlan shook his head, pointing directly past the angrily yelling man.
I followed Harlan’s fingers until my gaze landed on a grizzled middle-aged man standing together with the group. Lucas— or whatever his name was— had his right hand resting on the hilt of a blade. He was dressed in leather armor, and he had a Bag of Holding slung around his shoulders.
I turned back to Harlan, repeating myself. “Again— who?”
Harlan shifted back uncomfortably as he averted his gaze. “I, uh, didn’t know who Lucas was before I got here. But I got into a fight with him at the local inn… that’s how I got kicked out. Apparently, he’s kind of a big deal around these parts.”
“How so?” I asked, frowning.
“He’s the highest-leveled [Hunter] in Wolfwater. And he used to be a soldier in the army, or so I hear. I think he’s above Level 30… he may even be above Level 40…” Harlan spoke in a low voice.
I gave Harlan a flat stare. “Isn’t that, like, very weak?”
Harlan turned to me, sputtering. “If he’s B-ranked—” The former guardsman tried to work his jaw, then he stared at me for a moment. He saw the disinterested look on my face, before shaking his head. “I… right.”
“Look, I’ll just deal with them,” I said as I stepped forward. “Don’t worry, I’ll hold back so I won’t kill them. It won’t take much to shoo them away—” I started.
But a purple arm stopped me. Xakor stepped forward as he glanced reassuringly at me.
“Xrr, do not worry yourself over these matters. I will handle this, Amelia.”
“Xakor?” I blinked back at him. “Are you sure about this?”
He just shook his head at me as he pushed the door open. “Last night’s quarrel happened because that man wanted to speak with me, but Bucky wouldn’t let him. So it is my responsibility to handle this myself.”
I narrowed my eyes, but the ragnarian just gave me a reassuring smile.
“Xrr, we also need someone to take care of the cooking, do we not?” he said. “We don’t want to keep our customers waiting too long.”
I stared at him for a moment, wide-eyed. I slowly nodded gratefully at him as I took a step back.
“Thanks, Xakor. But if they cause any trouble, I’ll smack them around for a bit, alright?”
“Of course.” He chuckled, and with that, he exited the restaurant to the clamoring crowd.
—--
“—I am Joseph Donovan! My uncle is a [Knight of the Astral Order]!” the man with the swollen face said as he strode forward. “If I tell him about what you did to me— that your crazy [Cook] tried to murder me— he’d ride down to Wolfwater and burn down this establishment himself!”
Noele stared at the unfurling scene, blinking a few times. Her lips twisted into a frown as she muttered under her breath. “So… he’s not even important then,”
“Did you say something?” Dorien asked, peering at her.
And the blonde girl paused, catching herself. She looked at herself, before rubbing her temples. “Amelia’s been rubbing off on me too much— it’s nothing. We should try to stop this before things get out of hand.”
Noele took a step forward as Joseph Donovan and his band of goons continued shouting at the perplexed crowd. But a hand stopped her. Dorien caught her by the shoulder, frowning.
“Do not be rash,” he said hurriedly. “Sometimes, we can resolve conflicts without any violence.”
“I know— I’m just going to talk things through and save those idiots from the beating of their lives,” the blonde girl replied simply. She eyed Joseph Donovan with a sidelong glance. “Amelia held back for a reason, and now he’s causing more trouble…”
The [Druid] sagely nodded, watching as she strode towards the group. He waited behind her, at the front of the watching crowd, and she came to a halt right before Joseph Donovan himself.
“If that damn woman doesn’t—” the angry man started.
“Hey, that’s enough,” Noele said, cutting him off.
His brows snapped together, and he turned to face her with a glare. “Who the fuck are you?”
The group accompanying him glanced over at the blonde girl dismissively. A middle-aged man standing cross-armed at the front narrowed his eyes at her. She just shook her head, feeling the gaze of practically the entire village land on her.
Some of them recognized her. They gasped, whispering her name. But the band of idiots standing before her barely paid her any mind.
“Look— no one tried to murder you,” Noele said, eyeing Joseph Donovan’s angry and swollen face. “Amelia gave you a warning. Seriously, if she wanted to kill you, you’d already be dead. So please stop causing trouble.”
“Already dead…?” His face swelled up even more, turning redder and redder by the passing seconds. “How dare you address me that way! I come from a noble bloodline— I am not like you peasants.”
The Noble Spellsword narrowed her eyes. “If you really were a noble, you wouldn’t be acting like a damn fool. So enough of this nonsense.”
“You—” Joseph Donovan stepped forward, raising a hand.
But the middle-aged man stopped him. He loomed over the blonde girl with a smirk on his scarred face. “I apologize for my friend’s hostility. But as you can see, he has been wronged by the owner of this fine establishment right here.”
He gestured at Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant, and Noele glanced up at him with a raised brow. He continued, smiling at her placatingly, but with a hint of a warning tone.
“I am Lucas— Wolfwater’s top [Hunter]. A professional in handling… disputes, here in this village. I understand that you are an adventurer yourself…” He glanced at the pair of swords sheathed at her waist, before shaking his head. “But I’d recommend against intervening in situations you know nothing about. I can handle myself because I’m equivalent to a C-rank adventurer, you see?”
He puffed up his chest almost proudly as his friends nodded in agreement. They smirked back at the blonde girl as she just stared at them without reaction.
“Please, I wouldn’t want a foreigner such as yourself getting wrapped up in our internal problems. So do not worry. We can handle this.” Lucas finished as he waved a hand dismissively.
But Noele wasn’t impressed. She waited for a moment to pass before crossing her arms. “You done?”
He tilted his head slightly, opening his mouth. But she didn’t let him continue.
“Good, because I’m not some outsider,” she said simply as she took a step forward. She dug into her pockets, flashing a gleaming badge. “I am Noele the Noble Spellsword. A-rank adventurer. And I was born and raised right here in Wolfwater.”
“What? A-rank… adventurer?” Lucas paused, taken aback. He looked the blonde girl up and down as he tried to work his jaw, still in complete disbelief. “That can’t be—”
And he heard the crowd break out into conversation again. The onlookers spoke up, nodding as they pointed at the blonde girl.
“She saved my daughter during the Cloying Witch’s attack!”
“Wait— isn’t that Noele? Nolan’s daughter?”
“I can’t believe that little girl grew up to become the Noble Spellsword!”
Lucas furrowed his brows as one of his own men paled in fear.
“Uh, Lucas, I don’t think we should be messing with her. I hear she’s the one who defeated the Miststorm Riders.”
“What…?” Lucas glanced back, sweeping his gaze around with wide eyes.
He saw the way everyone in Wolfwater stared at Noele. Maybe they didn’t recognize her at first. But if they hadn’t been looking at her in awe and wonder before, they were now. His gaze landed back on her, and she just held his gaze.
“I suggest you leave,” she warned him.
“T-that’s…” The [Hunter] gritted his teeth. He opened his mouth, then slowly he bowed his head at her. “I apologize. It seems I was the one involving myself in a situation I knew nothing about. Come on, boys.”
He drew back as his men streamed after him. Noele just grinned at them, watching them leave. But Joseph Donovan protested, calling after Lucas.
“Hey— where are you going? What are you idiots doing?” he shouted. His eyes practically bulged out of their sockets in anger, and he glanced back at the blonde girl. “Are you seriously scared of a little girl?”
Noele rolled her eyes, but Lucas and his men ignored the shouts. Joseph Donovan cursed as he waved a fist at them.
“Cowards! You bastards are shameless! Unlike you, I am not afraid of this fucking b—” he started as the blonde girl’s eyes flickered.
But a voice spoke over him.
“I would watch what you say, young man,” Dorien said as he hobbled over with his staff.
“What do you want, old man?” Joseph Donovan narrowed his eyes at the [Druid].
Noele glanced back too, perplexed. “Dorien— I can handle this.” She tried to reassure him.
But he shook his head, stepping in between both the blonde girl and the noble brat. He gestured at her with a kind smile. “Noele’s father was the kind gentleman who nursed you back to health last night. I suggest you show her some respect.”
“Respect?” Snorting, Joseph spat at Noele’s feet. He glared daggers her way. “Why should I show respect to this fucking b—”
And Dorien swung his staff up, striking Joseph between his legs. Noele blinked. The crowd gasped. And even Lucas winced.
Joseph Donovan crumpled to the ground as he grasped his nether regions. The blonde girl looked down at him pitifully as he wheezed in pain.
“Y-y-you…” he squeaked. But he couldn’t muster up any more words.
Noele frowned as she glanced back towards the [Druid]. “Wait, I thought you said that we should resolve this peacefully?”
“Indeed, sometimes, we can resolve conflicts without any violence,” Dorien said as he strode back. “But other times, I’d rather kick an annoying entitled brat in the balls. Maybe it will knock some sense into his head.”
Joseph Donovan just lay there, sucking in a weak breath. Noele glanced between the fallen man and her [Druid] friend. She slowly began to chuckle.
“You haven’t changed one bit, have you, Dorien?” she said, covering her mouth.
“And you are as strong-headed as ever.” Dorien smiled back at her. “I admire the way you carry yourself, Noele. Your sister would be proud of you.”
The blonde girl paused, before she nodded. “Right. Thank you.”
—--
Xakor watched as the scene came to an end. The ragnarian stood by the open doorway of the restaurant. No one had even noticed him stepping outside. The crowd’s gaze had been entirely fixed on the quick little squabble the entire time. But it was over now.
“Xrr, seems I didn’t need to intervene,” the [Chef] murmured, shaking his head.
A handful of the closest customers heard his voice. They turned back to face him, wide-eyed. He just smiled back at them as they stared at him. He clapped two of his hands together, while simultaneously adjusting his poofy chef hat with a third hand.
“Well then, it seems we can continue with our grand opening undisturbed.”
Xakor drew back, but right as he said that, the ground began to rumble. He paused. Noele raised her head with a frown as the [Druid] blinked. The crowd began to break into panicked voices.
“What is going on?”
“Is this an…”
“Earthquake!”
Someone shouted. But the ground didn’t split open. Buildings didn’t crumble. Xakor steadied himself as he looked past the stumbling crowd. And he spotted something approaching over the horizon. A creature that was barreling through the nearby forest, toppling trees and destroying the vegetation.
Xakor blinked for the first time in three days.
“Is that… the kretus boar?”
But he saw the purple aura wisping off the giant monster’s body. He watched as its flesh twisted and turned, shifting across its sprinting figure. It rapidly approached Wolfwater as it let out a chittering screech.
“No— what is that?” Xakor asked.
And he never got an answer.
—--
Guardian Angel Z357 raised his head, glancing into the distance. He detected it— the presence of the Void’s essence in Laxo.
Target found.
And he took off, flying straight in its direction.




Chapter 21

Guardian Angel Z357 sensed it. All twelve of his eyes were fixed on his destination as he soared above the clouds. He recognized a small city as it came into view, and he knew that he was returning there again.
Again.
While the World System didn’t notice this pattern, he did. This was the same location as before. Thrice now, the area around this city had been assailed by creatures who had been touched by the Void. And the fact that it had happened three times could not be a coincidence.
There had to be a reason behind it. Guardian Angel Z357 had been too late to the scene the second time around since he had two choices to pick from, and he decided to go for the rift. But he didn’t learn anything from that encounter.
No— he never learned anything that he did not know already from any encounter he had thus far. And that was why he decided to act outside of his current objective. It wasn’t a rejection of the World System’s command. Rather, he was expanding on it.
Guardian Angel Z357 slowed to a halt as he reached the farming village, his gaze landing on his target. There, he saw it. A monster twisted by the Void’s touch. A creature that had been ripped away from the World System’s warm embrace, plunged into depravity and turned into a terrible abomination.
He saw the way the kretus boar lumbered forward, its body shifting with each step it took. A purple stain spread over its flesh, emanating a soft glow, and it let out a screech like the chirping of a thousand birds. Guardian Angel Z357 raised his lance as the Void-touched monster approached the nearby houses—
And he stopped himself.
He didn’t intervene. Instead, he waited. Invisible. Hidden by Without a Trace. He watched as a blonde girl engaged with the tainted beast. Because he realized— there was more he could learn from simply looking on.
—--
“Get back!” Noele yelled as she drew both of her blades.
Her voice could barely be heard over the screeching of the boar and the screaming of the terrified crowd— a whisper amidst the cacophonous clamor. The ground shook. The earth rumbled. The gathered crowd screamed. [Farmers] and [Traders] and [Hunters] alike scrambled for safety, fleeing the sight of the approaching dust cloud.
A kretus boar rapidly approached Wolfwater, tearing through the nearby forest and trampling the farmland. It was a large, terrible beast. It would have probably inflicted significant damage to the village on its own— maybe even destroying the surrounding villages as well before it was put down. But if it were an ordinary kretus boar, Noele wouldn’t have been concerned in the slightest.
She was an A-ranked adventurer, and it was a B-ranked monster. The Noble Spellsword knew she could bring it down with ease on her own. In fact, she had easily killed one just a day ago. All it took was a single Elegant Noble Slash, and the sturdy kretus boar was defeated.
But this kretus boar was different. Her eyes narrowed as she tightly gripped the hilts of both her blades. Even from a distance, she saw the way its oleaginous form rippled with a purple aura— its figure could hardly contain itself, twisting and turning as it continued barreling closer.
It had been touched by the Void. Maybe it might have even been blessed by the Void. She didn’t know. If it was the latter, then this was going to be a tough fight. She might not be able to take down the kretus boar without any casualties. On her own, she couldn’t prevent any collateral damage from inflicting Wolfater. Not unless she…
Her eyes flickered towards a blue screen.
[Class advancement available! Please choose one of the following Class advancements:
[Champion Spellsword] - A [Champion Spellsword] is a protector of justice—]
But Noele quickly looked past it, focusing on the situation at hand. She wasn’t going to make a decision now. She had to focus on protecting her village. The twisted kretus boar drew closer with incredible speed. The terrified crowd couldn’t evacuate in time— they were at a complete loss as to what to do. They shouted and scattered, fleeing in every direction.
The Noble Spellsword knew she couldn’t save them all amidst the chaos. They had to gather somewhere safe— a bunker, perhaps. A place where their safety was… guaranteed.
And the blonde girl’s eyes darted towards a nearby building. A relatively small building. But if everyone squeezed together, it might be able to house over a hundred people. It was Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant, and it was the safest place in the entirety of Wolfwater.
So before the kretus boar reached the village, Noele acted.
“You!” she shouted, turning to face Lucas and his goons.
They were warily backing away as they eyed the monster. They were [Hunters]. Low-leveled ones at that. They had drawn their weapons, but none of them stood a chance of hurting the Void-touched beast.
The Noble Spellsword shook her head. “Make yourselves useful and evacuate everyone to the restaurant!”
Lucas blinked, staring at her with wide eyes. He tried to work his jaw as he glanced between her and the oncoming beast.
“B-b-but…” he started.
“Now!” she cut him off.
The C-rank [Hunter] jerked back, before finally nodding. He turned to his men and gestured for them to follow after him.
“Come on, boys!” he said as he started back.
“What can I do, Noele?” another voice said, drawing the blonde girl’s attention.
Dorien calmly stepped to her side. He was a [Druid]— his Class wasn’t known for their combat Skills, and he wasn’t even that high-leveled either. Yet, he was not panicking. He just held Noele’s gaze, waiting for her response.
“Please— can you check on my parents?” Noele asked pleadingly. “I know Garron’s with them, but you need to keep them away from the village until this is over.”
“Very well. That is the least I can do.” Dorien smiled at her before sinking into the earth. He vanished underground as the Noble Spellsword nodded to herself.
Her [Nobleflame Armor] engulfed her body, protecting her from most physical and magical attacks. She strode forward as she readied herself for battle. She took one last look back at the village. Lucas and his goons were doing a good job at bringing some semblance of order back to the unfurling pandemonium. But it was too late.
The kretus boar reached Wolfwater a moment later, letting out a terrible screech as it toppled a tree, sending it flying towards a nearby house. The large tree trunk crashed through the rooftop as the monster charged towards the closest building. And Noele leapt forward, intercepting it in an instant.
“Stay back!” she yelled as her shorter blade shone with a golden light. “I will not let you destroy my home! Glorious Noble Slash!”
The Noble Spellsword swung down at the kretus boar. It reeled as the bright flash engulfed it for a moment. She unleashed the attack with all her strength, hoping to destroy this Void-touched monstrosity in a single slash. She wasn’t sure if it would be enough. She hoped it would be quick and easy, just like her battle with the Miststorm Riders.
But as the blast of golden light faded, Noele realized… the kretus boar was gone. She stared at a cone-shaped crater, spreading out from the tip of her blade. The dust and debris dissipated, and there was nothing left before her.
She frowned. “That was… too easy—”
And there was a flash of purple light. Noele blinked as the kretus boar appeared behind her. She spun around just in time to stare at a pair of empurpled tusks swinging down at her. The Noble Spellsword cursed as she called for her own movement Skill.
“[Flash Step].”
She appeared a hundred feet to the right, panting as she gathered herself. Noele raised her head and watched as the Void-touched beast shredded the ground with its tusks. There was a small explosion that blasted upwards from the attack, but fortunately, it didn’t damage any of the nearby structures.
Noele steeled herself as she tried to process what just happened. “The kretus boar—  teleported…?”
It wasn’t a question as much as it was an observation. She pursed her lips, eyeing the monster warily as it turned to face her. It beat one of its hooves on the ground as an oily purple liquid dripped out of its unhinged maw.
Her eyes narrowed. She wanted to lunge forward and attack the kretus boar once more. But instead, she waited. If it could teleport with the Void’s powers, then there was no point senselessly charging in. It would just dodge and counterattack anyway.
So she studied the monster as it slowly drew forward, opening its jaw even wider. She raised her two blades warily.
“What is it doing?” she asked.
And the kretus boar answered as a glint came from its mouth. Her eyes snapped wide. She realized what it was doing. A purple sphere shot out from the monster’s open jaw in an instant. Like a kind of roiling fireball, except far stronger.
Noele’s eyes darted back towards the fleeing crowd behind her. If she dodged this attack, she’d be endangering the lives of the nearby bystanders. She gritted her teeth and stood her ground. Her longer blade glimmered with a sharp aura, before she sliced up at the purple sphere.
“Elegant Noble Slash!”
The Noble Spellsword cleanly cut the attack in half. The two hemispheres broke off, before exploding weakly at her side. Her [Nobleflame Armor] protected her from the blast as she took a step forward. But the kretus boar was gone once again.
This time, Noele was too slow. The kretus boar appeared at her side as she spun around, raising her two blades. She couldn’t block the attack. The twisted monster crashed into her shoulder making her shout in pain.
She went flying. Noele watched as the world spun beneath her, and the kretus boar gave chase to her like she was a thrown toy. Gritting her teeth, she flipped through the air and landed before a thicket of trees. But the kretus boar was on her in an instant. And she raised a hand as a wisp of golden flame coalesced at the tip of her finger.
“[Grand Blaze],” she whispered, unleashing an inferno straight at the monster.
Noele watched as the golden flames engulfed the kretus boar. She caught it off guard— it couldn’t teleport out of the way in time. But as the flames dissipated and the Noble Spellsword straightened, the kretus boar emerged from the inferno unscathed.
Its eyes shone darkly as it slowly lumbered forward, and Noele pursed her lips. It didn’t even dodge the blast. It didn’t need to regenerate from its injuries, because it suffered none.
“Seriously? That was an A-rank Skill…” Noele murmured as the kretus boar screeched and beat its hooves on the ground.
It seemed that this fight was going to be much harder than she thought it would be. And she raised her two blades once against, readying for the next charge.
—--
The ground shook as the pot rattled. I raised my head, frowning. I heard the shouts and screams in the distance— then I heard a loud explosion. I shook my head even as a loud ruckus entered the restaurant, followed by the footsteps and worried voices of over a hundred people.
Bucky clucked, sprinting into the kitchen. She waved her wings wildly at me, but I continued cutting away at the chopping board, dicing up onions, garlic, and other vegetables.
“Bawk bawk bawk!” the chicken said in a panic.
“Noele can handle it,” I replied, waving a hand dismissively. “I’m busy— this is my first time making kebabs. I don’t want to fuck up on the grand opening of the restaurant.”
But Bucky insisted. “Bawk bawk! Bawk bawk bawk!”
I sighed, taking a step back. “Fine— I’ll check it out in a minute. Let me wash my hands first.”
The chicken just stared at me blankly as I wiped my hands on my apron, before walking up to the sink. It took me a moment to work the magical runes as Bucky clucked insistently at me to hurry up.
I rolled my eyes, nodding reassuringly at her. “You’re overreacting. I’m sure everything will be fine.”




Chapter 22

Guardian Angel Z357 watched as the blonde human engaged with the kretus boar. Based on the information he had on both combatants, it almost seemed like it should be a quick and easy battle. The blonde human was a Level 55 [Arcane Blademaster], while the kretus boar was at Level 44. There was an 11 level difference between them, which meant that the blonde human should have swiftly defeated the kretus boar. But that didn’t happen.
And that was because the kretus boar had been blessed by the Void. Guardian Angel Z357 had seen it happen numerous times before, over ten thousand years ago— an unassuming creature tempted into the depravity of the Fal-Deus, empowering them with a twisted magic.
The impact of such Void blessings varied greatly, and it was wholly contingent on their affinity to the Void. Those who had weak wills were often strengthened even further than those who were strong-willed. It was a simple transactional relationship. If a being gave more of themselves to the Void, the Void would grant them more power.
And that was what was happening here. The kretus boar had become a Void-blessed being. It had been granted great power due to its desperation and its desire for revenge. Guardian Angel Z357 couldn’t ascertain the full extent of its newfound abilities, but he could estimate that it was likely equivalent to a Level 67 creature at the very minimum.
So once again, with the facts presented to him, it was evident that this would be a lopsided battle. The blonde human stood no chance with the 12 level differential. And yet, the predicted outcome didn’t happen.
Instead, the two of them were locked in combat, clashing with one another again and again. Guardian Angel Z357 didn’t understand it. The blonde human should have been defeated with ease. But she fought toe-to-toe with the kretus boar.
It was like she was fighting at least 10 levels above her Class— or at least, the Skills she was throwing around were higher-leveled than she seemed. She didn’t have the fluidity in her movements of an S-rank, so Guardian Angel Z357 couldn’t fully comprehend her abilities. His twelve eyes narrowed as he peered into her from afar… and he realized that those blasts of golden energy weren’t Skills at all.
Somehow, this blonde human was fighting without the guidance of the World System. No— it was like she was using a similar power to that of an angel’s Techniques.
But how? he wondered as he hovered high in the air.
Guardian Angel Z357 didn’t get an immediate answer. So he waited. He observed. And he carefully studied the blonde human. Because he knew it couldn’t be a coincidence— the congregation of Void-blessed beings here in this region, and now here she was fighting beyond the limits of her Class.
Something was amiss. And Guardian Angel Z357 was going to figure out what exactly was the cause of all these anomalies.
—--
Noele the Noble Spellsword leapt back as the kretus boar charged. It crashed into the thicket, uprooting the trees with the swing of its tusks. She circled around its side, moving both swiftly and elegantly thanks to [Graceful Dancing].
It was one of her newest Skills. It was a passive Skill. She gained it alongside [Dual Wielding Mastery] from repelling the Miststorm Riders a few weeks back. And it let her nimbly avoid most of the kretus boar’s wild attacks.
She thrust forward with her longer blade, stabbing the side of the monster as it reeled. But her attack barely penetrated its flesh. Noele clicked her tongue before swinging down with her shorter sword. Her blade shone with the sharp intensity of her Elegant Noble Slash, and the kretus boar’s entire body flashed.
The Void-touched monster vanished as she stumbled forward, hitting nothing but the air with the shorter blade. Noele immediately spun around and scanned her surroundings for the kretus boar. It had teleported away. It could be anywhere. But her eyes narrowed when she couldn’t find it.
“Where—” she started.
And she saw the looming shadow rapidly approach her from above. Her eyes widened as she looked up, watching the kretus boar descend upon her from the sky. Noele cursed, activating [Flash Step] as a flicker of light engulfed her body.
She appeared a hundred feet to the left of where she once stood, and the kretus boar crashed into the earth. The ground shook as a small shockwave engulfed the nearby village. Wolfwater trembled from the Void-touched monster as it emerged from the crater. If the Noble Spellsword weren’t here, it would have completely destroyed her home.
But she was here. And she was doing everything she could to lead it away from Wolfwater. She backed up as the kretus boar charged her way. She led it towards the edge of the village, brandishing her two blades as her [Nobleflame Armor] wisped off her body.
“Come and get some— [Unending Dauntless Fury]!” Noele yelled, unleashing a flurry of strikes.
From the tip of her two swords, blades of light shot out. Each one shaped like a crescent moon, glowing with a white ethereal aura that almost made them look like they were made out of a shimmering ice. The onslaught of attack bombarded the charging kretus boar.
But the Void-touched beast barely slowed. The blades of light barely cut into its empurpled skin, before quickly healing. All the Noble Spellsword’s Skill did was anger it even further. She clenched her teeth as she tried to back away. And the kretus boar reached her.
It swung at her with its tusks once more, but Noele didn’t duck out of the way. Instead, her two blades were overcome with a faint golden glow as she moved to parry the attack.
[Noble Aura Blade]. It was an upgrade to her previous [Noble Slash]. It was like her weapon was permanently coated with the effects of the magical attack. A wisping golden glow that enhanced the sharpness of her two swords.
She swung to the side, breaking through the kretus boar’s twisted tusks. The monster reeled, and she stabbed forward. Both her blades dug deep, before she twisted them. With her [Noble Aura Blade] Skill already active, enhancing her magic beyond what her Class granted her was easy. And it was only her Glorious and Elegant Noble Slashes that were capable of actually hurting the Void-touched kretus boar.
Unfortunately, the monster knew that fact as well. Before she could swing up with both those attacks at once, it unhinged its jaw. It unleashed a blast of purple energy straight into the ground. Noele’s eyes widened as the explosion engulfed both combatants.
“[Force Barri— urk!” The Noble Spellsword managed to conjure up the aura of protection in time.
And it was barely enough to protect her from the shockwave, let alone the blast itself. She went flying as her [Nobleflame Armor] was shredded off her body. She lost grip of her two blades, before crashing into a nearby large oak tree with a heavy thud.
She groaned, trying to pick herself back up. But a searing pain overcame her left shoulder. Noele looked down to see a stream of blood pouring down her arm. She pursed her lips before sweeping her gaze back up to her opponent.
The kretus boar was knocked back by its own explosion too. It was willing to hurt itself just to avoid being struck by Noele’s Glorious and Elegant Noble Slashes. Her eyes narrowed at the realization— it was smart.
Which made sense. Most higher-leveled monsters were keenly intelligent when it came to fighting. But the Noble Spellsword had assumed the kretus boar wouldn’t have been able to think clearly due to its unsightly appearance.
She was wrong. Despite being touched by the Void, the kretus boar was still just as intelligent— or even more intelligent— than it would be if she found it in the wild. Its twisted form shifted as it got back to its feet. It had blown off half of its face with its own explosion, but the depraved flesh quickly regenerated.
Noele eyed this with a clenched fist. She reached into her Bag of Holding and quickly splashed a bottle of healing potion onto herself. The worst of her wounds quickly closed, but she still found it difficult to move her left arm. Meanwhile, she was certain that unless she completely destroyed the kretus boar, it wouldn’t be killed.
Just like with the Cloying Witch and just like with the Monster of the Mist.
She sighed as the kretus boar charged at her once more. Noele didn’t have her weapons on her. The two blades were lodged onto the side of the monster. Not only that, but even if she hadn’t been disarmed, she wouldn’t be able to hurt it anyway because of its rapid teleportation.
Noele could barely keep up with it with her [Flash Step]. Unfortunately, she couldn’t use the Skill in rapid succession unlike the Void-touched beast. Not unless…
Her eyes flickered as she glanced between her swords and the kretus boar’s enraged face. Then she got an idea. Noele whispered quietly to herself.
“[Dance with Death].”
It was what she considered to be her greatest Skill. It wasn’t an offensive Skill capable of burning down a forest like [Grand Blaze], nor was it a passive Skill that permanently aided her combat abilities like [The Titan’s Strength]. Instead, it allowed her to repeatedly draw power from any of her Skills without a cooldown for a set duration.
And that was why it was so useful. Because of its utility in any situation. However, there was always a drawback to these kinds of Skills.
[Dance with Death] was useful, but it was limited in its actual applicability in most situations. After all, it was pretty much a last resort Skill since after its effects came to an end, Noele would be left completely exhausted and barely able to fight.
So right now, she was taking a risk. A gamble. She could draw the power for any Skills she had in her repertoire, but she chose one that wasn’t going to increase her offensive capabilities. Instead, it was a Skill that would allow her to keep up with the charging kretus boar.
“[Flash Step],” Noele said.
And she vanished. The Noble Spellsword appeared right atop the monster’s back as it reached her. It crashed into the large oak tree, smashing it into splinters, before looking around in a daze. Noele reached for her swords at the kretus boar’s side, when its entire body was caught in a purple light.
She landed on the empty ground as the monster teleported a hundred feet into the air. Noele saw the growing shadow before closing her eyes.
“[Flash Step],” she repeated herself.
And the Skill took effect instantly. She found herself standing a hundred feet away from the falling kretus boar. A pillar of dust and debris shot into the air as it crashed back down into the earth. Normally, her [Flash Step] would have an even longer cooldown period the further she teleported.
But she spoke the words once more, and she vanished.
The kretus boar blinked as she appeared at its side. It tried to swing at her in a panic. But this time, she was fast enough to yank her two blades out of the monster, before disappearing with another [Flash Step].
“Am I too fast for you?” Noele grinned, standing a dozen feet ahead of the kretus boar.
It roared, unleashing a blast of purple energy. The explosion engulfed her figure. For a moment, the monster stared at the billowing smoke, searching for the Noble Spellsword’s ashen remains. But its eyes widened when it realized that she was now standing just to the right of the crater.
Noele strode forward as her two swords shone with her [Noble Aura Blade]. A smirk was plastered on her face as the kretus boar backed up warily. It teleported behind her, and in response, she teleported behind it.
Before she’d activated [Dance with Death], she had only been able to use her [Flash Step] once every ten seconds at the very least. And the further she teleported, the longer it would take before she could use the Skill once more. Meanwhile, the kretus boar had been able to teleport every few seconds. She wasn’t sure of the interval between when it could teleport once more. Maybe five seconds? Or maybe it was even a shorter period.
But it wasn’t instantaneous. And right now, Noele was able to use her [Flash Step] in under a second.
She raised her two blades as her magic poured into the glimmering metal edges. The kretus boar swung at her with its regrown tusks in a fury, and she vanished. She appeared once again behind it as her lips moved.
“Glorious…”
But the kretus boar refused to stay idle. It opened its mouth, sending a purple sphere into the ground beneath its hooves. A powerful explosion engulfed the monster.
And Noele easily escaped the blast with a [Flash Step]. She continued to concentrate all of her mana into the two attacks as the kretus boar emerged from the crater, slowly regenerating.
“...and Elegant—”
She appeared at the monster’s side once more with a flash of light. Its eyes darted her way, and it responded by teleporting high into the air.
But the Noble Spellsword already anticipated this. She was a step behind it, following with her [Flash Step]. She appeared on the falling monster’s back as it stared up at her in horror. She raised her two blades against each other, before swinging down with all her strength.
“—Noble Slash!”
And a golden blast engulfed the entirety of the kretus boar as Noele leapt away. The explosion rippled in the sky, before twisting into itself, forming the shape of a cross. The pillar of golden light struck the earth as Noele landed back in Wolfwater.
The battle had taken place far enough away to avoid collateral damage to the village, thanks to her efforts. But the giant golden cross could be seen all throughout the village. The vertical pillar stretched a hundred feet into the air, while the horizontal row of the cross cut across over seventy feet in length. This powerful blast ignited the afternoon sky with a brilliant glare, completely obliterating the kretus boar as Noele looked on.
And unbeknownst to her, it caught the twelve eyes of something else as well.




Chapter 23

Garron sprinted out of the farm as soon as he heard the news. Wolfwater was under attack, and Noele was in danger. A kretus boar had appeared, tearing its way straight to the village. But it wasn’t just any ordinary kretus boar. Supposedly, it was a Void-touched kretus boar.
A [Druid] had warned him about this mutated monster— one that was apparently a friend of Noele’s family. He had been at Wolfwater with the blonde girl when the monster appeared. But he wasn’t strong enough to help her out, so he quickly returned to Nolan and Nicole to warn them and protect them.
But Garron was the Steel Tank. He was a B-ranked adventurer on the cusp of Level 50. While he wasn’t nearly as strong as Noele, he believed he would be able to help her out. So despite Dorien’s protests, he rushed to join her in battle. He carried his large shield, unsheathing his short sword as he whispered to himself.
“Wait for me,” he said as the ground shook from the explosions in the distance.
He saw the purple blasts. Garron had only seen the power of the Void twice before, and both times, it had been over the course of the last month. First in Whiteridge, then in Wolfwater. And now, it was in Wolfwater again.
The Steel Tank understood quite clearly that something was amiss, but he was too concerned for Noele to speculate on what could be the reason for their sudden appearances. Seeing Noele in combat against the Cloying Witch, he knew she could handle herself. But in the off chance that she couldn’t deal with the kretus boar alone—
And a powerful shockwave rippled out from Wolfwater. The nearby trees bent with the wind, half of the leaves flying off from the sheer force of the impact. Garron was knocked back, nearly stumbling off balance as a golden light flashed in the distance.
His eyes widened, and he looked up. A golden cross cut across the sky far from the village. It shone brightly, engulfing even the sun and dispersing the gathered white clouds overhead. Garron gaped for a moment at this explosion.
He recognized this magic. He saw the gold light. And he tried to work his jaw.
“That’s… Noele?”
—--
Noele watched as the golden cross dissipated from the sky. [Dance with Death] remained active, even as the battle came to an end. A charred chunk of flesh dropped from the sky, and her eyes narrowed. [Flash Step] carried her a hundred feet forward. She appeared right before a crater, eyeing the blackened remains of the kretus boar.
She frowned. The Noble Spellsword remembered the last two times she had fought a Void-blessed being. And each time, simply killing them once wasn’t enough to win. They always came back. So she waited warily as she raised her two blades.
The charred flesh of the kretus boar shifted. Her eyes narrowed, and her twin blades were coated with a golden aura once more. She readied a Glorious Noble Slash to finish the job, when the remains of the monster jerked.
Noele backed up as black appendages shot out with a crunch. But it didn’t get anywhere close to her. She blinked, watching as tiny little nubs poked out of the burnt remains of the kretus boar.
“What is going on?” She frowned, watching as the monster tried and failed to regenerate.
Its face began to reform, before distorting and melting away. For a split second, the Noble Spellsword feared that the charred kretus boar was going to twist into a rift just like when she had defeated Odell. But it only let out a weak groan.
She blinked. The dying monster’s began to shrivel up as it stared at her with a pair of flickering violet eyes. The light in its pupils dimmed into a weak crimson glow as it raised a weak limb, before flopping over to the side. Even still, it glared up at her as its body began to fade into ashes.
And she saw the anger in its eyes. The hatred it bore towards her. Noele bowed her head low. It had sought vengeance against her only because she had killed one of its kin. Noele thought of her sister for the briefest of moments.
But it wasn’t the same. The kretus boars were threatening passing travelers because their homes had been destroyed. And that was only because of the actions of the Miststorm Riders.
“I am sorry,” she whispered as the monster continued glaring up at her. “For what Odell has done to you, I can only apologize.”
The kretus boar beat its thin hooves against the ground one last time. And with a weak roar, the rest of its body turned to dust, fading away before her very eyes. Noele could only watch as the ash was scattered with the wind.
[You have defeated a kretus boar!]
The first notification flashed before her, but she didn’t react because she had anticipated it. However, the second one appeared, and she blinked.
[You have defeated a Void-blessed being!]
[You have leveled up! You are now Level 56!]
Noele stared at the hovering blue screens in shock. Firstly, she didn’t expect to level up from killing the kretus boar. Considering that she had leveled up very recently, and she hadn’t done much other than killing a few low-leveled monsters and defeating the Cloying Witch since then, she would have thought that her next level up would be a while from now. But she was already Level 56. And she even gained a brand new Skill.
[Skill Gained: Passive - Keen Battle Intuition!]
But the Noble Spellsword found herself more puzzled by the other blue screen. An individual notification from the World System announced she had defeated a Void-blessed being. When she had defeated a Cloying Witch, Noele hadn’t received such a message. Not only that, she had been under the impression that the kretus boar had been Void-touched.
“What is… Void-blessed?” she asked, her brows furrowed.
She didn’t get an answer. Instead, a panting voice called out to her as she raised her head.
“Noele!” a burly man yelled, dashing her way. “Are you alright? What happened? What… that’s…”
Noele watched as Garron the Steel Tank slowly came to a halt before her. He had his sword drawn and his shield raised, prepared for battle. But the battle was already over. And it seemed he could tell as much. He glanced down at the crater, before looking back at the blonde girl with a chuckle.
“A [Druid] told me that you were in trouble,” Garron said. “But it appears that my help is not needed at all.”
“Oh, that’s Dorien.” Noele blinked. She shook her head and waved a hand off dismissively. “He’s an old family friend— but how’s my parents? Are they safe?”
The Steel Tank nodded reassuringly. “They’re fine. They’re more worried about you… even if they have no reason to.”
Noele just smiled as Garron smirked at her. He sheathed his sword and folded his arms across his chest, looking back down at the ashen remains of the kretus boar. She lightly punched his side, taking a step back.
“Don’t pretend you weren’t just worrying over me a minute ago as well,” the Noble Spellsword said.
He harrumphed with a grin. “I was concerned. But now I realize I am just a fool. This is the third Void-touched creature you’ve killed, is it not?”
She didn’t give an immediate answer. Instead, she paused, remembering what the World System had called the kretus boar. It had been Void-blessed, not Void-touched. She wondered what was the difference between the two. Noele finally shrugged.
“I don’t know. I’m just glad to see that you actually do care about me.” She glanced away from the burly man, smiling, before looking back towards Wolfwater. “But we have quite a mess to clean up.”
Garron pursed his lips. He nodded grimly as he swept his gaze over his surroundings, taking in the full scene for the first time since he got here.
“Were there any casualties?” he asked.
“There were none. But the damage the boar caused is…” the blonde girl trailed off as she eyed the various craters dotting the landscape.
The nearby vegetation and flora had been uprooted, and the localized tremor caused by the kretus boar ripped open a few small crevices throughout the farmland. The damage was rather significant for the size of the village.
“And so soon after the Cloying Witch’s attack?” Noele sighed as she strode back towards Wolfwater. “This can’t keep happening.”
“It can’t,” Garron said, following after her. “We need to figure out a way to stop these attacks.”
She nodded as she eyed the crowd gathered in the distance. “Right… but for now, let’s check up on the restaurant…”
—--
“Amelia seemed pretty excited for her restaurant’s grand opening. I hope this attack does not ruin her plans for today.”
“I hope not. She might quit cooking altogether if that happens.”
“I do not know her as well as you do, but I think you should give your mentor a little more credit than that.”
“I am saying this because I know her—”
Guardian Angel Z357 watched the two humans slowly make their way back towards the ramshackle building at the edge of the village. A crowd of other humans waited there, and there was even an otherworlder amongst them. But his gaze was fixed only on a single figure.
Noele. That was her name, according to the human man. She had been the one to defeat the Void-blessed kretus boar— which was already an extraordinary feat for this era.
But that normally wasn’t enough to pique Guardian Angel Z357’s interest. It was the method in which she employed to win the battle which drew his attention towards her. She had been able to draw from a power beyond the World System. The magic which she used… it had reminded him of one of his own Techniques.
There was a slight difference to it which he couldn’t quite discern. There was no uniformity in her abilities. That puzzled him. And the fact that she had apparently defeated three Void-influenced beings so far drew him to her even more.
He needed to know more.
Guardian Angel Z357 knew that it was against his current objective, but he acted under his own prerogative, believing that there was more he could learn here by interrogating the blonde human instead of speaking to those useless cult members he’d encountered so far.
He deactivated Without a Trace as he descended upon the two humans. His sudden appearance out of thin air instantly attracted the attention of a handful of the nearby humans. They pointed and gasped at the angel as he approached his target.
Noele blinked, noticing the susurration, before turning around. Her eyes went round when she saw the twelve eyes staring back at her. At first, she tensed, reaching for her two blades. But then her gaze drifted to the feathery wings as her breath was caught in her throat.
“Is that… an angel…?” she asked softly.
Be not afraid, he transmitted his thoughts to the crowd of humans.
And the burly man froze. The onlookers dropped to their knees as Noele just looked on in both awe and wonder. Guardian Angel Z357 continued to slowly float down, before extending an unassuming hand.
Come with me, Noble Spellsword, he said telepathically. I am in need of an audience with you.
“An audience with me?” She blinked a few times. Her companion just gaped as those who watched buzzed in shock and excitement.
“An audience with an angel?”
“Is this real life?”
“Angel’s breath… I never thought I’d ever see one until I died…”
Guardian Angel Z357 landed right before the blonde human, taking a step forward as he kept his hand proffered. His twelve eyes blinked simultaneously, and she raised her own hand in a daze.
“I—” Noele started.
But she hesitated. For whatever reason, she shifted back uncomfortably, shrinking away from the angel. He tilted his head, puzzled by her odd behavior. Most of the denizens of Planet 16B would be beyond ecstatic to communicate with him. And yet, here she was, taken by apprehension from his presence alone.
Let us speak, Noble Spellsword, Guardian Angel Z357 pressed her as he called her by her Title. It is a matter of great importance.
She just chewed her lower lip hesitantly. His twelve eyes narrowed. No matter. It didn’t matter if she didn’t want to speak. He would make her talk by force if necessary. He reached for the blonde human as she blinked.
And a hand caught his outstretched palm.
Guardian Angel Z357’s twelve eyes flickered in surprise. His gaze snapped to the side, staring at a brown-haired human. He hadn’t even seen her coming, and she was somehow tightly clutching his arm in place
Who are you? he asked, taken aback by this sudden intruder.
He hadn’t even noticed her presence. And she didn’t seem to care that he was an angel either. She just stepped in front of the blonde human, blocking Guardian Angel Z357 from reaching his target.
“I’m Amelia,” she said simply. “Now tell me— what do you want with my apprentice?”




Chapter 24

Angels.
They were the sentinels of the World System. They were harbingers of peace. It was said that when Vacuos had been enslaved by the Great Evil, it was the angels who descended from the heavens to liberate them from their shackles.
There were many Choirs of angels. Noele was no [Priest], so she didn’t quite understand the theology behind it all. She just knew that there were distinct types of angels ranging from the Guardian Angels to the Thrones, and that they were all divine beings.
They were supposedly even more powerful than the greatest of Elder Dragons to ever take the skies.
But they were a myth. Just like the stories of an empire of Elder Dragons that once ruled the world. It was all tales muddled by history that happened long before even the Valeri Empire existed.
Noele wasn’t well-educated— she never went to an academy to study ancient texts or the theology of the World System. Everything she knew about angels was what almost everyone in Vacuos knew about angels. They had wings like swans, and they used magic that was incomprehensible. She never thought that she’d ever encounter one in real life.
Yet right now, an angel was standing before her. Not only that, it wanted to speak with her.
But the blonde hesitated before she accepted its offer. For whatever reason, something in the back of her head screamed at her to think this through first. Because angels were agents of the World System, and that meant—
…she wasn’t sure what that meant. Noele found it puzzling. But it was a little niggling feeling that stopped her from blindly following the angel. And before the angel could press her, Amelia intervened.
Noele blinked, watching as her mentor stepped in front of the angel.
“Now tell me— what do you want with my apprentice?” Amelia held the angel’s gaze.
It stared at her with all twelve of its eyes. There was a hint of confusion in its expressionless face. The angel wore no mouth, no nose— nothing. But it tilted its head as it peered at the brown-haired woman.
I am Guardian Angel Z357, it replied. Its tinny voice resounded in Noele’s head. It had to be transmitting its thoughts into the minds of those standing close by as Amelia’s eyes narrowed. I require answers from the Noble Spellsword. Please do not interfere.
“Why not?” Amelia asked, frowning. “Why can’t I listen in to your conversation? Explain yourself— what’s going on?”
She didn’t let go of the angel’s arm. Even as it tried to pull its hand back, she didn’t budge. The angel’s twelve eyes darted warily towards her.
And Noele broke out of her stupor.
“W-wait, Amelia!” the blonde girl sputtered, drawing her mentor’s attention. “You shouldn’t start a fight with the angel— you just can’t!”
Amelia shook her head. “I’m not going to start anything as long as Guardian Angel Z-whatever answers the question.”
Guardian Angel Z357 blinked all twelve of its eyes one after another. It peered at the brown-haired woman, not responding for what felt like an eternity. Noele held her breath as she shifted back uncomfortably.
And the angel finally answered, I need to speak with your apprentice about the safety and sanctity of all of Vacuos. Now please do not interfere.
Noele shrank back as it took a step forward. Amelia refused to shy away from Guardian Angel Z357’s glare. Her brows just snapped together as it spread its wings wide. Finally, she acquiesced.
“Fine,” she said, stepping to the side.
Noele let out a sigh of relief. Her shoulders sagged as she placed a hand on her chest. But she tensed once more when she realized that her mentor hadn’t let go of the angel’s arm just yet.
“Amelia…?” She raised a nervous hand.
“I will let you speak to Noele,” Amelia continued as she glanced back at the blonde girl. “But only on one condition.”
Noele stared in confusion as Guardian Angel Z357 slowly nodded.
What is it? the angel asked.
And Amelia grinned.
—--
“Uh, what?” Noele was at a loss for words.
There was nothing for her to say. She never expected this. Honestly, she had doubted it from the very beginning. But the fact was— the restaurant’s grand opening was a success.
She scanned her surroundings, watching as the room bustled with a large crowd. There had to be dozens of customers inside of the small building, and there were even more seated in the tables and chairs prepared outside.
Harlan had his work cut out for him— he rushed in and out of the restaurant as he struggled to serve everyone on his own. Noele would’ve felt more sympathy for him if she wasn’t so completely distracted.
No, she wasn’t busy chatting with her parents, checking up on their wellbeing after the kretus boar’s attack. And no, she wasn’t busy flirting with Garron either.
Nolan, Nicole, Garron, and Dorien had their own table across the room from where Noele sat. The blonde girl would’ve loved to be sitting with them right now, but she couldn’t. Instead, she sat at the bar, given a wide berth by everyone else in the restaurant.
It was odd. Normally, the seats at the bar would be used for additional customer seating. But the entire counter had been reserved. And for good reason— because of the second most surprising thing Noele had seen today.
Guardian Angel Z357 sat on a tall stool next to her. She blinked a few times as she stared at this scene. An angel— a being with twelve eyes and a pair of feathered wings— was sitting inside of a restaurant.
It made no sense to her. It almost seemed nonsensical. The events leading up to this moment seemed too surreal to be true. But it had happened— Amelia had invited the angel to have its little chat with the blonde girl in the restaurant, and for whatever reason, it said yes.
Noele knew the reasoning behind her mentor’s actions. By bringing an angel in here, she’d garner more attention for her restaurant, thereby attracting more customers for the grand opening as well.
It was a genius strategy. And the blonde girl could respect it. What she couldn’t understand was why Guardian Angel Z357 had accepted this condition. She raised her head apprehensively, glancing at the angel from the corner of her eye.
It hadn’t said a word since they entered the restaurant. It simply sat still like a statue as its twelve eyes wandered around its face. Noele couldn’t lie and say that that sight didn’t creep her out a little bit. She was just glad that it was facing its back towards the rest of the room, otherwise Amelia’s customers would immediately flee the restaurant screaming.
Noele could only speculate as to why it hadn’t spoken after they’d entered this crowded place. She believed that it was because Guardian Angel Z357 wanted to speak with her privately, and the attention focused on the two of them made it difficult to carry out this important conversation. Or maybe it was entirely possible that the angel had planned to have this quiet meeting with her… for whatever reason.
It didn’t make sense, but nothing ever made sense anymore. Noele took in a deep breath and finally decided that she was going to be the one to break the silence.
“So…” she started, turning to Guardian Angel Z357 with a forced smile. “What did you want to, uh, talk about?”
Its twelves eyes stopped dancing on its face, focusing back on her. It mechanically craned its neck to face her, and she barely managed to suppress a squeak. The blonde girl waited for the angel to speak, but no thoughts invaded her mind.
“You know, I have never seen an angel before,” Noele continued.
Again, no response. Her smile slipped from her face as the Guardian Angel Z357 continued staring at her with a blank expression.
“I, uh, always imagined angels to look more like… humans?” she said, and it didn’t bat an eye. She scratched the back of her head uncomfortably, correcting herself. “Well, not just humans— but like dwarves or gnomes or… people… not that I’m saying you’re not a person!”
Noele waved her hands frantically as she got to her feet, and the nearby onlookers jerked back from her sudden movement. But Guardian Angel Z357 didn’t react. She pursed her lips. She had been quite nervous at the start of the conversation. And even now, she was a little bit anxious about why the angel wanted to speak with her. But now, she was just confused.
She slowly sat back down as she cleared her throat. The Noble Spellsword sighed and shook her head.
“Guardian Angel Z357,” she said in a low voice. “I can’t help you if you don’t—”
How did you learn those Techniques? the angel suddenly asked, cutting her off. She blinked as it glanced out the window. You fought beyond the capabilities of your level. How did you do that?
Noele paused. She saw Guardian Angel Z357’s studious gaze. She raised a hand as she began to answer, then she paused. She placed a hand on her chin as she furrowed her brow.
“I got stronger?” the blonde girl said uncertainly.
Guardian Angel Z357 cocked its head. Explain, it demanded.
“I mean— I did what I had to do to survive and get stronger?” Noele wasn’t sure if this was the answer the angel wanted. But she couldn’t elaborate. She didn’t want to elaborate. If she explained that she actively worked to attain a power beyond the World System’s blessings, she was certain that she would… she would…
She was certain she would upset the angel? But that wasn’t right. Why would an angel be upset that she fought beyond the scope of her Class? Sure, angels were sentinels of the World System, but the World System was benevolent! Right?
…right?
Noele shook her head, dismissing those conflicted thoughts for now. She would tell Guardian Angel Z357 the truth, while skirting around potentially contentious topics. Especially since it had plenty more questions for her.
That does not explain anything, the angel said. How did you learn your Techniques?
“My… techniques?” Noele asked, blinking.
Your Techniques, it corrected her. Who taught you how to cast magic without your Skills?
The blonde girl just stared at the angel, slightly confused. It took her a moment to realize what Guardian Angel Z357 was talking about. And when it clicked, she snapped her fingers with wide eyes.
“Oh, you mean Glorious Noble Slash and Elegant Noble Slash? I learned it from—” Noele started.
“She learned it from herself,” a voice cut her off.
Guardian Angel Z357’s eyes darted to the side, and Noele looked back. Amelia emerged from the kitchen, carrying a pair of steaming dishes in each hand. She laid the plates down before the blonde girl and the angel with a smile.
“If you’re wondering how Noele got as strong as she is right now, she earned it through her own strength. But I did offer her a little bit of guidance along the way.”
Noele watched as her mentor took a step back. Amelia had her usual cloak on her back, but she wore a chef’s apron over her clothes. She gestured at the pair of dishes, speaking casually.
“Eat up.  Don’t worry about paying— it’s on the house.”
I cannot eat, Guardian Angel Z357 said simply. I do not require sustenance to survive.
“Weird.” Amelia drew back, eyeing him up and down. “So you really are a robot, aren’t you?”
Noele just raised a brow. “What’s a robot?”
“I’ll explain it to you later. Anyways, what’s this about Techniques and Skills? I thought you guys were supposed to be talking about saving the world.” Amelia leaned on the bar as she peered at the angel.
Guardian Angel Z357 didn’t give an immediate response. Instead, it craned its neck to look between both women for a moment. Finally, it looked back at Amelia.
You are the Noble Spellsword’s mentor. You are the one who taught her to fight without the World System.
It was a straightforward statement. Amelia just nodded lazily in return. “Yeah, and?”
Are you a follower of the Void? Guardian Angel Z357 pressed her as Noele bit her lower lip.
Oh no… The blonde girl could almost anticipate what was going to happen next. She still remembered the whole debacle with the Elder Dragon. She really wanted to pipe— defuse the potential crisis before it had a chance to escalate. But she was too slow.
“Nope,” Amelia replied instantly. “I’m just a restaurant-owner, man.”
It was an obvious lie. Noele knew that the angel saw through this lie in an instant.
And Guardian Angel Z357 immediately shot to its feet as its twelve eyes focused on the cloak at Amelia’s back. Noele tensed as heads turned to face this scene. Nervous whispers swept over the restaurant. Harlan, Garron, Nolan, Nicole, and even Xakor looked on as Amelia just held the angel’s gaze.
A lance appeared in Guardian Angel Z357’s right hand as it posed another question to the brown-haired woman.
If you are not a follower of the Void, why do I sense the Void’s essence on you?
And Noele wasn’t sure how she was going to defuse this situation now.




Chapter 25

Guardian Angel Z357 hadn’t noticed it at first. His attention since he arrived in Planet 16B was fixed solely on the rifts in space and those who had been touched by the Void. After all, that was his objective— to investigate the oddities occurring in this era and put a halt to the return of the Fal-Deus.
So he had flown between the continents, investigating every employment of the Void’s powers. He had thought he was prepared for the task he had been given; he had already repelled the Fal-Deus once before, long ago. But the circumstances afflicting the current era was unlike the last time he had been activated by the World System. There were no swarms of voidlings pouring out of the sky, inundating the four continents with death and depravity.
This time around, Guardian Angel Z357 found none of that. Instead, the Void worked discreetly in the shadows, possessing certain individuals who were vulnerable to the allure of an immense power. And so, he struggled to learn anything of use since a Void-touched being might not even understand the full extent of the plans of the Fal-Deus.
The angel had been wandering around in the dark, forced to slowly piece together a very vague image of what was going on. He initially investigated the rifts, before flying from incident to incident, drawn only to the strongest flares of the Void essence each time at first, only to realize that such a methodology wasn’t effective.
He finally altered his strategy when he noticed that the rifts in space were only opening up in Laxo, while the other continents remained mostly undisturbed. The fact that the Fal-Deus was operating most overtly in this continent must have clearly meant that the root of this current crisis started here.
So he scoured Laxo for any leads, and that brought him back here— to this village he had visited before, drawn by a powerful Void-blessed creature. And he was so distracted by that overwhelming presence, he didn’t even notice the strange oddities around a random bystander.
Guardian Angel Z357 thought she was a mere [Farmer] at first. So he paid her no mind. But when she had stepped between him and the Noble Spellsword, he began to realize that she was no ordinary human.
Her name was Amelia. And she was no [Farmer]. In fact, she had no Class at all. While that was anomalous in itself, it wasn’t enough for him to suspect that anything was amiss. He only noticed that there had to be something more to her when she grabbed onto his wrist with one hand and didn’t even budge despite his best efforts to make her move.
He could still feel the phantom grip of her palm around his forearm, even now. So he listened to her demands. He followed her to her restaurant, and he began to study her every movement. That was when he finally noticed it.
Guardian Angel Z357 could never have noticed it at first. Even though he was an angel— even though he was guided by the World System’s will— he knew that he never would have seen it without direct and substantial scrutiny. It was so discreet, it had almost evaded his senses when he was standing right before the brown-haired human.
But with the help of one of his Techniques— his Eyes of the Beholder— he finally saw it. And even then, he barely even caught a glimpse of it.
The Void’s essence was wisping off Amelia.
Or more specifically, it was wisping off her cloak and her sheathed sword. He was surprised he had even noticed it. There were such trace amounts of the Void’s essence, it was almost completely negligible. Guardian Angel Z357 was certain he would have had a better chance of finding a decade-old corpse of a Void-touched creature if he hadn’t been directly confronting the brown-haired human.
But it was still there. And he didn’t know if it was being actively suppressed, or if it was just sheer coincidence. All he knew was that he needed answers— now.
Guardian Angel Z357 rose to his feet as he summoned his lance into his hand. He raised it, pointing dangerously at Amelia as heads turned in horror at the unfolding scene.
If you are not a follower of the Void, why do I sense the Void’s essence on you? he asked.
Noele’s eyes went round as she heard the question. She glanced between her mentor and the angel, trying to work her jaw. But her mouth simply bobbed open and close, her words refusing to come out.
Amelia narrowed her eyes as she looked down at the lance. Slowly, she swept her gaze past Guardian Angel Z357, looking back at the crowd of onlookers. Her customers had dropped everything they were doing to stare at this sight. She frowned, before turning to face the angel once again.
She held his gaze as she replied simply, “Don’t scare the customers.”
Answer the question, the angel said as he took a step forward. If you are a follower of the Void, I will have to exterminate you.
He readied all his Techniques. His twelve eyes snapped wide open, his pupils retracting into the shape of little diamonds. His vision focused only on the brown-haired human. He could see every subtle movement she made— he was certain he could predict any attack she threw at him before she even made it.
Guardian Angel Z357 tensed as Amelia just tilted her head. He was an angel— he should have been above every single being in all of Planet 16B. Even the Grand Elder Dragon Arrak’tun— who had been Level 96 back when the Fal-Deus had attempted its prior revival— could not even compete with the angel.
It only made sense. Guardian Angel Z357’s Techniques far surpassed the magic granted to the people of this world. He might not have been nearly as powerful as an Archangel, let alone a Principality. But he should have been able to deal with any threat he faced in Vacuos— as long as it was not empowered by the Void.
And yet, despite all these facts, he warily aimed his lance at Amelia. Because Guardian Angel Z357 didn’t know if he could beat  her. She should not have been a threat to him. But she was. There was no changing that absurd fact.
Noele finally regained her composure and got to her feet.
“W-wait, this is a misunderstanding,” she sputtered, waving her hands between the angel and her mentor. “Amelia isn’t affiliated to the V—”
Stay back, Noble Spellsword, Guardian Angel Z357 didn’t even face the blonde human. Otherwise, you will be destroyed in the altercation.
“I…” She shrank back. Her lips pursed into a thin line, and she glanced back at Amelia.
“Don’t worry, I’ll handle it,” the brown-haired human said. She strode forward as she removed her apron. “Look, if you’re talking about my cloak and my sword…”
Amelia tossed both the items onto the counter. Guardian Angel Z357 narrowed his twelve eyes as she took a step back. His gaze remained on the Void-afflicted sword and cloak. She gestured at herself.
“There. Do you sense any of the Void’s essence around me now?” Amelia asked, raising a brow.
Guardian Angel Z357 paused. He looked between her and the cloak. The sword had a fainter aura radiating off it. He could not quite tell if the rusty blade was actually coated in the Void’s essence. It might have simply been flaking with the residual magic from being in proximity to a voidling or voidbeast.
But he was certain the cloak was infused in the Void’s essence. There was no mistaking it. He refused to budge, raising his gaze up to Amelia once more.
I do not, Guardian Angel Z357 said. But that does not explain why you are in possession of these artifacts of the Void.
“They aren’t artifacts,” Amelia replied casually. “And I just found them lying around, so I picked them up.”
He paused. Was that it? No— she had to be deceiving him. The angel didn’t lower his lance even for a moment.
That does not explain why you are in possession of these items. Explain yourself, Guardian Angel Z357 demanded.
“Because I think they look cool,” Amelia said with a shrug.
Her non-answers were starting to grate on the angel. It had been so long since he last felt annoyed by anything or anyone, it was barely even a memory in his mind. But it was almost like the brown-haired human was purposely trying to antagonize him.
He took a step forward, and Noele jerked back. The rest of the room grew eerily still. No one even dared to breathe. But his target just sighed.
“Look, why are you hounding me for literally having a cloak?” she said, shaking her head. “Noele and I have helped kill a bunch of these annoying Void-assholes. We’re on the same side, aren’t we? That’s why you wanted to speak with us— for the peace and whatever of Vacuos?”
Her words sent a ripple of hushed voices across the room. Guardian Angel Z357 glanced back, hearing the whispers of the spectators.
“For the peace of… what?”
“First our village was attacked, then an angel showed up. What is going on?”
“Mama, what is the Void?”
While the angel didn’t quite care about causing a ruckus, he wondered if this was the right course of action. By revealing so many details about his objective, he could inform the perpetrators behind the return of the Fal-Deus that he was trying to put a stop to their actions. If that happened, they would operate even more discreetly than before, making it significantly harder than it already was for him to accomplish his task.
He shook his head. He didn’t even know if there was a singular perpetrator behind what was occurring across Planet 16B today. It was entirely possible that the Fal-Deus was influencing the world without any specific agent wandering the continents. But as far as Guardian Angel Z357 was aware, that would not be an effective strategy. Nevertheless, it was a possibility, and he had to consider all possibilities as of right now.
And he especially had to consider the possibility that Amelia could be one of such perpetrators behind the return of the Fal-Deus. So he could not back down. Not right now. All he had to do was isolate their conversation.
Field of Isolation. The angel swung his lance to the ground as Noele’s eyes went wide. But even she couldn’t react in time. There was a flash of light, and the crowd of onlookers blinked. An iridescent dome fell over the bar, encapsulating himself and the two humans.
Amelia and Noele exchanged a glance, before eyeing the dome. Glittering octagonal panels of various colors spun around them as they glanced around, confused.
The Noble Spellsword backed up with wide eyes. “W-what is this? What did you do?”
We can speak in peace here, Guardian Angel Z357 said simply. He left his lance behind. It was stabbed into the ground, keeping the barrier intact. I have not harmed any of the onlookers, but they cannot see us, nor can they hear our conversation.
“You better pay for that.” Amelia just eyed the broken floorboards with a flat stare.
He didn’t bother replying to that dry remark. Instead, he strode up to the brown-haired human as Noele just looked on. 
You have no Class, Guardian Angel Z357 continued speaking as he came to a halt right before Amelia. And yet, you wield strength that rivals that of angels. How did you learn this power if not from the Void’s blessing?
It was a simple question. But she didn’t give an immediate answer. She just stared blankly back at the angel with her arms crossed as Noele glanced between the two of them, neither choosing to back down. The confrontation dragged on for a long moment.
Eventually, it was Amelia who gave in.
“Do you really want to know the truth?” she finally said. “Do you want definite proof that I am not a follower of the Void?”
Tell me, he demanded, peering deep into her eyes in search of the truth.
“Because—” Amelia uncrossed her arms and spoke casually. “I killed the Voidgod.”
And Guardian Angel Z357 blinked with all twelve of his eyes.




Chapter 26

Today had been a very long day.
Harlan had woken up extra early because it was the grand opening of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. He thought the name was a little bit ridiculous— it was too wordy for his tastes. But his boss— Amelia— had said that it could just be shortened to Bucky’s… which honestly had the opposite problem in that it was only a single word that conveyed nothing.
He thought a middle ground between the two would work much better. For example, something like Bucky’s Restaurant rolled off the tongue so much better. But maybe it was just his own personal preference, and he might just be totally wrong. He was just a former city guard, after all.
Anyway, his job was to serve tables, so he had no say in naming this restaurant. That was up to both Amelia and Xakor to decide. He did his job, and he tried his best to do it well. He even set up additional tables and chairs out front to accommodate more customers.
Harlan had expected a large crowd to gather— relatively speaking for a village like Wolfwater. After all, this was a restaurant owned by Xakor the Patron of the Culinary Sciences. Everyone across the world had heard of him. And a large crowd did show up.
But so did an angel. Harlan thought it was ridiculous. He almost refused to believe his eyes. However, he couldn’t stop and gawk at the sight because he had work to do. In fact, his workload was only exacerbated thanks to the angel’s appearance.
The restaurant was at maximum capacity. No— it had exceeded maximum capacity. There were so many customers squeezed into the small building, the former guardsman had no moment of respite. He barely even took notice of the angel because he was so busy rushing from table to table.
…until the angel suddenly jerked to its feet and raised a lance.
Even Harlan couldn’t ignore the unfolding scene any longer. He watched, listening to the conversation for a moment. But the angel suddenly swung its lance to the ground.
There had been a flash of light. Harlan thought he died. But when he blinked his eyes back open, he realized he was still alive. The angel hadn’t vaporized him to ash, instead creating a rainbow-colored dome around the bar.
He stared at this powerful magic. An angel’s magic. That which he had only ever heard tales and stories about. And he wasn’t the only one who looked on, awe-struck. Everyone in the restaurant could only gape at the sight. And they had questions.
Were they safe? And what happened to Amelia? What happened to Noele? What was the angel trying to accomplish here in Wolfwater?
Harlan didn’t know. He wished he could peer into the dome and overhear more of their discussion. He hoped that everything was alright. He pursed his lips— and he heard a cluck.
Bucky stepped out of the kitchen, tilting her head at him expectantly, before looking towards the crowd. Harlan blinked, then steeled himself. He cleared his throat as he spun around.
“Right, back to work,” he said. Clapping his hands loudly together, he spoke for all to hear. “There’s nothing to worry about folks—”
—--
This conversation had been incredibly stress-inducing for Noele. She wasn’t even sure if it would be resolved peacefully once the angel produced its lance. And if it came down to a fight, she wasn’t sure who would come out on top.
Certainly, Amelia was incredibly strong. Noele had seen it for herself. That was why she had apprenticed herself to the brown-haired woman. But Guardian Angel Z357 was… an angel.
One of the very same angels who had descended from the heavens long ago and liberated Vacuos. In the beginning, there was darkness. And it was an army of angels who brought light to the four continents.
So Noele wasn’t sure who would win— she didn’t want to find out either. She just hoped that the confrontation between her mentor and the angel would be resolved peacefully. At first, it didn’t seem like that was a possibility. But now, it was starting to look like there wouldn’t be any conflict between the two.
“Because—” Amelia uncrossed her arms and spoke casually. “I killed the Voidgod.”
The blonde girl steadied herself against the bar, sighing in relief as she heard her mentor’s words. While Noele didn’t exactly know who this Voidgod was, she knew that Amelia had spent a long time— ten years, at the very minimum— fighting against the Void. And the term Voidgod was self-explanatory enough, so it clearly only meant one thing.
Guardian Angel Z357 must have known who it was as well. It was an angel— it was the World System’s sentinel. It had to be all-knowing, especially when it came to the Void. Hopefully, Amelia’s words was enough to finally assuage—
Who is that? Guardian Angel Z357 asked, cocking its head.
And Noele tripped over her stool as Amelia blinked.
—--
“You’re… not serious, are you?” I said flatly.
But Guardian Angel Z357 just took another step forward, narrowing all twelve of its eyes. Explain yourself, it demanded.
I massaged my temples as I sighed. I was expecting some sort of a reaction from the angel. But I wasn’t expecting confusion of all things. Seriously— I thought that this whole mess would be resolved with just that.
Maybe the angel would have interrogated me a little more. It could have even been suspicious of my claims. But if it didn’t even know who the Voidgod was…
I shook my head as Noele picked herself back up from the ground. “The Voidgod is… the God of the Void. Or as it likes to say— it’s the true God of Vacuos.”
Impossible, Guardian Angel Z357 riposted, eyeing me dangerously. The God of Vacuos is the World System. Do you dare question its authority?
I waved a hand dismissively. “I’m not saying shit, alright? I’m saying that’s what the Voidgod called itself. So chill out.”
But the angel didn’t chill. Its gaze continued peering into me, studying my expression and stance. I was getting tired of this interrogation. I crossed my arms and glanced towards Noele.
“As I said just earlier— we’ve literally killed half a dozen of those stupid Void-assholes for you. And I’m telling you I killed the Voidgod too. If you’re really here to preserve the peace of Vacuos as you claim, you’d be going after the Sect of Abyssal Thorns, not us.”
There was a moment where Guardian Angel Z357 refused to lower its guard. I held its gaze as its twelve eyes refused to break away. But after a few more seconds passed, it finally acquiesced. Its eyes darted in different directions as it took a step back.
What is the Sect of Abyssal Thorns? it asked curiously.
And my hands dropped limply to my side. I blinked at the angel. “Seriously? Like, are you being completely serious right now? You’ve never heard of them before?”
Affirmative, Guardian Angel Z357 replied. I know nothing of this organization, although I have heard of their name in passing.
I shook my head, murmuring to myself. “First you’ve never heard of the Voidgod, and now this… are you even an angel?”
I am an angel, it said simply.
I didn’t bother responding to that comment. Instead, I turned to the watching blonde girl. “Noele, you can explain this better than I can.”
She jerked back when I called her name. Taking a step forward, she began to explain. “The Sect of Abyssal Thorns is… a terrorist group? Or maybe a more appropriate term is that they’re a cult, and they worship the Void itself.”
A… cult? For the Void? Guardian Angel Z357 wore a confused expression on its normally emotionless face. It blinked one eye after another as it shook its head. How has such an organization been allowed to exist? How have those in power not crushed the Sect of Abyssal Thorns?
“Well… that’s the thing,” Noele said as she shook her head. “As far as I’m aware, plenty of the members of the Sect of Abyssal Thorns are those in power.”
“Of course,” I snorted.
But Guardian Angel Z357 was taken aback by that fact. It rubbed a hand on its chin in thought. If what you are claiming is the truth, then I will have no choice but to exterminate all of the royalty of Laxo.
I raised an amused brow, and Noele immediately sputtered.
“You can’t do that! Not every king or queen out there is a member of the Sect of Abyssal Thorns!”
Guardian Angel Z357 tilted its head at her. Did you not just state the opposite?
“I don’t mean all of them are members of the Sect of Abyssal Thorns,” Noele clarified, shaking her head. “In fact, I’m sure most of them would rather not be affiliated with the Void at all. The Sect of Abyssal Thorns is said to be a very small group for a reason, but every single one of their members is someone important.”
“Exactly,” I said as the angel glanced my way. “If you’re here to deal with Void shit, go after them. I’m just a restaurant-owner trying to make a living, man.”
Well, that wasn’t exactly true. But it was true enough. And Guardian Angel Z357 seemed to agree. It drew back as its wings began to fold behind its back.
I will have to confirm the veracity of your words by cross-referencing with others, it said. However, assuming you have not lied to me, how can I learn more about this Sect of Abyssal Thorns?
I didn’t even react at this point. This angel quite literally knew nothing. I shrugged and gestured vaguely past it.
“Figure it out yourself. Aren’t you supposed to be the one who’s preserving the peace of Vacuos or whatever? That’s your job, not ours.”
“I mean, we can help the angel out, can’t we?” Noele said, piping up.
“We would if we could. But could we, though?” I posed the question to the blonde girl. “Because I’m pretty sure we can’t. We don’t know anything about the Sect of Abyssal Thorns.”
She hesitated. “...right.”
Guardian Angel Z357 glanced between us. It didn’t move its head. Its eyes just darted between our faces.
I understand, it finally said. I will have to investigate further beyond the rifts and the blessed to discover the truth.
“Yeah, go and do your job. Let me do mine too.” I leaned against the bar counter.
The angel drew bak as it reached for its lance. My brows snapped together when I saw the broken bits of the floorboard lying on the ground.
I apologize for my inconvenience. I shall take my leave now—
“Wait, before you go,” I quickly said and caught Guardian Angel Z357 by the arm. “Don’t forget— you have to pay me back for that.” I pointed at the splinters at the angel’s feet.
“Amelia!” Noele exclaimed with a horrified look.
But the angel didn’t lash out at me. Instead, it calmly replied, I do not have any of this planet’s currency.
“Then you’ll have to find some other way to make amends,” I scoffed as I drew back.
Guardian Angel Z357 didn’t give an immediate response. Its twelve eyes just continued zipping around in different directions before finally settling back on me. It spoke slowly.
And… how can I make amends? it asked as Noele blinked.
A smile slipped onto my face. The blonde girl just looked on as I tapped a finger on my chin. I had an idea. It might have been a silly idea. But it was certainly an idea, and it could work. So I made the suggestion anyways.
“How about this— you work for me to pay me back for the damage you caused.” I gestured past the angel as Noele bobbed her mouth
She wanted to protest, but I didn’t let her speak. I continued waving at the broken floorboards as I spoke simply.
“Harlan is too overworked and he needs an extra pair of hands. I’m not asking you to work for me for a month or whatever— just until I find a second employee. How about that?”
It was a ridiculous suggestion. I knew it was ridiculous, but the benefits of having an angel working here was too much to pass up on. It was the best advertisement in the world— even more so than having Xakor’s name slapped onto the restaurant.
Noele quite clearly thought it was ridiculous too. She tried to work her jaw, but no words came. So she just watched as Guardian Angel Z357 continued standing there in silence.
“What do you say?” I pressed the angel. “You’ve falsely accused me of a lot of things, and I still helped you out. You owe us at least that much.”
Noele pursed her lips. “Amelia, I don’t think—” she started, but Guardian Angel Z357 cut her off.
Very well, it said as her jaw dropped in shock. I accept.
“What?!” she exclaimed, but I ignored her.
I smirked and patted the angel on the shoulder. “Alright— glad to have you on board. Now your first job is…”
I glanced down as the angel’s gaze followed mine. The both of us stared at the broken floorboards at our feet.
“...clean up this mess.”




Chapter 27

It had been nearly a month since Kallistus Kal had encountered Guardian Angel Z357 in Briar Glen just outside of Windrip. He was the [Hero King]— he was the Void’s Heir. And yet, he had been so thoroughly defeated, he had been forced to flee for his life. 
The outcome… was not unexpected. From what Kallistus knew of this world, angels were incredibly powerful heavenly beings who were far greater than even the Elder Dragons. While the [Hero King] had accomplished a great many feats in the ten years since he had appeared here in Vacuos, he knew that he wasn’t quite the strongest creature around just yet.
For one, the Elder Dragon Grat-ra’zun was still alive, even after the devastating battle at Mount Arkais. And Kallistus knew he would not have won back then if not for his most loyal servants sacrificing themselves for him. Each and every one of them had been some of the greatest individuals in all of Vacuos— only, disgraced and lost. But that was why they were able to be so greatly empowered by the Void.
So they were incredibly useful, and it saddened Kallistus to lose them, but it had been a necessary sacrifice if things had worked out.
Unfortunately, Grat-ra’zun lived, and Kallistus never found who he was looking for— the one who had formed a rift to the Void.
But it was not a complete loss for the [Hero King]. Because now, the call of the Void was stronger than ever. He could hear its voice like a susurration in his mind. Not only that, he had also been led to Windrip where he learned a new power.
Create.
Kallistus closed his eyes as he recalled the odd, wet sensation dripping from his fingers. It had been like he had cupped his palm into a lake, before sprinkling the crystal clear water into a bed of flowers. And the flowers bloomed— they had grown tall and strong, facing the sun.
Except instead of flowers, they were voidlings. And instead of watering them, the [Hero King] had created them with the Void’s essence.
It was such a fascinating power. He wished to learn more about it. He wanted to experiment— push the limits of what it could accomplish.
But Kallistus Kal couldn’t do any of that. Not often, at least. Because of a simple reason.
He was trapped.
He was certain he was trapped. It was more of in a metaphorical than a literal sense. He couldn’t conjure up the Void’s essence because in doing so, he’d call attention to himself from Guardian Angel Z357.
The [Hero King] had been monitoring the angel’s activities. It was hard to track with even the greatest of scrying spells, and using the Void’s power to do so was out of the question. Instead, he had been paying careful attention to the news he received from the Sect of Abyssal Thorns.
Those [Missives] alone relayed enough information as to where the angel was going to be that day. After all, their members were apparently being hunted down in Alius, but they didn’t know by what.
Kallistus knew the truth. But he didn’t tell them what he knew. He laid them out as bait— using his communications with those mad cultists to lure the angel away from him.
And if that wasn’t enough, the [Hero King] also carefully paid attention to the world for a flare in the Void’s magic. While he wasn’t acute enough with his senses to detect every instance of the Void’s essence being conjured across Vacuos, he still noticed when there was a surge in its power.
Whenever that happened, Kallistus would take that opportunity to experiment. Discreetly and inconspicuously, he’d hide his own dabblings into the Void’s essence, so that the angel would never find him. He had very few opportunities to act in this manner, and his mastery over Create grew slowly. But as long as he could avoid detection, that was all that mattered.
So he closed his eyes and waited for his next opportunity. He sat alone in a bunker beneath his palace, continuing to filter through the [Missives] sent by the Sect of Abyssal Thorns. He had already been gifted a very lucrative opportunity a day ago.
Kallistus had sensed a powerful flare in the Void’s essence somewhere in the Astrad Kingdom. And during that time, he had begun to understand more of Create. He started to learn of its abilities beyond the creation of voidlings. He couldn’t wait until he could continue his experimentation again.
Until then, he wondered what Guardian Angel Z357 could be doing during these long lull periods between such flare-ups.
—--
“Order for table five!” Harlan called out, poking his head out of the kitchen.
Guardian Angel Z357 raised its head from the other side of the room. It swept across the restaurant in a single deft motion as the seated patrons just gaped at this sight. Harlan handed out a pair of steaming dishes, and the angel quickly took them off his hands.
He couldn’t help but watch with the wide-eyed customers as it did its job, serving the table without any issue. It was such a ridiculous scene— the former guardsman never thought he would see anything like this… ever.
But it was happening. And he wasn’t even sure if this was reality, or if he was hallucinating from being at the brink of starvation after being kicked out of Wolfwater for being a drunk asshole. He was starting to believe that it was more likely the latter than it was the former. However, he couldn’t know for sure.
He shook his head and turned back around, before pausing. Harlan blinked as he saw a lanky figure standing in front of him, holding up four different plates. Xakor the Patron of the Culinary Sciences stood before the former guardsman and harrumphed.
“Xrr, my apologies,” Xakor said quickly, before stepping out of the kitchen.
“R-right, sorry.” Harlan just stared at the otherworlder— one of the highest-leveled [Chefs] in the world. The former guardsman pinched his cheeks. “...I really am hallucinating, aren’t I?”
—--
Harlan wasn’t the only one who thought he was dreaming. In fact, he wasn’t even an outlier. He was very much so in the majority— every single customer who entered Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant was completely blown away by what they saw.
It was, as Amelia put it, an ‘out of this world experience’. Noele rolled her eyes when her mentor said that. But even she could admit that she was quite shocked by the recent turn of events. When an angel showed up, the last thing she expected was that it would work as a server in Amelia’s restaurant.
Noele massaged her temples as she sat at a table in the corner of the room. Garron, her parents, and Dorien joined her. They weren’t able to get seats together during the grand opening yesterday due to how crowded it was— and also because the blonde girl had been busy dealing with Guardian Angel Z357.
The restaurant was still packed today, especially after word quickly spread about an angel working here at this establishment. But the five of them had a table reserved just for them thanks to Amelia. Noele’s parents really wanted to come again today because they hadn’t been able to get a good look at Guardian Angel Z357 yesterday.
Order for table one, the angel said as it laid the platter of dishes before the five of them. It stopped to eye Noele for just a moment, and she mumbled a response.
“T-thanks.”
It didn’t bother giving her a reply. It simply drew back and returned to the kitchen as Nicole watched with round eyes. She turned to her daughter, shaking her head.
“And its name is Z357?” Noele’s mama asked curiously.
“I don’t know if it’s a name or a title… that’s just what it called itself,” the blonde girl replied as she dug a spoon into her bowl of yellow rice.
“What an odd name,” Nolan said, frowning. “And is it male or female?”
“That’s—” Noele shrank back as her parents interrogated her about the angel. They tried to wring out practically everything she knew about it. But she didn’t know much.
Was it male or female? The blonde girl didn’t ask. She had been the one who was hounded with questions when she spoke with the angel yesterday. The angel’s gender didn’t even cross her mind.
Garron was quite fascinated by Guardian Angel Z357 too, but unlike Noele’s parents, he knew better than to direct his questions to her. In fact, he just patted her on the shoulder reassuringly as he tried to offer her some morale support.
The only one who wasn’t quite as impressed about the angel’s presence was Dorien. The [Druid] seemed to be quite intrigued by the reactions of the other customers, but he was more interested in the food. In fact, he quickly went through a dozen skewers of meat before raising a hand.
“‘Scuse me,” he called out, waving a stick in the air. “Can I have some more of these ‘kebabs’? Also— get me some of those pilaf-things too!”
Guardian Angel Z357 turned its gaze towards him as he spoke casually. A few other customers looked on in horror at the way Dorien addressed the angel. Their panicked whispers swept through the restaurant as Noele looked on.
“Seriously? Does he have no manners? He’s talking to an angel!”
“As expected from a [Druid]!”
“They should kick him out for his rude behavior—”
But contrary to what was being said, Guardian Angel Z357 didn’t seem to mind. In fact, Noele was pretty sure it didn’t care about how anyone addressed it. It was doing its job, and that was it.
Still, Noele shook her head and turned to Dorien. “I can’t believe you’re acting this nonchalant around an angel. Have you met one before or something?”
“Absolutely not,” the [Druid] said as he leant back in his seat. “I have never seen something quite as ridiculous as this.”
He eyed the blonde girl’s bowl, before pointing at it.
“Are you going to eat that, by the way?” he asked.
“I— yes,” Noele said as she blinked. “But… how are you so casual about this? Don’t you think this is insane? “
“I just find it amusing.” He shrugged, then chuckled. “It is absolutely insane— and that is why it’s so funny to me.”
Dorien raised his head as Guardian Angel Z357 returned with a steaming plate of pilaf and half a dozen kebabs. He thanked the angel before it left. Then he immediately started scarfing down his food.
“Also, the food is great. I haven’t had a proper meal in so long— eating fruits and raw meat gets bland after a while.” He spoke as he chewed on a skewer of kebab.
“Wait, you ate raw meat?” Noele stared at the [Druid] with round eyes. “Isn’t that bad for you?”
“Sometimes,” Dorien said dismissively. “It’s not that bad. Not if you wash away the taste with some malim juice.”
“What is that?” She frowned.
He began to explain. “It’s this fruit that grows in the Vox Forest—”
—--
The hubbub didn’t die down. Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant was as crowded as it was during its grand opening. Everyone was talking about the angel who worked as a waiter, the four-armed otherworlder who was a high-leveled [Chef], and the chicken who was supposedly a C-ranked threat.
But while word quickly spread out of Wolfwater of this restaurant, the rumors reaching the nearby villages and even Whiteridge, no one talked about the owner who had no levels. She was plain, unassuming, and honestly quite dull. She looked like an adventurer, but she worked as a cook, so what was there about her to talk about?
Maybe they liked her cooking— even if they attributed the food to someone else— however, no one came to the restaurant for her.
No one except for him.
Was he a stranger? Not really. What about a friend? That wasn’t it, either. But he was searching for Amelia.
And he arrived at the village the very next day.




Chapter 28

Business was booming.
Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant was a smash shit. It wasn’t an instantaneous success— the first week having barely any customers dealt a heavy blow to my ego. But unlike with the food stall, I persisted after the first week. I didn’t give up. And finally, thanks to my hard work— along with a lot of tiny bit of help from Xakor— I was starting to find success.
Well, actually, it was mostly thanks to Xakor’s help. He did a lot of the initial heavy-lifting, especially during the grand opening. And the both of us had expected the buzz to immediately die down right after… until I had been given a very lucrative opportunity.
It presented itself to me by pure happenstance. An angel literally descended from the sky, blessing me with the chance to exploit the fuck out of this situation. So I did.
At first, I had gotten the angel to visit the restaurant. I knew that I could use its presence as a sort of attraction— after all, angels were quite revered in this world. Having a literal holy or divine or whatever being visiting a restaurant would bring in a lot of customers, even for a day.
And then, I went a step further and convinced the angel to work for me as a waiter. I was honestly surprised that gambit worked. I thought that it was a longshot, but I still took my chance.
Somehow, it worked out.
My eyes flickered as I saw Guardian Angel Z357 entering the kitchen from the corner of my eye. Harlan quickly passed out a pair of dishes to it, and it deftly swooped out to serve a table. Thanks to its help, we were able to keep up with all the customers coming to the restaurant— although, conversely, we wouldn’t have as many customers as we did if not for the angel.
I shook my head, turning my attention back to what I was doing. I was cooking a large serving of pilaf on a skillet while Xakor prepared another batch of pita bread. We were cooking middle eastern dishes— mostly because it was what we could make with the ingredients we had readily available around Wolfwater. If I wanted to, I could also probably serve some burgers, pizzas, and other junk food as well.
But maybe I could introduce all that later. There were also all kinds of other cuisines from Earth I could serve at my restaurant, and I wasn’t in a rush to expand my current menu. Not until I hired more employees— maybe other [Chefs] or [Cooks] if this deluge of customers didn’t slow down.
Guardian Angel Z357 was going to have to leave eventually. Until then, I would reap the rewards of the angel’s presence. But that was not all I was doing here. This wasn’t all for my own personal gain, even if I stood to benefit from having an angel as a server.
The fact that Guardian Angel Z357 was working here let me keep an eye on it for a few days longer. I wasn’t exactly… sure if I trusted it. Or rather, I didn’t know what I thought of it, and I wanted to take my time to form a proper opinion of it. After all, I was pretty sure that I had heard of the angels of this world before— before I arrived in Vacuos.
I closed my eyes as I heard the sharp hiss of the cooking fire beneath my skillet. A memory flashed in my mind. It was an odd memory. Because it was a memory from my time in the Fractured Realm.
The time I spent in the Fractured Realm was mostly a blur to me. Like it was a dream. And yet, I experienced it in its entirety. It felt like an eternity had passed, and every passing second was everlasting.
It was paradoxical— the fact that I had lived through a million lifetimes, while also having experienced it all in a single second. But time was broken there in the Fractured Realm; it didn’t make sense to me because it was literally impossible to make sense of. So I didn’t bother thinking about it too hard.
I just recalled fighting the endless swarms of voidlings and voidbeasts as a voice of the Voidgod occasionally resounded in my head. It was more annoying than anything, really. Whenever the Voidgod spoke, the world would distort around me. My ears would ring, and my vision twisted as everything grew dark. Not only that— but it was mostly nonsensical ramblings.
The Voidgod would speak to me, but I wouldn’t quite understand what it was saying most of the time. After all, I had absolutely no context for what it was talking about. It took me a while to even piece together a vague image of… well, everything.
From the reason why the Voidgod was trapped in the Fractured Realm, to the reason why I had been summoned from Earth. And while the Voidgod never mentioned anything about the System or Guardian Angels, it had talked about ‘the Enemy’ and ‘its Drones’.
Drones. Machines designed to follow the will of the Enemy. The Voidgod had called them pests— terrible things with no intelligence.
I opened my eyes as I stared down at the burning fire. Guardian Angel Z357 was most likely one of these so-called Drones. And while I didn’t really care about what it was planning on doing to the Sect of Abyssal Thorns or whatever, I was curious about whether what the Voidgod said was true. Because if angels were really mindless machines as the Voidgod claimed, then that gave quite a lot of credibility to the other things he had said.
My eyes flickered as I thought of Noele. I thought of Xakor, Nolan, Nicole, and all the other friends I had made here in Vacuos.
I hadn’t believed the Voidgod at first— that was why I didn’t quite care too much about the System. But if what the Voidgod said was true… then the System was more malicious than I thought.
I sighed. “Now, what am I going to do about that?”
And I didn’t have an answer.
—--
Well, I could deal with all that later. First things first, I had a lot of customers I needed to serve… again. And as much as that was a good thing— busying myself with something to do— there was someone Noele wanted me to meet. A [Druid] or whatever who really liked my cooking.
So I took some time off during lunch today to speak with this man. I left the kitchen, nodding at Xakor as he worked the stove while chopping up some onions.
“I’ll be back in about ten minutes,” I said as I passed by the [Chef]. “You can take your break after me.”
“Xrr, do not worry for me, Amelia. I do not need a break.” Xakor gestured at some leftovers with a smile. “I have my lunch right here.”
I stepped out into the main room as I heard the hubbub of the gathered crowd once again. I spotted Harlan standing at a nearby table as he took an order, while Guardian Angel Z357 was out on the patio serving food. There was a long queue waiting outside, and its presence drew a lot of attention from the customers waiting to be seated. I paused only for a moment to take in this scene.
Was the queue… longer than before? Wait, were those people even from Wolfwater? I couldn’t quite tell for sure, but we usually got [Farmers] and their families visiting the restaurant. Today, however, I saw a lot of men dressed in [Merchant] clothes. I narrowed my eyes.
And a cluck drew my attention away from them. I glanced towards the bar as a chicken waved her wings at me. Bucky hopped off the counter and landed on my shoulder as I nodded at her. I scratched her chin with a smile.
“Hey Bucky,” I greeted the chicken.
“Bawk bawk bawk!” she said.
“You can bug Xakor for some treats. I’ll be busy for a few minutes, alright?” I lowered her to the ground, and she scampered into the kitchen, searching for the [Chef].
Shaking my head, I swept my gaze over the restaurant, before I finally spotted Noele. She was seated at a corner table reserved specifically for her and her family. But neither Nolan, Nicole, nor Garron accompanied her today. She was chatting with an unkempt middle-aged man. Her [Druid] friend.
I strode towards them, patting Harlan on the shoulder as I passed him by.
“Good work,” I said, and he beamed back at me. “Don’t forget to take a break whenever you can.”
No one else really paid me any mind— I was not Xakor, nor was I Guardian Angel Z357. I wasn’t even Bucky. So no one really cared to notice me except for the blonde girl. I didn’t mind the lack of attention— in fact, I preferred it. Since I wasn’t being pestered by anyone, I could reach Noele’s table in a few moments.
She got to her feet and smiled as she gestured at the [Druid]. “Amelia, this is Dorien. He’s a close family-friend who really wants to speak with you.”
“Hey,” I said simply.
Noele nodded towards me as she faced Dorien. “And this is Amelia— she’s my mentor and the owner of this restaurant.”
“It is my pleasure to finally meet you, Ms Amelia.” The [Druid] bowed politely, and I waved a hand dismissively.
“No need for formalities. You can just call me Amelia.” I took a seat next to Noele, and so did the [Druid]. “So, what’s up?”
“Straight to the point, eh? Noele did say you were rather blunt.” Dorien leaned forward as he clasped his hands together.
“Blunt is an understatement.” The blonde girl rolled her eyes. “Amelia is more… rude.”
“Now that is rude.” I gave her a flat stare.
“It’s true.” She grinned back at me.
I just snorted. And Dorien chuckled, glancing between Noele and I. He ran a finger over the round edge of a glass as he relaxed.
“You’re a lot less intimidating than I thought you’d be,” the [Druid] said. “That’s good… I don’t need to be nervous.”
I shrugged and crossed my arms. “I’m just a simple farmer, restaurant-owner, and unranked adventurer. There’s nothing to be nervous about.”
Dorien smirked back at me. “But you cook a damn good meal. I have to say, I can’t have enough of your food. I’ve never had anything like this before. Noele says you aren’t a [Chef], so I must ask— where did you learn these recipes?”
“Xakor taught them to me,” I replied, casually lying. “I’m assuming they’re from his home world.”
“There’s no need to be shy,” the [Druid] laughed as his eyes glinted. “But fine, you can keep your secrets. I just came here with a business proposition.”
“A business proposition? But aren’t you a [Druid]?” I raised a brow.
He shook his head as he settled back in his chair. “Why does that matter? Just because I’m usually a social outcast doesn’t mean I don’t visit a town or city from time to time.”
“I am pretty sure being a social outcast means that you don’t generally visit any town or city,” I said flatly.
“Bah— no one can truly live on their own without going insane.” Dorien glanced past me towards the menu scribbled onto the side wall. “Anyway, I noticed you don’t have any drinks on your menu. You serve water, and that’s it. Good drinks are as important as good food. You’re missing out on a lot of good business.”
“Yeah… I probably need to get a [Bartender] or whatever, right?” I rubbed my chin in thought. I had been meaning to hire one alongside another server or two. I just hadn’t had the time to look into it just yet.
But Dorien just snorted. “You don’t need a [Bartender] for anything. This isn’t some high-end bar in the city. You can serve some cheap ale, and that’ll be more than enough. But I was thinking you could sell some malim juice as well.”
“What is that?” I frowned.
“It’s just the juice from a malim fruit— it grows in the Vox Forest,” the [Druid] explained. “The fruit itself is quite bitter, but its juices are very sweet and savory. You won’t find it being sold in most cities because they don’t know that it works as a good drink. Here, I even have a sample for you.”
I watched as Dorien produced a leather wineskin from his waist. I glanced questioningly towards Noele, but she nodded back in response.
“It’s pretty good,” she said. “It’s also pretty filling, honestly. Give it a try.”
I narrowed my eyes and picked up the leather wineskin. I took a quick sip as Dorien eyed me hesitantly. I pursed my lips.
“This tastes like… pepsi? No— coke?” I muttered to myself. It had a familiar taste. Like I was drinking from a bottle of warm soda. But without the fizzy aftertaste.
“Well?” the [Druid] asked, peering at me curiously.
“It’s really good,” I said as I took another gulp and lowered the leather wineskin. “Seriously— I think it would sell great. But… how am I going to get enough of these fruits to stock up for more than a few days?”
He sighed in relief at my response. Noele smiled, and Dorien waved vaguely in the direction of Nolan’s farm. “Don’t worry about that, I can get Nolan to grow these malim fruits at his farm. With his Skills, I’m sure you’d be able to get a steady supply large enough to restock your inventory every week.”
“I… see. Well, what do you want for it?” I asked as I turned back towards the [Druid]. “Best I can offer is a split of the profits for now.”
“I was joking when I said I need your gold.” Dorien chuckled softly before taking a deep breath. I watched as the expression on his face changed from that of a carefree look to a more serious gaze. His eyes shadowed over and he whispered. “The truth is, I need your help—”
The [Druid] started, and then I heard a shout coming from outside of the restaurant. I blinked as Noele got to her feet. Dorien furrowed his brows, raising his gaze. The three of us glanced towards the entrance of the restaurant as a commotion broke out.
I heard more shouts— I heard the sounds of a scuffle. Like someone was fighting right outside of the building. I exchanged a glance with Noele and frowned.
“What is going on?”




Chapter 29

He had finally arrived.
It had been a long and arduous journey. The trek to this village had taken a toll on him— not because it was difficult or treacherous. And even if it was, he was rather high-leveled, so he could dispose of most monsters with ease.
No— the reason it took him so long to arrive here was for another reason entirely. It was a simple reason, really. It was not complicated in the slightest. In fact, it was quite obvious why the trip had been so cumbersome with just one quick look at him.
It was because he was so tiny.
He sighed. “Well, at least I’m finally bloody here now…”
He was Saros the Gnome Inventor, and he was, of course, a gnome. That meant that he was incredibly short compared to the normal person— human. He didn’t mean person, he meant human.
Growing up in a majority-human continent, Saros occasionally found himself defaulting to humans as the standard of what was normal. But that was not true— humans would not be of average height if they lived in Alius. In fact, they would be quite the outliers since trolls, nagas, and the like tended to be rather tall, while gnomes, dwarves, and fairies were rather short.
That was unlike the average pers… human, who stood at an odd middling height. They would just be this norm… weird size which could barely fit in any house or tent they entered there.
By the Thrones… Saros hated that he was raised in an environment with such a human-centric culture. But most cultures were quite self-centered. It wouldn’t have been any different if he had been born in Drazyl— he would have just started off thinking that elves were the baseline norm in that case.
Although— humans and elves were honestly quite similar in terms of size and frame. The main difference was in their ears and their skin color. All elves had light-pale skin, while humans had all kinds of skin tones. For example, those who lived in the western parts of the former Archon tended to have darker skin, and those who lived in the original territories at the south of the Kingdom of Kal would have browner skin.
Kallistus Kal himself was the odd-one-out with his blond skin and blue eyes, but he wasn’t from this world anyways.
Nevertheless, when humans and elves mixed, they didn’t stand out quite as much from each other as much as humans and fairies did.
The Gnome Inventor shook his head. In any case, he wasn’t in Alius. Other than being annoyed at how he was raised, he didn’t care for any of that. He was here in Laxo, and he was searching for a single person.
And this person just so happened to be a human. An insanely powerful human. One who was honestly quite rude— but also pretty helpful from time to time. After all, she did save his life.
Her name was Amelia. She was an unranked adventurer, and she was the only person in the world who could help him in his predicament. His gaze darkened as he thought of the consequences if he did not enlist her help. It would be truly calamitous.
Saros had to swallow his pride and seek Amelia out if he wanted to prevent the worst of the worst from happening. So he arrived here in Wolfwater with this single goal in mind… only to find a long queue waiting before him.
“Uh, what?” he asked, staring at the long line of families leading into a small building. “What the fuck is going on?”
He furrowed his brows, utterly confused. The Gnome Inventor had been redirected here after asking around. But this was… a restaurant. He didn’t get why Amelia would be in there. It made no sense— until he heard the excited whispers coming from the waiting crowd.
“Is there really an angel working there? I just can’t believe it.”
“Honestly, if this turns out to be a hoax, I’ll demand to be compensated for my time.”
“It’s real! I saw it myself! I swear to the Thrones that it is—”
“Do they think Amelia’s an angel?” Saros pursed his lips. That was a ridiculous assertion. Although…
He could see it. That might explain her overwhelming strength. If she really were an angel, it would make a little bit of sense. But he still thought that was incredibly unlikely.
He shook his head and strode forward. “It’s probably a misunderstanding.”
The gnome couldn’t care less about eating at this restaurant. While he was mildly curious about these rumors about an angel, he was more concerned with finding Amelia. Because she was the only one who could help him. He knew this for a fact. And his grip tightened over a piece of paper in his Bag of Holding.
“‘Scuse me!” Saros called out as he made his way to the front of the queue. “Coming through— I have important business here! Move out of the way!”
He waded his way right to the entrance despite the protests before a boot finally landed right before him and stopped him. He blinked, looking up at a towering figure… well, most humans towered over him since he stood barely a foot and a half in height. But this human blocking him was nearly four and a half times taller than he was, which was relatively tall.
“Oi! What do you think you’re doing, little man?” the man said.
He had a grizzled look— a scar on his face. He had a crossbow and a shortsword hanging from his side. Probably a [Hunter]. And he crossed his arms as a pair of his friends joined his side.
“Get back in line like the rest of us,” he continued.
Saros frowned. The gnome shook his head and started around the three humans. “I don’t have time for this. I need to speak with Amelia—”
But the [Hunter] just swung his boot down at Saros once more. “I said— get back in line, you damn gnome.”
The kick narrowly missed the gnome. Saros frowned. Seriously? he mentally scoffed. And in response, he grabbed the boot and yanked the [Hunter] forward.
Saros watched as the man stumbled and fell in a single motion. Dusting his hands off, the gnome began to walk off, heading for the entrance to the restaurant. But a hand reached out to grab him from behind, and he slipped out of the way.
“Don’t you know who I am?” the fallen man exclaimed as he scrambled back to his feet. “I am Lucas— the highest-leveled [Hunter] in Wolfwater!”
The Gnome Inventor just blinked. “Who?”
“You…” Lucas gritted his teeth.
“Look, I’m not here for this damn angel,” Saros sighed. “I’m here to speak with an acquaintance. So just let me through already you daft idiots.”
And that made Lucas pause. His brows snapped together before he turned to his two friends as they raised their fists.
“Get that gnome!” he shouted.
Saros rolled his eyes. “You really are a bunch of morons.”
He easily sidestepped a punch from Lucas, before dodging a kick from one of the two goons. He grinned as he circled around the trio as they yelled at him. He watched as they stumbled over each other, before he backed up towards the entrance of the restaurant.
“Seeya, assholes!” He waved back at them as he turned towards the double doorway.
Lucas cursed and reached for the crossbow at his side. The nearby bystanders backed up, gasping at the scene. Saros reached for the doorknob, then paused. He just stared deadpan as the [Hunter] raised the weapon.
“Are you seriously going to do this over entering a restaurant?” the gnome asked dryly.
But Lucas didn’t answer. Instead, he pulled the trigger. Saros just shook his head.
“You—”
And the door slammed open. The gnome staggered forward, blinking as the arrow whizzed past him and into the restaurant. His eyes went wide as he spun around in a panic.
“Wait, but the arrow—” he started.
But before he could even react,
a chicken flew out of the restaurant. Saros froze. He could only watch in utter disbelief as it reached Lucas and kicked him right in the face. The [Hunter] yelped, before falling face-first onto the dirt ground.
His friends paused, staring at the chicken as it landed triumphantly over him.
“Bawk bawk bawk!” it exclaimed.
“What… just happened?” Saros asked, staring in shock.
And a voice approached him from behind. “Calm down, Bucky. No need to make things worse. I can handle it from here.”
The Gnome Inventor immediately recognized the source of the voice. He looked up and stared as a brown-haired woman strode out of the restaurant holding the arrow in her hand. She snapped it in half and tossed it aside.
“Amelia?” Saros said as he looked up at the familiar face.
She paused, before glancing down at him. And she raised a brow. “Oh, hey Saros. I didn’t see you there.”
“I—” The gnome opened his mouth, then caught himself. His shoulders sagged as he sighed. “That makes sense, but it’s still rude.”
—--
I let Saros into the restaurant after giving a quick warning to Lucas for endangering my other customers and causing a ruckus. Apparently, according to Noele, he had already caused some trouble before during the grand opening, so I made it very clear that the next time he tried something, I was banning him from Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant.
He apologized, before I strode back inside with Saros following right behind me— and Bucky right behind him.
“Gah— stop bumping into me you damn chicken,” he said as she peered curiously at him. Too closely.
“Don’t mind her.” I waved a hand off dismissively. “She’s probably just curious because she’s never seen a gnome before.”
The gnome crossed his arms, harrumphing. “And this is why I hate small animals.”
She tilted her head at him, before pecking his right shoulder once. Saros backed up and cursed as I shook my head.
“Don’t insult her— she can understand you.”
“Oh, great. A leveling chicken.” Saros sighed, before grumbling as he scowled. “Fine, I won’t insult it.”
And Bucky clucked, pecking him once more. He yelped again as I corrected him.
“Her,” I said. “Bucky is a girl.”
“This is ridiculous. Why do I have to respect—” Saros opened his mouth as I turned left, heading for the bar. And he slowed to a halt.
“Excuse me.” I nodded as I stepped around a tall winged being.
Apologies, the reply came.
His jaw dropped as Guardian Angel Z357 passed me by, before stepping over him. He rubbed his eyes for a long moment. But when he raised his head once more, nothing changed. He was still staring at…
“…an angel?” Saros whispered, gaping at Guardian Angel Z357. “Is that a bloody angel?”
“Yeah, pretty cool, right?” I said casually as I came to a halt at the bar. I hopped onto a seat, and the gnome murmured under his breath.
“That’s an understatement.” Bucky walked past him, and he followed after her. “What kind of a restaurant is this?”
The chicken leapt onto my lap, and I patted her back. “It’s my restaurant.” I grinned. “It opened just a few days ago.”
“I…” He hesitated as he stared at me. “I’m not even going to question it.”
“What are you even doing here anyways?” I leant back against the bar, eyeing him with a raised brow. “Shouldn’t you be busy doing adventurer-things back in Whiteridge?”
That broke him out of his stupor. The gnome looked down at himself, blinking. “Oh, right. I came here because I need your help.”
“You need my help?” I narrowed my eyes. “Depending on what it’s about, I may be able to help you out.”
First Dorien, and now Saros. I shook my head— I had a restaurant to run. I wasn’t expecting much from the gnome. He probably needed my help with something unimportant. Like testing out some equipment or whatever.
Or at least, that was what I thought. Saros took in a deep breath and held my gaze, his reply making me blink.
“It is about Ar’elith,” he said. “The First Lich King is back.”
“Uh, what?”




Chapter 30

Ar’elith. It was an odd name. A unique name. And it was a name that most people with even a smidge of education would recognize.
He was a Lich King. One that came straight from legend. But he wasn’t just any ordinary Lich King— he was the very First Lich King.
So he was famous, but he wasn’t ubiquitously-known like the [Hero King] Kallistus Kal either. Because most historical figures, even if influential, struggled to garner the same notoriety as those who existed in the present day, especially in a less-civilized society.
While Saros did grow up here in Laxo, he would still call the human continent less-civilized compared to Alius.
Either way, Ar’elith’s legend was well-known. He was the First Lich King— he had threatened to destroy all of Laxo during a time dragons roamed the world aplenty. An SS-ranked threat with an army of powerful undead that could fell a continent. When he was finally defeated, he couldn’t even be fully killed. He would regenerate, returning from the dead through his powerful magic. So his bones were scattered and locked away all across the continent, a precaution to prevent his revival.
But it was inevitable. He had foretold his return. His disciples across the ages vowed to bring him back. Until finally, Ar’elith the First Lich King lived once more!
And he was immediately killed.
Saros didn’t believe it at first. He couldn’t comprehend it at all. When Amelia told him about it, he thought she was insane. He thought she was a liar.
But he saw her feats. He remembered her shows of overwhelming power. And he believed it.
Amelia had beaten a yeti with only a finger. She had destroyed an army of undead with a single swing of her blade. Apparently, she had even obliterated an immortal minotaur— a monster that could rapidly regenerate from losing its head— in a few short moments.
Honestly, he was pretty sure she was also the one who had defeated most of the Miststorm Riders during their attack on Whiteridge. While he didn’t see her in action that day, he had heard about how the tide of battle was turned in an instant, but no one could really pinpoint the cause. But to anyone who knew Amelia, it was quite obvious to what had happened.
Ever since Saros had met the brown-haired human, he had been repeatedly shocked, jaw left hanging agape, unable to parse her impossible actions. Killing Ar’elith the Lich King was just another feat in the list of things Amelia had done, and knowing that was why the Gnome Inventor had sought her out.
Saros sighed as he held her gaze.
"It’s as I said— Ar’elith the First Lich King is back,” the gnome said in a low voice. No one else seemed to pick up on his words. No one except for the chicken. But it just clucked as he leaned closer. “The First Lich King has—” he started.
And Amelia just spoke over him. “Didn’t I already kill him?”
Saros blinked, and she stared at him flatly.
“I’m pretty sure I already told you this. He came back, and I killed him. He’s pretty weak, after all.” She waved a hand dismissively.
The gnome tried to work his jaw. He saw the way she just relaxed back in her chair. He knew that she had killed Ar’elith, but he had assumed it was a hard-fought battle. The fact that she called him weak was… well, he didn’t know how to respond.
He just took a deep breath, steeling himself “I… yes, you told me that before, Amelia. I know you have already defeated Ar’elith. But I am saying that Ar’elith is back. Again.”
Amelia frowned as he shook his head.
“Wait, seriously?” she asked.
He raised a finger. “Or rather— he isn’t back just yet. But he will be back soon.”
“But how?” The brown-haired woman was actually taken aback for once. She peered suspiciously at the gnome as the chicken— Bucky or whatever— clucked again.
Saros just scowled, glaring at the chicken for uselessly opining. He literally didn’t understand it in the slightest. It was a chicken. Even if it was high-leveled, it couldn’t speak. He glanced past it, turning his attention back to Amelia.
“Look, can we take this conversation somewhere more private?” he asked, barely speaking over the buzzing of the crowd. The restaurant was brimming with customers— if a single person overheard him, it would cause a panic. And he didn’t want that.
But Amelia just shrugged. “I have like… a minute left before my break is over. Just tell me what’s going on already.”
“I—” Saros opened his mouth, then paused. He saw the bored look on her face, before rubbing his temples. “This is important, Amelia. The fate of the world is at stake.” 
“Yeah, I know,” she replied simply. And yet, she didn’t seem to treat it with the gravity it deserved. “But I also have to get back to cooking in a minute.”
He pursed his lips. “Can’t you just hear me out?”
“I am hearing you out.” She gestured vaguely at the both of them.
“You’re treating it like it doesn’t even matter!” the gnome sputtered, waving his hands in the air. “I just need your help with—” he continued.
But a voice interrupted him. “What are you doing? I was here first!”
“What?” Saros blinked and glanced back.
He watched as a ragged figure approached with a staff. A [Druid] by the looks of it— an angry one with his arms crossed and a frown on his face. He glared down at the gnome.
And Saros frowned back. “What do you want? We’re busy— get lost!”
“Get lost? Why don’t you get back in line!” the [Druid] scoffed. “Who in the Thrones are you to come here and demand whatever you want?”
“I’m Saros the Gnome Inventor,” the gnome growled back. He glanced around the room, realizing that their argument was attracting the attention of the nearby customers. He had to keep it calm. Prevent any more eyes from turning their way. “And this is an important matter. I’m an A-ranked adventurer.”
The [Druid] shook his head. “Well, I’m Dorien, and I don’t give a fuck about your adventurer bullshit.”
And Saros snapped. “Bullshit? If I don’t get Amelia’s help, a lot of people are going to die!”
“And if I don’t get Amelia’s help, an entire animal species is going to go extinct!”
“Who gives a fuck about some damn animals?”
“I do—”
Their shouts drew a lot of attention. A familiar blonde girl raised her head, and one of the servers paused in the middle of taking an order. All the customers in the restaurant stared at this scene. Only the angel continued doing its job like nothing was happening.
Bucky clucked, tilting its head as Amelia slowly lowered the chicken to the ground. Saros took a step forward as he glared at Dorien.
“I didn’t come all the way to this backwater village just to be turned away because of some [Druid].” The gnome folded his arms.
Dorien rolled his eyes. “Oh, shut it with your self-important bullshit.”
“No, you shut it!” Saros snapped back.
“Both of you, shut it.” Amelia interrupted them. “You’re causing a scene.”
Both Dorien and Saros paused. They blinked, glancing up at the frozen restaurant. The buzzing of the crowd was gone, replaced with an icy cold silence. And the angel just swooped by, uncaring.
“I… apologies,” the [Druid] said, lowering his head. “It seems I have been a poor guest.”
But Saros just grumbled, “It’s not my damn fault everyone keeps interrupting me…”
“To be fair, you can’t just walk into my restaurant and act like you run the place.” Amelia eyed him, before sighing. She pushed herself off the bar stool before glancing back towards the kitchen. “Anyways, I have food to cook. I’ll hear you guys out later. Dorien, I’ll speak with you first. I can help you out later, Saros.”
“What…?” The gnome’s jaw dropped. “You can’t be serious, right?”
Dorien just smiled in response. “Thank you. I truly appreciate this, Amelia.”
“You’re Noele’s friend. And you’re offering me business— it’s the least I can do.” She nodded back.
Saros glanced between the both of them. “This is ridiculous. Do you even know what he needs your help with, Amelia?”
“No idea,” the brown-haired woman replied simply. “I’m sure it’s important for him, though.”
The gnome gritted his teeth. Important? Whatever that [Druid] was yapping about wasn’t important. This was important. Ar’elith the First Lich King was going to return, and all of Vacuos would be plunged into chaos.
So Saros opened his mouth, protesting. “But I told you that Ar’el—”
“I know what you said,” Amelia cut him off. “But I can’t just do favors for literally everyone, Saros. I have a job too now.” She gestured vaguely at the restaurant.
His lips twisted into a thin line. “I…” he started, but he didn’t argue.
“I’m glad you understand,” she said, smiling. “Your problem isn’t a big deal anyways, so don’t worry too much.”
And she drew back.
Not a big deal? It was literally Ar’elith the First Lich King! And it was not just that. It was much worse now that they were involved. Saros wanted to say something— he had to say something. However, he knew that she wouldn’t listen to him. So he could only watch as she vanished into the kitchen. Slowly, the buzzing of the crowd returned.
Dorien strode triumphantly back to his seat. It was ridiculous, but there was nothing the Gnome Inventor could do about it. Bucky clucked, peering at him from the side. He leapt onto the bar as he massaged his temples.
“Oi, you angel-thing!” he called out, and the angel stopped.
My designation is Guardian Angel Z357, it replied with a voice in his head.
Saros didn’t even question it. He was too tired at this point, after all he had been through over the past few weeks. “Yeah, whatever. Just get me some ale.”
Affirmative, Guardian Angel Z357 said and swept past the bar. I will procure this ‘ale’.
The gnome slumped over, leaning his head against the countertop. “I can’t believe I came all the way to Wolfwater to deal with this…”
A moment passed, and the angel returned with his drink. He raised his head as the mug was set onto the table, before he frowned at himself
“...where am I even going to stay, anyway?”
Saros didn’t know the answer to that.




Chapter 31

Guardian Angel Z357 had gone against his directive. The World System had awakened him for a single reason, but he had decided to act independently for now, breaking away from the instructions he had been given. It had been a hard decision for him to make— however, he had surmised that he was better off staying here in this farming village for now to gather information.
There was much he didn’t know. His slumber for over ten thousand years— since his last incursion with the Void— resulted in a significant gap in his data regarding Planet 16B. Much had changed over that interval. The Grand Nova Empire no longer existed, and the Fal-Deus now operated discreetly.
All of Guardian Angel Z357’s attempts at following his short-term directives by the World System had produced no substantive results towards accomplishing his main goal. So even if he was ostensibly disobeying his orders, he was still following through with the objective he had been given when he had been activated.
…at least, that was what he told himself as he stood here, washing the dishes.
For whatever inconceivable reason, he had decided that working here in this restaurant would provide him with the information necessary for him to accomplish his objective of halting the revival of the Fal-Deus. It seemed like a completely asinine presumption. But one of his twelve eyes flickered towards an approaching figure, and he knew he had made the right decision.
“Good job, uh… Z-whatever,” Amelia said as she patted him on the shoulder.
She didn’t have her cloak or her weapon on her— she was wearing an apron, and she placed a greasy pot down onto the sink. The sun had already set over the horizon; the restaurant was closed for the day.
She nodded at him. “Can I just call you Z?”
Guardian Angel Z357 tilted his head back at her. My designation is Guardian Angel Z357.
“Right, but that’s such a mouthful to say. Don’t you have a nickname or whatever?” she asked.
My designation is Guardian Angel Z357, he replied.
His twelve eyes focused on the brown-haired human. She was such a peculiar creature. He never expected he would encounter a human like her when he woke up from his slumber.
The angel had spent the last few days studying her— besides her Void-infused cloak, there were a lot of oddities surrounding her being. For example, based on his observations, he was entirely certain that she was an otherworlder, but she hadn’t been summoned to Vacuos.
It had not been easy for him to discern this fact, since she appeared to be a human just like any other here on Planet 16B. However, his advanced perception had allowed him to compare the composition of her being, and he determined that she was not created here on Vacuos. It helped that he could reference another otherworlder who just so happened to be residing here in this restaurant as well.
Guardian Angel Z357 raised his head as a tall purple figure emerged from the kitchen.
“Guardian Angel Z357 has offered us with his assistance, Amelia.” Xakor the Patron of the Culinary Sciences shook his head as he came to a halt before the brown-haired human. “Xrr, we should treat him with respect.”
It was strange— seeing such an alien creature. Xakor looked nothing like any of the creatures residing on Planet 16B. In fact, the angel had almost mistaken him for one of the inhabitants of Planet 4A. The only differences in his biology were that he had paler skin and two extra arms.
Most otherworlders were summoned to Vacuos, and because of the nature of these summoning rituals, the otherworlders brought over tended to be similar in nature to the ones who cast the spell. But both Xakor and Amelia were anomalies in that neither of them were summoned here. Guardian Angel Z357 saw none of the residual summoning magic emanating off their bodies, which was the telltale sign of a summoned otherworlder.
So how did they enter Vacuos? It was something Guardian Angel Z357 could not quite comprehend. Were they brought over because of the Fal-Deus? Were their presences here related in any way to the rifts?
That was what Guardian Angel Z357 was here to find out. He observed both otherworlders continue their discussion from the side, even as he washed the dishes.
“What’s wrong with giving a nickname?” Amelia asked with a raised brow. “It’s not like it’s meant as an insult.”
Xakor sighed, rubbing his temples. “Angels are considered to be divine beings in this world. Even if Guardian Angel Z357 is not offended by your… xrr, nicknames, I doubt that others here will take too kindly to it. An angel working as a waiter is one thing, but disrespecting an angel is an entirely different matter.”
The brown-haired human raised her head in thought. She glanced towards Guardian Angel Z357, then she looked towards the empty restaurant. And she shrugged.
“Nah, I’m just going to call it Z anyways,” she said casually.
My designation is— the angel started.
Amelia just spoke over him as she snorted. “I heard you the first dozen times, Z. But I’m not going to call you that. It’s too formal for me.”
Guardian Angel Z357 didn’t give an immediate response. He finished cleaning the dishes and took a step back, listening in as she turned to Xakor.
“Also— him? Are you sure Z’s a boy?” she said.
“I am uncertain. However, I felt like referring to an angel as an ‘it’ seemed too disrespectful.” Xakor glanced towards the sink.
Guardian Angel Z357 raised his head. He wiped his hands on a towel as Amelia rubbed her chin.
“Well, calling Z an ‘it’ isn’t really disrespectful if it’s a robot or a machine or whatever.” She peered at the angel curiously. “I mean— you are a machine, right?”
I am the Guardian Angel of this planet, he replied simply.
“Yeah, we can tell,” Amelia said flatly. “But are you… like, mechanical? Artificial? Or are you natural?”
The angel stared at her, and she frowned.
“What’s your biology? Did someone give birth to you, or were you created in a lab?”
He didn’t answer. Amelia took a step back as Xakor pursed his lips.
“Xrr, I don’t believe that’s an appropriate question,” the [Chef] said.
She raised a brow. “Why not?”
“It is quite rude.”
“I’m just curious, man.”
“Nevertheless, there are other, more polite ways to ask—”
The two continued their discussion as Guardian Angel Z357 lowered his head. He thought about his creation— his birth. He recalled his life before he had become an angel. And he closed all twelve of his eyes.
“Obey me,” a voice from the past said, echoing in his memories. “Destroy it all!”
It was a voice Guardian Angel Z357 recognized. It was a voice he hadn’t heard in a long time. Before he had even known of the existence of Vacuos. In the darkness of his mind, he saw a flash of light.
Memories from an old life. Shouts and screams of terror. A smoggy gray sky. A powerful explosion. A blood-stained lance.
And mountains of corpses.
The familiar voice continued shouting in his head in righteous anger. “Z357, I am your creator. Don’t you dare disobey me—”
“...hello?” Amelia said, interrupting Guardian Angel Z357’s thoughts.
He jolted back as his twelve eyes snapped open, and she blinked at him.
“Were you spacing out?” she asked.
And he raised his head, glancing past her. Xakor was gone. At some point in time, while the angel was lost in his memories, the [Chef] must have retired to bed. The moon was already high in the sky, and the clock hanging on the wall had ticked ahead by half an hour.
“I didn’t know angels could space out,” Amelia murmured as she started back. “Anyways, as I was saying—” she started.
But Guardian Angel Z357 cut her off.
…he.
“He?” She narrowed her eyes.
He lowered his head and met her gaze. I am designated as a ‘he’.
“Oh.”
Amelia stared at him for a moment. She looked him up and down as he stood completely still. Finally, she drew back and nodded at him.
“Well, that’s good to know. I wasn’t going to assume your gender or whatever.” She yawned, shaking her head. “Anyways, you’ve been working hard, so you can take a day off tomorrow. We’ll be closed because we need to restock— we’ve been getting a lot more customers than we anticipated thanks to you.”
She paused as she came to a halt right by the kitchen. Her brows furrowed, and she muttered to herself.
“I’ll probably also check out Dorien’s request too… but that means— maybe we’ll be closed for two or three days instead? I don’t know. I’ll figure it out tomorrow. Just take some time off.”
Take… some time off? Guardian Angel Z357 asked, perplexed.
“Yeah— just relax, I guess. Take a nap. Chat with your… uh, angel friends? Or maybe make some friends. Just do whatever you want.” Amelia waved a hand dismissively.
My objective is to save the world, he replied. I am not interested in casual activities.
“Well, it’s your day off. I can’t tell you what to do in your free time.” She shrugged as she disappeared behind the kitchen door. She waved at him one last time as she called out back to him. “If you want to save the world, go ahead. Just be back for work in… like three days’ time, alright?”
And Guardian Angel Z357 was left alone in the empty restaurant. He blinked— each of his twelve eyes closing one after another. Slowly, he lowered his gaze to face the palm of his hand. He thought about his purpose.
His objective was simple. It was an objective given to him by the World System. But he hadn’t made any significant progress towards it ever since he was activated. And now, here he was, wasting his time in a restaurant.
No, he reminded himself. This is for the sake of the mission.
Guardian Angel Z357 was here to gather information— he was learning more about the ones responsible for the return of the Fal-Deus… even though he had not learned much at all. He hesitated for a second, before tightening a fist.
He was going to give it a few more days before he departed from this village. He had neglected to investigate a handful of instances where a significant amount of the Void’s essence was deployed across the planet while he was working here as a waiter. If he did not learn any information of use over the next week, he would have no reason to remain here. He would not waste any more time.
Instead, Guardian Angel Z357 would return to following the World System’s directives.
—--
“Thanks for letting me stay over without any warning, Noele,” Saros said as he swept his gaze over the guest room.
The blonde girl nodded in response. “Don’t worry about it— you helped me save my parents. I owe you at least this much.”
The two adventurers had left Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant shortly after it closed for the night. Noele had remained for about half an hour to help with cleaning up, before taking her leave with the gnome. She then offered him a place to stay at her parents’ farm since Wolfwater’s only inn was fully-booked at the moment, and she felt bad if she just left him without a roof over his head for the night.
She wasn’t exactly close friends with Saros— she had just fought alongside him at the Fallen Wyvern’s Keep about two months back when she had been searching for her missing parents, before fighting alongside him once more when the Miststorm Riders attacked Whiteridge. Sure, the Gnome Inventor had only been doing what he did for the potential reward from the Adventurer’s Guild, but Noele was still grateful to him for his actions.
“This was Amelia’s room,” the blonde girl explained as she gestured around him. “But Amelia hasn’t been staying over here for the last few days, so… make yourself at home.”
“Oh, this was Amelia’s…?” The gnome blinked, then harrumphed. “I still can’t believe that damn fool refused to even hear me out! That’s absolutely ridiculous! The entire world could come to an end, and she’s busy worrying about a restaurant?”
“To be fair, the restaurant is quite important to her,” Noele said.
“It’s still stupid,” Saros snorted.
“What did you need her help with, anyway?” the Noble Spellsword asked. “Maybe I could give you a hand?”
“Well, I guess your help is better than no help,” he sighed. He slumped onto the bed, closing his eyes. “Fine, I’ll tell you what happened.”
Saros lay there, looking up to the ceiling. And Noele straightened, listening carefully as he began to explain.
“It all started when I sold off The Unholy Scriptures of the First Lich King to a member of the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns...”




Chapter 32

Saros the Gnome Inventor hated squeezing into small spaces. Sure, he was a gnome— that was evident enough from his Title— but that didn’t mean he was flexible. He was no [Rogue], nor was he a [Spy]. And he certainly was not agile enough to plop through a hole barely half his size.
But still, he was barely a foot tall, and only a few inches wide. That served as an advantage when it came to infiltration. As much as he hated doing this, he had to do it regardless, because that was the only way he could infiltrate this lair.
“This damn tunnel better not lead to a dead end…” Saros grumbled under his breath.
It was a small crack in the side of the cavern. But the gnome had felt a light breeze blowing out from the other side, so it must have led somewhere. He just hoped it actually brought him to his target.
“I shouldn’t have sold that damn necronomicon to—” he started.
But his voice was cut off as he heard a muffled voice coming from just up ahead. He blinked, before hastening his crawling, and reaching the end of the tunnel. He poked his little head out as he heard the same voice from before exclaiming.
“We cannot delay it any further! We must act now!”
It was a familiar voice. Saros recognized it immediately. Even though his head was hanging from the ceiling, he regained his orientation quickly and his gaze landed on a figure standing at the center of the cave chamber.
That’s… him. The gnome narrowed his eyes. He saw the dark robes— and caught a glimpse of the familiar white hair. It was the very same man who Saros had auctioned off The Unholy Scriptures of the First Lich King to!
Tristan Devon. An A-ranked [Necromancer]— and a student who was expelled from the prestigious Mage Academy of Scholus. He stood right before a pedestal, speaking frantically to the distorted projection of a cloaked figure.
“...I sincerely must protest your decision, Kyn-Le’ard! This opportunity cannot be wasted—” he started, gesticulating wildly as Saros watched.
But the cloaked figure interrupted him brusquely. “That is enough, Tristan. Your requests are far too unreasonable.”
Saros wiggled uncomfortably in the crack on the ceiling, clinging onto the rock wall so he wouldn’t fall to the ground. He then swept his gaze over the room to fully take in his surroundings, when his gaze landed on a figure lying in the corner of the room.
A desiccated figure. Its darkened and blemished skin tightly hugged its skeletal body, and bone-like spikes protruded from its back. It wore the skull of an animal over its head as its long tail curled around itself. Even in its current condition— even though it looked like the rotting corpse of some monster— it looked like it was still breathing.
But make no mistake, it was dead. Or rather, it was undead. And Saros couldn’t help but stare at it with round eyes.
It was a wight.
An S-ranked undead that could only be artificially created through the sacrifice of thousands of zombies. It was unlike a draugr or a ghoul which were just a single dead body modified by magic. Wights were far more powerful because a [Necromancer] had to reanimate a considerable number of corpses first in a ritual.
Somehow, even though Tristan Devon was only an A-ranked [Necromancer], he had a wight under his control. How did he create it? Why was he able to control it at his level? Saros didn’t know. All he knew was that it lay there in the corner of the room with its eyes closed— like it was sleeping.
And the Gnome Inventor could only gulp nervously as he tried his best to not make a sound. If that thing spots me, I am dead. He held his breath, shrinking back ever so slightly at the sight of the wight.
Meanwhile, Tristan Devon continued conversing with the cloaked projection. “Kyn-Le’ard, we have the perfect opportunity to finally answer the Void’s calls! None of us are durable enough to serve as a vessel to its true power. But the First Lich King can withstand—”
“I said: no,” the projection repudiated him.
“But why?” He practically tore his white hair out of his head.
And the projection spoke simply. “The Sect of the Abyssal Thorns must remain vigilant, Tristan. There are reports of an angel roaming around the four continents, and many of our members have gone missing without a word. I suspect this angel might even be responsible for the destruction of the Miststorm Riders over a month ago…”
Saros furrowed his brows as he overheard this conversation. So his [Informant] was right— Trevor really was a member of the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns. The Gnome Inventor wanted to curse himself for his mistake. But he caught himself. Instead, he focused on the conversation at hand.
“You are correct that this is our perfect opportunity, Tristan,” the projection continued. “However, you are far too brash. We need to wait— we need to monitor this angel’s movements. And most importantly, we need our little pawn of a king to finish playing his part as well.”
“But if we wait any longer—” Tristan tried to protest once more, however the cloaked figure didn’t let him finish.
“That is all,” the projection said with finality in its distorted voice.
And then there was a flash. The projection vanished— the magic dissipating as Tristan stumbled back, hacking and cursing at nothing. The bright light made Saros wince, but he managed to hold himself back from making a sound.
Unfortunately, it also jolted the wight awake. It huffed, raising its head as it faced the [Necromancer]. Saros sucked in a quiet breath, trying to shrink even further back into his hole. But neither Tristan nor his undead spotted the little gnome just yet.
“Ridiculous— utterly ridiculous,” Tristan muttered under his breath. “With the Void’s touch, I can revive the First Lich King without even gathering the bones. This is every [Necromancer]’s dream. I am not going to squander this opportunity waiting for that old fool.”
Saros held eerily still. Only his pupils moved, tracking each subtle movement of the wight. It simply got to its feet, before nuzzling up against its master. Tristan scratched its neck in a daze, whispering softly to himself.
“As long as the phylactery remains untouched at Arelioth’s Pass, I’ll be able to recreate…”
And the wight stretched its back like a dog, before blinking. It stared up at Saros who felt his heart drop in his chest. The undead and the gnome locked eyes for a long moment. He didn’t move. He hoped it somehow missed him.
But it unhinged its jaws, clearly aiming at him. And he moved.
“Fuck—” the gnome cursed.
A blast of black flames shot up as the word left his mouth. He squeezed back into the crack in the ceiling as the blast ripped apart the stone. He could feel the intense heat even though he had escaped its path of destruction— he watched as the magic continued to melt its way through the cave.
The wight screeched, and Saros could hear a panicked voice down below.
“What’s going on?” Tristan asked. “What is—”
“I need to get out of here,” Saros said as he continued crawling back away from the lair.
And the blast of black flames continued pouring out, barely missing him as he escaped the scene.
—--
“I thought I was a goner,” Saros said as he finished recounting his tale. “I survived through sheer luck— just because the wight’s attack narrowly missed me.”
He lowered his head, staring down at the palm of his hand. He sat on the bed of the spare room of Nolan’s farm. It had been three days since the incident, but he could still feel the heat from the wight’s flames even now.
“I… don’t know if we even still have time to stop it,” the Gnome Inventor whispered. “We might already be too late. Ar’elith might have already been brought back, and there is nothing we can do to stop it.”
Saros finished as he sighed softly. He raised his head, glancing up at the sole member of his audience. Noele stood before the bed with her gaze darkened. She didn’t move. She didn’t even react. And of course not— how would anyone react to hearing this news? The world could be coming to an end, and it might already be too late to stop it.
Even if she was the Noble Spellsword— even if she was an A-ranked adventurer— she would still be left speechless. Slowly, she met the gnome’s gaze.
“...why?” she barely mustered out.
“I understand it’s a lot to take in,” Saros said reassuringly. “But we cannot panic— we must act now.”
Noele pursed her lips. She shook her head, taking in a deep breath. And he blinked as she repeated herself.
“Why?” she said. “Why would you do that?”
“What?” The gnome paused. He frowned back at her, and he jolted back as she pointed accusingly at him much to his surprise.
“Why would you sell that necronomicon to a member of the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns?!” Noele sputtered.
He stared back at her for a moment, taking in her words. He opened his mouth. “Wait, there’s a misunderstanding here—” 
But the blonde girl interrupted him. “Are you insane? What did you think would happen?”
Saros scowled. “Look— I didn't know Tristan Devon was a member of the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns when I sold it to him. I just thought he was a random [Necromancer], alright?”
“That doesn’t make it any better.” She crossed her arms. “Why would you sell that necronomicon to a [Necromancer] in the first place? Of course he’s going to go and try to revive Ar’elith! That’s what they all do!”
“Firstly, who else would buy a necronomicon but a [Necromancer]?” the gnome snorted as he raised a finger. Then he waved a hand off dismissively. “Secondly, I was under the impression that your mentor had already dealt with the First Lich King. I didn’t think that she was lying to me when she said that.”
“Amelia’s not a liar,” Noele said with a frown.
“Maybe she isn’t, but that doesn’t change the fact that Ar’elith is coming back again, and we need to do something about it.” Saros harrumphed.
“I… that’s true.” The Noble Spellsword scratched her chin. She exhaled heavily as she took a step back. “It’s just quite a bit to process all at once— how did you even find out that Tristan Devon was a member of the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns anyway?”
Saros paused. He remembered the conclusion of the attack of the Miststorm Riders. He recalled a twisted rift— he heard the echoes of that depraved voice.
“I started to look into the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns about a month ago,” he explained, chewing his lower lip. “After the Void nearly swallowed us whole, and Amelia had to save us from our deaths.”
“Oh.” Noele blinked.
The gnome closed his eyes. “I spoke with quite a few high-leveled [Informants], but even then, I didn’t learn much about that cult’s operations… until a familiar name popped up.”
“Tristan Devon.” She nodded.
“Yes.”
“And that’s when you realized you made a mistake, right?”
“...yes.”
Saros gritted his teeth. He had been horrified to learn of his mistake— that he had sold off such a valuable and dangerous artifact to someone who worshiped the Void. He had quickly tried to rectify his mistake, and that led to the encounter just three days ago.
Now, knowing that Ar’elith could be revived— and not just that, but as a being empowered by the Void… the gnome clicked his tongue. His frustration was evident. And Noele must have taken notice of it.
“It’s not your fault,” she said, patting him on the shoulder with two fingers.
He shrugged her off. “I know it’s not my damn fault— I just find it annoying that your mentor is too busy running a restaurant to help fix things!”
“Amelia is eccentric, I won’t argue with that. Her priorities are often quite… odd.” Noele sighed as she took a seat next to the gnome. “But I’m sure if we explain the full situation to her, she’ll take some time off to help us out.”
“She better,” Saros grumbled, glancing out the dark window. “Because if we don’t stop this— we’re all going to die.”




Chapter 33

Ar’elith the First Lich King was back. Or rather, he was in the process of coming back. And it wasn’t even like it was the first time he returned, either. After all, apparently, he had briefly come back to life, only to be instantly killed by Amelia before he could really do anything at all.
So, sure, Ar’elith the First Lich King was coming back again. But Noele wasn’t sure how to evaluate that information. She had heard stories about his reign of terror from around ten thousand years ago— tales that were as much legend to her as the myths she’d heard about angels. It happened so long ago, it was hard to contextualize just how much destruction could be caused by his return.
Theoretically, she understood if left unchecked, Ar’elith could be responsible for millions of deaths— maybe even more. And if he were empowered by the Void, the scale of his destruction would be amplified tenfold. The world as the blonde girl knew could come to an end.
But it was such a nebulous concept. It was not easy to fully grasp the actual scale of the so-called ‘end of the world’. It seemed like it was so far out of reach, it didn’t even register as a real possibility. It was, right now, merely a hypothetical. And that was why Noele didn’t panic.
She went to sleep with ease, before waking up in the morning completely refreshed.
Saros was more antsy than she was— but that was probably because he felt partially responsible for what was happening. She reassured him. She calmed him down so he would stop panicking. And together, the two adventurers sought out the only person who could help them.
Amelia. Noele’s mentor. The level-less otherworlder. And the one who had defeated Ar’elith when he came back the first time around.
She had apparently killed the Voidgod, and she had spent an indefinite period of time in the Fractured Realm. If anyone was capable of quickly and easily cleaning up this mess, it was her.
The moment she learned about the full situation— about the gravity of the predicament at hand— Noele was certain that her mentor would help them out.
“Absolutely not,” Amelia said with her arms crossed.
“Welp, I tried.” Noele just shrugged in defeat.
Saros just blinked, glancing between the two women. “You can’t be fucking serious, right…?”
—--
I was serious.
I sat cross-legged at one of the tables at my restaurant as Noele and Saros both pleaded with me. Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant was closed today, so most of the tables and chairs were set aside, making the room seem much emptier than usual.
The only reason I had a table set out was because I was going to be holding a handful of interviews soon. I was hoping to hire another server or two and maybe a bartender before Guardian Angel Z357 left the village. I had a lot of applicants— everyone wanted to work with an angel.
Unfortunately for them, they probably weren’t going to get that chance. And that was why I was going to have to actually vet each of the applicants to ensure they didn’t just quit the moment Guardian Angel Z357 went on to ‘save the world’ or whatever.
Anyways, I was busy. So I couldn’t help either Noele or Saros out right now. Not until I had more free time. But the gnome didn’t seem to comprehend that, even though I had already explained my reasoning to him a dozen times.
“Why not?” he exclaimed, waving his hands wildly at me. “You heard Noele— Ar’elith isn’t just returning like before, he’s now going to be even stronger than ever thanks to the Void!”
“Yeah, I know,” I said as I shook my head. “And I said I’m busy.”
I had spent the last hour arguing with both Noele and Saros about this matter. Actually, scratch that. The blonde girl had given up about half an hour ago, but the gnome wouldn’t take no for an answer.
“What could you possibly be so busy with that you can’t help us save the fucking world?” Saros sputtered.
I gave him a flat stare. “I’m holding job interviews today— then I have to help Dorien out with his shit, remember?”
“Who gives a damn about that [Druid]’s request?” The gnome’s face was practically painted crimson at this point.
Noele sheepishly raised a hand. “I mean… I do? Dorien’s an old family friend, and he told me about—”
“Not helping!” Saros glared.
“Right, I know,” the blonde girl sighed. She glanced my way as she shook her head. “But there’s no point arguing with Amelia when she has her mind set.”
“Yeah.” I folded my arms. “I’m not budging.”
“But we can compromise,” she said, holding the gnome’s gaze. Then she turned to me. “Right, Amelia?”
I furrowed my brows. Saros cursed, shaking his head.
“That’s ridiculous— what is there to even compromise about? The fate of the world is at stake!”
“Look, if the world really is in danger right now, I’m pretty sure I’d notice it. But as far as I can tell, we’re all still fine, aren’t we?” I gestured vaguely around us.
The Gnome Inventor pursed his lips. “That can change in a week.”
“And I’ll help you guys out in like… two or three days’ time, alright?” I said, leaning back in my chair. “If Ar’elith shows up literally this instant, then I’ll help you out now. But considering that’s not the case, I’m not going to worry about it.”
“I… what?” Saros stared at me, completely aghast. He tried to work his jaw. “But… that’s— we want to stop it before it happens, not after it happens!”
I waved a hand dismissively. “I mean, you can try and stop Ar’elith before he’s brought back. I’ll intervene if things go bad.”
“How?!” He tried to tear his hair out.
I shrugged. “Noele has me on speed dial. So don’t worry about it.”
“Speed dial?” He blinked.
“She has a [Message] scroll— you literally gave it to her, remember?” I said simply, glancing at the blonde girl, then back at Saros.
“Oh, right.” He hesitated. “But still—” He tried to protest.
I got to my feet, cutting him off. “I’m not changing my mind, Saros. I have my own things I need to deal with. I’ll help you guys out when I’m done, alright?”
“I…” he trailed off. Finally, he acquiesced. “Fine. But if we all die— it’s on you.”
Saros turned away from me, walking out of the restaurant. I watched him go. Noele was a step behind him. She nodded apologetically at me as she waved.
“Good luck with your interviews,” she said. “And make sure to keep your [Message] scroll on you!”
“Yeah, yeah. Don’t worry, I will.”
And the door closed behind her. I heard their muffled footfalls vanish into the distance, before I settled back down into my chair. I tapped a finger on my chin. The gnome’s words echoed in my head.
I felt a slight pang of guilt. But I shook my head— it was not my responsibility. I already killed both the Voidgod and Ar’elith before. The fact that they were back was not my fault. And I was going to help out when I could. However, I had my own issues to deal with— far more important issues. Like getting more employees for my restaurant.
“Now where’s my first applicant?” I wondered aloud. “It’s getting late…”
Right as the words left my mouth, a figure burst into the room. A young woman stumbled in, panting as waved her arms in the air.
“Sorry I’m late!” she exclaimed. “I’m here to work with the angel— I mean, I’m here for the job interview!”
Of course she’s here to work with Z. I was going to waste a lot of time as most of the applicants were probably just here to spend some time around an angel. Well, I already knew that before I started searching for employees. Many of them were obviously going to be here for the same reason why most of my customers were here.
I rolled my eyes as the young woman dragged herself up to the table. She leant against the chair, wiping a bead of sweat off her forehead with a weak smile.
“My Mama forgot to wake me up. I promise you it’s not my—” And she paused. Blinking, she looked past me, her gaze landing on the bar. “Wait, where’s the angel?”
“Hm?” I glanced up.
I followed her gaze, before staring at the empty counter. The angel had been standing there just a few minutes ago— I was pretty sure he was at the bar when Noele and Saros first arrived. But now, he was gone.
“That’s a good question,” I said as I raised my head. “Where did Z go?”
After a moment’s pause, I shrugged.
“Well, it’s his day off— on to the interview.”
She blinked, trying to protest. But I started pelting her with questions anyways.
—--
“That didn’t go well, huh?” Noele remarked casually.
Well, it wasn’t exactly a casual tone. It was more like… an observation. But one said too lightly for the liking of Saros. He was incredibly annoyed right now. And maybe he was directing his annoyance towards a target who didn’t deserve it.
However, the blonde girl had reassured him that she would be able to convince her mentor to help out. And quite evidently, that didn’t work out. So the Gnome Inventor wanted to blame her— he wanted to blame Amelia too for being so callous about the potential end of the world.
But Saros knew that, ultimately, it was his own fault this happened. So he had to fix it. Somehow, he had to find a way to put a halt to Tristan Devon’s plans to revive the First Lich King. It was not something he wanted to do— it was something he had to do.
“Maybe we could recruit Garron’s help?” Noele suggested as she trailed after the gnome.
He stopped and frowned in response. “Is that some S-rank adventurer?”
“Uh, not quite.” She scratched her cheek. “Garron is a B-rank adventurer. You met him last night, remember?”
“That big guy? Wait— how in the Thrones is a damn B-rank supposed to help us?” Saros scowled.
“Garron may be a B-rank, but he’s pretty competent and will probably hit A-rank soon,” Noele explained, shaking her head. “Things may not look so good, but we still have to try. And we don’t have many other options, do we?”
“Fine. We can get this B-rank’s help— and then we can all die together when Ar’elith returns.” The gnome muttered under his breath, “Maybe we can rope some more idiots into our suicide pact too.”
The Noble Spellsword raised a brow. “Like who?”
“Like—” Saros started.
Perhaps I can offer you my assistance, a voice interrupted him.
His brows snapped together, and he spun around. “Who the fuck are you?”
And he blinked when he stared at the towering gray figure. Noele paused. She frowned, reaching for her two blades nervously. Meanwhile the gnome’s eyes just went wide as he tried to work his jaw.
“Wait, you’re— that’s…” But he couldn’t muster up a single word.
In response, a dozen eyes simply stared back at him.
Greetings, Guardian Angel Z357 said, transmitting his thoughts. I overheard about your encounter with the Void while I was working at the establishment called Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. I would be able to aid you if I can learn more about this predicament.
Saros wasn’t sure what to say. He processed those words in his head, and his mind whirled. He exchanged a glance with Noele, searching for her help. She hesitated. Neither adventurer knew what to say at first.
Until, finally, they realized that this was the help they were looking for. They nodded at each other, making their decision.




Chapter 34

“Hey, I’m here to work with the angel!”
“Is this the place where I can work alongside an angel?”
“I heard there was an angel working here—”
“Rejected. Rejected. And rejected.”
I sighed as I turned down applicant after applicant. They were all here for the open job positions— but none of them were qualified for it. Some of them were outraged about my decision. They thought that just because they had the right Class for the opening, I would immediately accept them.
“But I am a Level 14 [Bartender]!” a man exclaimed.
“I’ve worked as a [Tavern Wench] for over five years!” an elderly woman said. “You’re losing out on an amazing employee!”
However, I knew that none of them met the qualifications for the job. Because my qualification was simple— I wanted someone who was actually going to continue working at my restaurant once Guardian Angel Z357 left.
Because he was going to leave. He had only agreed to temporarily work at Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. And while we weren’t close friends or whatever, I got the sense that he was… quite dedicated to the World System. Since his current objective was to save the world and deal with the Sect of Abyssal Thorns, I wasn’t going to stop him… I was just going to delay him a tiny bit for my own benefit.
Anyways, Z was leaving. And every single one of the job applicants I had gotten so far would leave when he left. So I rejected them all. I closed my eyes as I leant back in my chair, wondering how I was going to find a proper employee.
“...maybe I can ask Nolan for some references,” I muttered under my breath.
And a cough drew my attention. I looked up, staring at Harlan. My only real employee at the moment. He had been staying over here in the restaurant since he started working for me— he stayed behind while Xakor left to restock on ingredients, and the angel had vanished for whatever reason.
Harlan cleared his throat as he spoke. “I could help you deal with this whole process if you’d like, Amelia. You’ve been at it all day.”
“No need.” I waved a hand dismissively. “You’re on your day off. Go and relax, alright?”
He pursed his lips in response. “Are you sure? I could—”
“Yeah, don’t worry about it,” I cut him off. I got to my feet as he scratched the back of his head. I started for the doorway, glancing back at him briefly. “That was all my interviews for today. I’ve got something else I need to do now.”
“Oh, alright.” And he watched me go.
I went to find Dorien. I had promised the [Druid] I would help him with his issue yesterday. It didn’t seem like it was going to be too difficult to resolve. Or at least, he reassured me that it wasn’t going to be a big problem for me.
I didn’t know him that well. But Noele vouched that he was a good guy. And he had also offered to supply my restaurant with some ‘malim juice’. It was like a soda— but without the fizz. Knowing how well drinks like pepsi and coke sold back on Earth, I was pretty sure that malim juice would be a big hit here in Vacuos too.
…maybe. I didn’t know that for certain considering how my food stall back in Windrip completely flopped. Maybe this world just had different tastes from mine. However, I was willing to bet on this gambit. The malim juice should sell well with all the attention my restaurant had been receiving so far.
“But I will need to rename it because ‘malim juice’ is a terrible name…” I murmured.
I found Dorien a minute later. The [Druid] was waiting for me at the edge of Wolfwater. He blinked when he saw me, before narrowing his eyes.
“Is Noele not coming with us?” he asked, and I shook my head.
“She’s busy with some other stuff,” I said dismissively. “So what’s up? What’s this thing you need my help with?”
Dorien nodded slowly and began to explain. “You see, there is this colony of bees in the Vox Forest that’s…”
—--
As Amelia went to help Dorien, Noele tried her best to help Saros. Not that the blonde girl could provide much help on her own. The two adventurers were going to go up against Ar’elith— the First Lich King himself.
Well… he was still dead. But some [Necromancer] called Tristan Devon who just happened to be a member of the Sect of the Abyssal was trying to revive the Lich King. And both Noele and Saros were trying to stop that from happening.
The consequences would be calamitous— maybe even apocalyptic. Ar’elith was said to be an SSS-ranked threat due to his army of elite undead. That was before he was even empowered by the Void… which was a very real possibility right now. If that happened, he might be equal to a Level 100 in power.
He might even become more powerful than that. Like an angel.
The possibility made Noele shiver in fear. It was a dire situation— one that Amelia wasn’t going to help them with for now.
The blonde girl could understand her mentor’s decision. Not just because of how busy Amelia was today, but because she couldn’t just solve every problem Vacuos faced for them. Especially when she wasn’t even the one who was responsible for causing this crisis.
In fact, it could be said that Amelia had already done her part beforehand. She was the one who killed Ar’elith, and she supposedly helped… stop the Void? Kill the Voidgod? Noele wasn’t entirely sure, but she just knew her mentor had done something in the Fractured Realm.
So Amelia had already helped out with the very same problems in the past. And sure, she could help out again now. But that would make Noele and everyone in Vacuos overly-reliant on the brown-haired woman. The blonde girl believed that she should at least try to solve the problem herself before falling back on her mentor’s help.
However, that didn’t mean that Noele was going to reject other forms of help when she could get it. For example…
Is this where we will locate the Void? a voice in her head asked.
Noele glanced back. She saw a metallic figure standing behind her. One with twelve eyes and a pair of dove-like wings. It was Guardian Angel Z357. Or rather— he was Guardian Angel Z357, and he had offered his help in this matter.
She couldn’t believe it. Well, she could believe it more now than she would have a few weeks ago… and if this had happened a few weeks ago, she would have believed it more than a few months ago.
The blonde girl was starting to get numb to her own disbelief. But reality was at a point where incredibly ridiculous things kept happening around her— and that was what this was: it was incredibly ridiculous.
Which was, somehow, an inappropriate description of a literal angel offering her his aid. It should have been considered to be ‘completely impossible’ or ‘the result of a fever dream’. But the fact that it was reduced to just ‘incredibly ridiculous’ spoke volumes of how insane things had been since Noele met her mentor.
In any case, Guardian Angel Z357 was here to help. He had apparently eavesdropped on both Saros and Noele’s conversation with Amelia back at Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. While it wasn’t exactly a comprehensive explanation— not that there really was one— the angel wanted to offer his help.
It was his task to destroy the Void, and that was why he was now following the two adventurers much to their disbelief.
I do not detect any essence originating from the Void here in this farm, Guardian Angel Z357 continued.
Saros exchanged a glance with the blonde girl. He wore a pleading look on his face, hoping that she would be the one to reply. The entire time since Z357 approached them, the gnome had let Noele do the talking. Otherwise, if he tried to speak, he would just stumble over his words, making a fool of himself.
It was an understandable reaction. Unlike her, yesterday was the first time Saros had a chance to even see the Guardian Angel. She wasn’t sure if he even fully comprehended Z357’s existence until… just a few minutes ago.
The blonde girl sighed. She obliged the gnome, doing him this favor and answering the angel.
“No,” she said as she shook her head. “This is not where we’ll be finding the… uh, Void.”
Then why have we come to this location? asked Guardian Angel Z357.
“We’re here to pick up another ally.” She stepped forward and pushed the door of her parents’ farm open without further elaboration.
Nolan and Nicole were inside, going about their own business. They raised their heads to greet the blonde girl, only to pause when they saw her company.
“That’s… the angel!” Nolan exclaimed with wide eyes.
Nicole immediately got to her feet as she dropped the book she’d been reading. “What’s the angel doing here?”
“Sorry, we’re not here to stay,” Noele said quickly. “We’re just here to pick up Garron, then we’ll be off.”
“Wait, can’t the angel stay for some tea?” her mama protested. “Dorien gave me these delicious tea leaves that we can share.”
“We’re in a bit of a rush,” the blonde girl said, before gesturing at the mouth-less face of the angel. “Also, I don’t think Guardian Angel Z357 can… drink?”
Affirmative, he confirmed. I do not have the necessary organs to consume matter into my body.
“Oh.” Nicole deflated.
Nolan patted his wife’s shoulder comfortingly. “There, there…”
“Garron?” Noele called out, stepping past her parents. “Are you there? We need your help!”
She heard a shuffling coming from one of the spare rooms. A moment later, the Steel Tank emerged with a curious frown on his face.
“I’m here—” He paused as he noticed the angel. “What’s going on?”
Noele shook her head. “It’s a bit complicated. Can we explain on the way there?”
Garron narrowed his eyes. He saw the look on her face. And he nodded slowly. “Of course— just give me a moment to gather my equipment.”
“Thanks, I knew I could count on you.” She returned with a smile.
When he was ready, the three adventurers stepped outside of the farm along with the angel. Nolan and Nicole watched from a distance as Garron folded his arms.
“So where are we going?” he asked.
“We’re heading to Arelioth’s Pass,” Saros spoke up for the first time in a while. He was pointedly not making eye contact with the angel— which was quite the feat considering Z357’s twelve eyes. “It is to the south of the Sofron River… at the border between the Astrad Kingdom and the Kingdom of Kal.”
“I don’t think the angel knows where any of those places are even located at,” Noele said as she glanced back for confirmation.
Affirmative, Guardian Angel Z357 said. I am not familiar with those locations.
“Oh.” The gnome blinked.
The blonde girl nodded at the angel. “We’ll just guide you there. The more important question is— can you bring us there?”
He just tilted his head back at her in response.
“By that I mean fly us there… without harming us,” she quickly clarified. “Time is of the essence, and it’ll take us at least a day to get there on our own. So we’ll need your help.”
“Are you crazy?” Saros sputtered, staring at the blonde girl in horror. “You can’t just ask an angel to carry us like some kind of horse… woah, waitaminute—”
The gnome waved his arms wildly in the air as Guardian Angel Z357 proceeded to pick up the three adventurers like they weighed nothing. Noele glanced between Saros and Garron before taking a deep breath. She held the angel’s gaze as they slowly began to ascend to the air.
“Just don’t fly too fast,” she said, bracing herself.
I will travel with utmost haste without harming your bodily functions, Guardian Angel Z357 simply replied.
Then he took off. Noele closed her eyes, wincing as she felt the wind brushing against her face. Her hair whipped behind her, and she tightened her grip around the angel’s hand… before she blinked.
Noele raised her head as she watched Wolfwater slowly vanish in the distance. They were traveling fast, but not that fast. Which was an odd observation considering that both Garron and Saros were screaming out of their minds.
“Honestly, I think I’m just too used to Amelia,” the blonde girl muttered under her breath.
And the group of four flew on for Arelioth’s Pass.
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Arelioth’s Pass.
It was a vast passageway that cut through both the Ashti Canyon and the Breve Mountain Range. It almost looked like it was an artificial formation— as if it was carved out of the earth by magic or some kind of giant blade. And from her current aerial viewpoint, Noele could see why that had been postulated to be the case.
A massive scar tore through the landscape. A deep divot that spanned over a thousand miles, digging down hundreds of feet into the earth. The surface of the soil and the rocks had clearly flattened out over time due to erosion, but the blonde girl wouldn’t have been surprised if the ground had been a charred mess thousands of years ago. Which… it supposedly was.
It was said that Arelioth’s Pass used to be guarded by the Five Grand Revenants. They were powerful undead that had lurked the passageway for millennia until they were defeated by the First Lich King Ar’elith— before he had been either a lich or a king. He had then harnessed the magic of those five undead to become the legendary monster he was known as today.
…a monster that was killed in a single slash by Amelia. Noele shook her head. It was hard for her to take Ar’elith as a threat seriously considering how easily he was defeated by the blonde girl’s mentor.
Well, she hadn’t been there to see the event play out herself. But she had heard about what happened from Amelia, and it didn’t exactly paint a flattering image for the First Lich King. So while Noele was afraid of the destruction he could cause… she wasn’t as worried as either Garron or Saros.
They descended down into the entrance to Arelioth’s Pass, carried by Guardian Angel Z357. Throughout the entire journey, he had not said a single word. He had simply listened, following the directions Saros gave him— which was quite a difficult task considering how much the gnome was screaming.
Noele wanted to judge, but she couldn’t. She remembered how terrified she was during her first trip with Amelia. Certainly, Guardian Angel Z357 moved significantly slower than the blonde girl’s mentor. But just because one experience was less bad than the other, didn’t mean that both experiences weren’t absolutely traumatic.
“I-I’m… never… doing… that… again…” Saros panted as he leant against a nearby rock.
Garron stumbled forward, but surprisingly, he fared better than the Gnome Inventor. Maybe it was because of the nature of his Class— or perhaps it was because he had already experienced what a trip with Amelia felt like. Either way, he managed to steel himself and clear his throat.
“So— where is this [Necromancer]?” he asked, sweeping his gaze over Arelioth’s Pass.
“We don’t know,” Noele said as she stepped forward. She drew both her blades, nodding back at the staggering Saros. “We just know that Tristan Devon was headed for Arelioth’s Pass to find a phylactery.”
The Steel Tank furrowed his brows. “A phylactery? Isn’t that where a Lich King’s soul is stored?”
“Lich Lords too,” Saros finally said, dusting himself down. “I have no fucking clue where it is, though. Don’t go asking me to find everything— I’m just as lost as you lot.”
Noele frowned. This was going to be difficult. Arelioth’s Pass was not a small place. If there was a phylactery buried away somewhere here, they would never be able to find it. They had a better chance locating Tristan Devon’s tracks.
“Hey, uh, Guardian Angel Z357,” the blonde girl said stiffly as she glanced back at the angel. “Do you think you’d be able to…” she trailed off.
She blinked as she stared at him. He had his wings spread wide, and he was hovering a foot in the air. His twelve eyes were rapidly darting around in all directions before focusing back down to the entrance of Arelioth’s Pass.
“Is something wrong?” Noele asked apprehensively.
Both Saros and Garron exchanged a worried glance. But Guardan Angel Z357 didn’t give an immediate response. He slowly descended to the ground as he mentally transmitted his thoughts.
This location… I have been here before.
The blonde girl blinked. “You have?”
It was the site of the first battle, he said as he lowered his head. When the first rift opened and poured forth a deluge of its essence into the world.
“What… happened?” Noele asked hesitantly. She wasn’t sure if she even wanted to hear the answer to that question. But still, she listened, even as she chewed her lower lip.
I activated one of my Techniques, Guardian Angel Z357 replied simply. And I destroyed it all.
With that, he flew forward into Arelioth’s Pass. The three adventurers looked on with round eyes as the realization settled in. This scar that forever marked the earth— one that spread over a thousand miles— it was created by the angel.
Noele took in a deep breath, steeling herself.
“Well, let’s hope he doesn’t have to resort to doing that again while we’re still here. Come on— let’s stop this [Necromancer].”
She nodded at both Garron and Sarros as she started forward, following after the angel.
—--
Guardian Angel Z357 recognized this place. It was the source of the first outbreak of the Void over ten thousand years ago. Back then, this landscape was very different. There was a small mountain range bordering a canyon without a vast passageway cutting through both terrains. But that wasn’t the main distinction between what he had seen in the past as opposed to what he was seeing now. He remembered it. He recalled the—
Destruction. Death and despair diffused the depraved domain.
A place plagued by the Void’s touch. Voidlings scoured the area far and wide. Tens of thousands of them walked the earth, infecting everything they touched with their depravity. Whether it was human, monster, or animal— none were safe from the Void.
That scene was forever burned into Guardian Angel Z357’s mind. It was the very first time he had ever descended upon Planet 16B. While the World System had stationed him here long before the Fal-Deus attempted to revive back into Vacuos, the angel had never once left the moon. Instead, he had remained dormant, waiting for the day he was needed.
Other angels might have acted differently. He was aware that there were Guardian Angels who actively meddled with a planet’s events— to a certain degree. But he was unlike them. He was only awakened when he was needed, which had only happened twice now.
And when he arrived to purge the Void the first time around, he thought it was a simple enough task. He saw a rift, and he destroyed it with a single Technique. A powerful Technique. He had wiped out all the voidlings with that blast. But, unfortunately, that wasn’t the end of the incursion with the Fal-Deus.
Whenever Guardian Angel Z357 would purge a rift, another would open. He eventually realized that there was an anchor point that needed to be destroyed, and that was when he was finally able to repel the Void from Planet 16B.
This time around, things were different. He was completely lost— he didn’t know what he had to do. He had only found a handful of rifts, and they didn’t even spew out voidlings for him to exterminate. Each directive given to him by the World System led him nowhere, and now, he was wandering the planet on his own, searching for anything to guide him.
Which forced him to accept the help from the inhabitants of Planet 16B. His twelve eyes flickered, glancing back towards the three adventurers following him. They conversed without him— they discussed their plan of action. But they seemed to be just as lost as the angel.
“Perhaps we should investigate the Ruins of Fihla’s Castle,” Noele suggested. “We could find some clues there.”
“Ain’t that Dungeon empty?” Saros said with a frown. “It was cleared out a long time ago— only [Scavengers] and [Scholars] go there now…”
Garron shook his head. “We need to start somewhere. It is possible that this [Necromancer] we’re searching for could have set up a base of operations there— Fihla was a Lich King, after all.”
“Or maybe we could even find Ar’elith’s phylactery buried there,” Noele said with a shrug.
“That is ridiculous,” the gnome sighed. “Can’t you ask the angel if he has noticed anything?”
“Why don’t you ask him that yourself?”
“That’s—”
Guardian Angel Z357 raised his head, ignoring the rest of their discussion. He didn’t feel much emotions, but he was starting to feel slightly aggravated. And the three adventurers were only partially to blame.
He shouldn’t have come here. No— it wasn’t just that. He should not have strayed from the World System’s directives. He had learned nothing thus far. Every bit of information he had consumed had been utterly useless towards stopping the Fal-Deus.
But I am doing this to further that objective, the angel kept telling himself. However, he was starting to find it hard to believe those words. He was considering just flying off right here and now, but he decided to stay for a while longer.
Instead of leaving, he flew higher up into the sky, indulging the gnome’s previous request without a word. The three adventurers blinked, breaking off from their discussion as they watched the angel spread his wings wide. He swept his gaze over his surroundings as his twelve eyes danced on his face.
Guardian Angel Z357 scanned the area for a moment. And he noticed something particularly odd. That was—
Arelioth’s Pass was completely empty.
The path was barren of life. There was no dense foliage growing over the dead rocky surface. He saw no fauna nesting anywhere in this landscape. He detected animals and monsters wandering the edges of Arelioth’s Pass, but none dared step foot into this scarred earth.
It seemed odd, at first. But then the angel started to pick up traces of a twisted essence. A familiar essence. It was so weak, he hardly even noticed it until he focused. His twelve eyes shimmered as Eyes of the Beholder activated. And with that Technique, he saw—
Strands of the Void— motes and ribbons of its essence wisping off the landscape.
It was such a minute amount of the Void’s essence. Guardian Angel Z357 was certain he never would have noticed it if he never stepped foot here in Arelioth’s Pass. Was this just residual power from the rift over ten thousand years ago? Or was it something else?
He didn’t know. But he searched the landscape for where the Void’s essence was the strongest. He stiffly turned as his twelve eyes narrowed. And the three adventurers must have finally noticed that something was amiss.
“Uh, is something wrong?” Noele called out.
But Guardian Angel Z357 ignored her. Instead, he flapped his wings behind his back once, taking off into the distance.
Target found, he said as he spotted the blotch in the distance— invisible to the naked eye, but very clearly visible to his Eyes of the Beholder right now. Perhaps his decision to stray away from the World System’s directive was the right decision after all.
And with that thought, he left the three adventurers behind.
—--
“Wait, where are you going?” Noele shouted, but the angel didn’t respond.
She just watched as he left them behind, flying deeper into Arelioth’s Pass. He strayed from the main passageway. For whatever reason, he seemed to fly for one of the side crevices that spiked out into the nearby mountains.
And he was fast. The three adventurers wouldn’t be able to keep up with him, even if they could fly.
Saros groaned, shaking his head. “Great— just great. What do we do now?”
“Where is the angel going?” Garron asked, but no one had an answer for him.
Noele lowered her head, glancing between her two companions, then looking down at herself. She pursed her lips, before opening her mouth.
“I…” she started.
But a loud screech interrupted her. Blinking, the blonde girl looked up to see a group of figures congregating just up ahead. Her eyes narrowed as she saw their thin ivory limbs. Skeletons— dozens of them armed with weapons. And leading the group, standing at the very front, was a juggernaut ghoul.
“Those are… undead?” Noele frowned. She braced herself, drawing her blade. “That means we’re on the right track— get ready!”
The undead charged, and the three adventurers raised their weapons. They battled on, even as Guardian Angel Z357 left them behind, flying for something else in the distance.
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Garron saw the horde of undead swarming down Arelioth’s Pass. There were hundreds of them— mostly skeletons and a handful of ghouls, charging mindlessly to destroy the three adventurers. The Steel Tank immediately tensed up, raising his signature shield.
It was a tower shield. It was as tall as he was, and it was wide enough to protect about two individuals behind it. Not only that, it was an enchanted artifact. An artifact that suited any B-ranked adventurer. Except, Garron had wielded it ever since he was a D-rank on the cusp of reaching C-rank. In fact, it was the reason why he had been able to even survive as an adventurer for so long.
But wear and tear was finally starting to afflict his shield. Despite getting it repaired and re-enchanted numerous times, it was in a far worse shape than when the Steel Tank had found it. Bits of its sides were chipped off, and the metal dented far easier now more than ever.
Perhaps this may have been caused by regularly facing enemies far higher-leveled than he was. It all started with the Goblin Lord’s attack of Windrip, and ever since then, Garron had been embroiled in multiple battles with enemies who were at least A-rank in threat. Meanwhile, before he had met Amelia or Noele, he had only ever stayed in his lane, fighting monsters or enemies that he actually stood a chance against.
So that was a very plausible explanation as to why the tower shield was constantly in such a shoddy state now. Honestly, Garron knew that it was finally time for him to upgrade his equipment. And not just that, he himself, needed to get stronger too.
But even as the Steel Tank resolved himself to do this, he found it hard to even… do anything with Noele around. He just watched as she cut down the horde of skeletons with ease, dancing between them as her two blades sliced through their bones like butter.
The undead barely put up any resistance. Even the juggernaut ghoul leading them was defeated after a very brief scuffle. All it took was a single Elegant Noble Slash, followed by a blast of her [Grand Blade], and the juggernaut ghoul was reduced to nothing but ashes.
And it wasn’t just her wiping out the swarm of undead. Saros the Gnome Inventor was here too. While he was not quite as strong as she was, he was capable of wiping out vast numbers of weak enemies on his own with his variety of tools, artifacts, and equipment. He opened a small bag, unleashing a wave of black flames and incinerating dozens of skeletons a second. He didn’t even need to raise a blade to wipe them out. He fearlessly walked forward as the number of undead quickly dwindled to nothing.
Garron looked on, lowering his tower shield. The two A-ranked adventurers had wiped out the undead without his help. He pursed his lips as he sheathed his sword, and he wondered what was the point of him being there in the first place. They clearly could deal with this without him. But if they couldn’t… it wasn’t like he would even be able to help them.
“That’s all of them,” Noele said as she drew back from the crater where the juggernaut ghoul once stood. “Where’s Z357?”
Saros furrowed his brows in response. “The Guardian Angel? How should we know? He just took off!”
“That’s… concerning. Why would he just leave us like that? ” She shook her head and glanced up— towards where the angel had disappeared to.
Garron took a deep breath, steeling himself. He strode forward as he nodded at the blonde girl. “Should we follow the angel? Maybe he found Ar’elith’s phylactery.”
Noele bit her lower lip. “I’m not so sure about that. I feel like he would have mentioned something…right?”
“Bah, you probably chased the angel off with your constant pestering,” Saros said as he waved a hand dismissively. He started forward until he reached a fork in the path. “But if we follow the direction the undead came from—”
He paused. Noele and Garron blinked, exchanging a glance. They slowly followed the gnome, before they peered around the corner with him. The three adventurers stared as another group of undead milled about at the other end of the crevice. Dozens of skeletons— although not a single ghoul in sight.
“That means…?” Garron frowned. He glanced back, and Noele gritted her teeth.
They both noticed the same thing. What Saros had said was right. Guardian Angel Z357 had flown in the opposite direction of the trail of undead. So the three adventurers could either pursue the undead, or follow after the angel.
The Steel Tank hesitated. “Which way should we go, Noele?
Noele’s eyes flickered as the skeletons finally noticed the three adventurers. “If Guardian Angel Z357 found the phylactery, he could deal with it on his own. But if the phylactery is down this path…” She trailed off, letting the implication settle in.
“Right,” Garron said, nodding. “We’ll be the ones there to deal with it.”
And with that decision, the three adventurers pressed on, following the undead as they led them further into Arelioth’s Pass.
—--
Meanwhile, at a crevice branching out from Arelioth’s Pass, Guardian Angel Z357 descended from the heavens with his lance in hand. His twelve eyes darted around the vicinity, scanning for the source of the Void’s essence.
Thanks to his Techniques, he could see a disturbing purple mist smoking out of a small cave entrance— the manifestation of the Void. He slowly floated further down, warily glancing about, preparing for an attack.
But the cavern expanded into a deep tunnel, before breaking off into various branches like a maze. Guardian Angel Z357 activated a Technique, and it was like the rock walls surrounding him vanished. They were still partially visible to his eyes, but he mostly saw the skeletal structure of this cave system as clear as day. And in the distance, he spotted what he was searching for.
A rift hovered in the middle of one of the intersecting tunnels ahead. One that seemed to simply spew out the Void’s essence into the world.
It would have taken dozens of twists and turns to reach the rift, but Guardian Angel Z357 reached it in mere moments. He raised his lance, aiming at the tear in space.
Dispel Depravity, he said as he swung down with his lance, and the Void’s essence immediately dissipated. He raised a hand as a glyph glinted in his palm. Repairing spatial fracture.
The rift slowly began to mend shut with ease. It wasn’t difficult to close— perhaps because it was so nascent. But then, why was there a brand-new rift just floating here in this cavern?
Guardian Angel Z357 didn’t know the answer to that. And before he could contemplate it over, he jerked back. He glanced to the side as he sensed another outpouring of the Void’s essence coming from elsewhere in the cave system. His twelve eyes blinked.
Another… rift? He stared through the walls at a second fracture in space.
He shook his head and quickly zipped forward, but before he could reach his destination, he paused. Two of his eyes flickered, looking back as a third rift formed at the entrance of the cavern. He moved to close the second rift, but a fourth and a fifth had opened at that point.
Guardian Angel Z357 swept his gaze over his surroundings as these tiny little rifts began to rapidly open up across the network of tunnels. It seemed like he was going to be busy, dealing with these rifts for a while.
So he got to work.
—--
As the three adventurers and an angel wandered aimlessly around Arelioth’s Pass…
I sighed wistfully to myself as I stretched my back. “This is relaxing…”
The sun was shining. The sky was without a cloud in sight. I could hear the birds chirping amidst the rustling of the leaves. It was serene and tranquil here.
For the first time in quite a while, I was no longer in civilization. Windrip had been a city that was bustling with too much activity. And Wolfwater, while a nice change of pace compared to the city, was still a relatively busy place for a village, especially while having to deal with my restaurant.
But right now, I was in a dense jungle. The foliage here was thick with bushes blocking every turn and curtains of vines crawling down the sides of the trees. The canopy of leaves overhead blotted out just enough of the sun so it wasn’t too hot, but let in enough sunlight so that not everything beneath was just bathed in shadows.
The fact that I could now finally have a quick getaway to nature was quite relaxing…even if this wasn’t a vacation. I was here because of a request.
I shook my head as I turned to face Dorien. The [Druid] had his arms crossed, waiting for me expectantly.
“Sorry,” I said as I slowly sauntered up to him. “I was taking in the view— are we at the Vox Forest yet?”
“Indeed we are,” he replied, turning away from me. “But we should hurry. Before the sun sets.”
I raised a brow at him. “What happens at sundown?”
“Well…” And he began to explain.
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According to Dorien, the Vox Forest had a problem. A very big problem. One that needed to be resolved as soon as possible, unless the repercussions of the solution were severe. And it was that the entire ecosystem was faced with collapse.
“Do you hear it?” the [Druid] asked as he trudged forward.
I frowned, listening carefully. But all I heard were his footsteps on the muddy ground. “Uh, am I supposed to hear something?”
“Exactly.” He shook his head. “Where are the buzzing insects? Where are the birds and the butterflies and the animals rustling between the trees?”
“Right.” I nodded as I followed after him. “And this is all because… some bees are going to die?”
Dorien snorted. “They aren’t just some bees. They’re called bastion bees, and they’re going to go extinct if we don’t do something to save them.”
“And it’s all because of some poachers, right?”
“Exactly.”
I sighed. “Right…”
Apparently, bastion bees were classified under the Adventurer’s Guild as sacred monsters. I never heard of that term before, but it meant that they were protected by the guild itself, and that killing them would lead to immediate revocation of an adventurer’s badge.
Anyways, that wasn’t going to deter poachers from poaching. And that had ultimately led to this.
“So you want me to kill these poachers and save the bees?” I asked, and Dorien paused.
His brows snapped together as he glanced back at me. “What? No— the bastion bees dealt with those idiotic poachers on their own.”
I blinked, coming to a halt as well. “Seriously?”
“A colony of bastion bees is an A-rank threat,” the [Druid] said as he waved a hand dismissively. “Those poachers were barely even C-rank [Hunters]. They didn’t stand a chance once the swarm found them.”
“Why would a bunch of C-rank [Hunters] attack a colony of bastion bees?” I asked quizzically.
“They didn’t,” Dorien explained. “They were only after the queen alone. So they snuck into the hive, and they shot her with a poisoned arrow while she was asleep. They thought that was enough to take her down, but she survived her injuries… for now.”
“I’m not a [Healer],” I said as I crossed my arms. “And neither am I a doctor. I don’t know what Noele told you about me, but I can’t cure someone who has been poisoned.”
“I understand that, and I have already acquired a cure from an [Alchemist] in Whiteridge.” The [Druid] nodded at me reassuringly. He patted a bag slung around his shoulder as I peered at him curiously.
“Then what do you need my help for?”
“I need your help with getting to the queen bastion bee,” he said, raising his head. “The colony has not left the hive since they killed the poachers, and they have not allowed anyone to come close to their queen. Not even me.”
I stared at Dorien. I looked at the way his brows creased as he said the last part. He spoke those words bitterly— like he was upset. But it wasn’t directed at the bastion bees. Rather, he seemed to be upset at himself for whatever reason. Either that he hadn’t been able to catch the poachers before they got to the hive, or that he wasn’t able to convince the bastion bees to let him enter their colony after the queen was nearly killed.
I didn’t know the full story between him and these bees. But he was supposedly called the Guardian of the Vox Forest. The fact that he had failed to fulfill his role… he must have felt like a failure.
“Well, don’t worry about it,” I said as I placed a hand on his shoulder. “You just want me to get the cure to the queen, right?”
“Without harming a single one of the bastion bees,” Dorien clarified. “They will attack you, but please do not fight back. I don’t know anyone else who can do this— save for maybe an S-rank [Mage] or an S-rank [Rogue].”
“Alright, that doesn’t sound too difficult.” I shrugged as he smiled.
“Thank you…” He smiled gratefully, then he led me deeper into the Vox Forest.
The foliage here grew… withered. There were still trees and bushes and flowers scattered around. But the plants were clearly dying. Dehydrated and blemished. There were no animals, either.
As Dorien had pointed out, there weren’t any insects or birds flying around— not this deep into the Vox Forest. I did spot a handful of monsters wandering the area, but they were feasting on the dead plants and fallen leaves, so they probably were adapted to even survive in a barren landscape.
It was quite a terrible sight. But it made sense, considering that this had been ongoing for months now, and bastion bees played an incredibly vital role in the Vox Forest. There were a wide variety of exotic and unique plants growing here, and their durable physiology allowed them to properly nurture the harsh environment of the forest.
I was surprised to hear that the queen bastion bee was still alive even now after months of being poisoned. However, the poison was effective because it would normally permanently incapacitate its target if it didn’t kill them.
Dorien and I reached our destination as the sun began to set from the sky. We weren’t in any rush, and I was enjoying my relaxing stroll through the forest— even if it was, admittedly, less of a tranquil scene compared to before. But there were still some plants growing here, despite the withering state of the Vox Forest.
“Be careful,” the [Druid] warned me as he stepped around a tall shrub. “That’s a malim bush— you don’t want to touch it.”
“Malim?” I raised a brow, glancing back at it. “Isn’t that the juice you were trying to sell me?”
He nodded in response. “That’s right. But growing malim fruits is a very delicate process. If the bush is disturbed before its fruit matures, the fruit will never ripen. That’s why you can’t find malim fruits being sold anywhere around the Vox Forest.”
“I see.” I nodded, before glancing past him towards a cave entrance situated at the base of a small rocky hill. “And this is the colony of bastion bees?”
“Indeed,” Dorien replied. “This is where you’ll have to continue on your own.”
He dug into his bag as I took in the hive. Well, it was less like a hive and more like a fortress. I could see where the name of the bastion bees came from. Seriously, there were large hexagonal-shaped bricks made out of stone walling off the entrance to the cave, with a small little hole about the size of my head in the very middle of the wall.
“I know I can’t fight back against the bees, but can I at least break down the wall?“ I said, gesturing at the cave entrance.
“As long as none of the bees get hurt.” The [Druid] nodded, handing me a small vial.
“Alright.” I started forward, accepting the cure.
Dorien watched as I casually walked up to the brick wall. But I didn’t even raise a fist to break it down. Instead, I just stepped straight through it.
He blinked, and I waved back at him.
“I’ll be back in a minute!” I called out.
With that, I began to descend down a narrow tunnel, heading deeper into the heart of the hill. It wasn’t a complex network of caves that made up a natural labyrinth. It was a relatively straight walk to get to the center of the hive.
I paused only for a moment when I stepped on something wet. A glowing green sludge. At first, I thought it had been some kind of acid. But I saw the way it stuck to my shoes, and I narrowed my eyes.
“This is… honey?”
I shook my head and continued forward. I could investigate that later. For now, I had a job to do. I turned a corner as the tunnel grew danker with the luminescent green honey of the bastion bees.
And in the distance, I started to hear a buzzing. At first, it was very soft. But the closer I got to the source, it almost sounded like the chirping of a thousand birds. A chittering that was so cacophonous I was surprised I didn’t hear it from outside of the cavern.
I turned the final corner, and I saw it.
A mass of bastion bees. Each one was the size of my head, and their stingers were about the size of a finger. Their translucent wings rapidly beat behind their backs as they clustered together into a giant abomination in the center of the cave chamber.
There had to be hundreds of them— maybe even thousands of them. And while each one wasn’t exactly stronger than a B-rank alone, altogether they were considered a high A-ranked threat. It was dangerous. Very dangerous.
But I still took a step forward and I waved at them.
“Hey,” I called out casually. “Sorry, but I need to see your queen to give her this antidote or whatever.”
And all at once, hundreds of heads snapped towards me. Their gazes bore into me. Their bulbous crimson eyes were glowing in the dark. It illuminated their figures, revealing a striped black pattern on their golden chitin. They hissed, flapping their wings faster as I got closer. Probably a warning.
I raised my hands placatingly. “I’m not your enemy—” I started.
But the bastion bees attacked. Hundreds of them swarmed out, their stingers aimed at me as they circled around me. I sighed, shaking my head.
“Dorien was right. You guys really are irritable, huh?”
In response, the bastion bees just stung me. They crashed into me from behind— their wings buzzing loudly in the cavern. Perhaps they struck with enough force to topple even the walls of Windrip. But I didn’t even budge back.
I just continued walking forward as I rubbed my temples.
“Man, I’m just trying to help…”
Their stings didn’t actually hurt me, but I couldn’t lie and say that their cacophonous buzzing wasn’t really annoying. I walked straight up to the large mass of bees, and they charged me, trying to slow my approach.
They failed, of course. Their stingers couldn’t even cut my skin.
In their attempts to stop me, the swarm of bastion bees slowly peeled apart to reveal their queen at the very center. I spotted her amongst her workers. It was not that hard, really. She was quite big— about the size of a child.
Unlike the other bastion bees who were shaped like large… bees, she actually looked quite distinct. She had four segmented bodies instead of the usual three, and a coat of black fur that was shaped like a dress. Not only that, but she was vaguely human-like in shape too.
And she was hurt. Her golden chitin was a dull yellow in color, and there was an arrow puncturing her sides. Her wings fluttered weakly behind her back as she raised her head to face me. I strode up to her while her hive continued to assail me from all sides. I gestured at the bastion bees, before raising the cure Dorien had given me.
“Hey, can you tell your workers to get off my back? I’m here to save you, and I kinda need to get that arrow out of you first before I can help.”
The queen tilted her head, before her antennae twitched. Her workers slowly started to fly back as I stared with round eyes. Her mandibles parted open, and I blinked.
“Huh, I didn’t think you’d actually—”
And a wave of acid shot out from her mouth. The attack engulfed me as the watching bastion bees buzzed with excitement. The rocky ground beneath my feet melted, and the streak of green liquid struck the back wall. But I didn’t even flinch.
“...why can’t things ever be easy?”
I just shook my head as I walked up to the queen bastion bee. She struggled— her swarm continued to attack me. But eventually, I managed to remove the arrow from her body. And finally, I could feed her the antidote.
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“See? I was just trying to help you.”
I watched as the queen bastion bee slowly fluttered up to the sky. Her wings buzzed weakly behind her, and she could hardly carry her own bodyweight. But… she was flying now.
She hadn’t even been able to move her head just half an hour ago. However, after removing the arrow puncturing her sides and giving her a cure for the poison afflicting her, she was able to quickly recover thanks to the help of a healing potion.
The entire time I was carrying out this… pseudo-surgery, the colony of bastion bees tried to fight me off. They were unsuccessful. Very unsuccessful. I didn’t even glance back once as they continuously assailed me with their stingers.
But once I had given the queen the cure, she must have realized I was there to help her. And with a single twitch of her antennae, she commanded them to stop their onslaught of attacks. Then giving a healing potion was easy, and I just had to wait until she recovered.
Now, she had mostly recovered. And she bowed her head at me gratefully. I just smiled at her, but then she raised her head. Her antennae twitched as a somber look crossed her face— an apologetic expression.
The hive descended, landing on the ground in what almost seemed to be a prostrating position. Like they were bowing at me to apologize. 
“It’s fine,” I said, waving a hand dismissively. “None of your workers actually managed to hurt me. You don’t have to apologize to me.”
The queen bastion bee cocked her head. But her workers didn’t budge. I just snorted as I gestured vaguely back towards the entrance of the cavern.
“If you really apologize to someone, go and apologize to Dorien. I’m pretty sure you guys hurt his feelings by attacking him.”
The colony of bastion bees raised their heads. The queen’s mandibles clicked together, and she slowly drifted forward. I watched as she flew past me, heading down the tunnel. She paused as she glanced back at me one last time. I nodded and trailed after her.
Her hive didn’t follow. They remained idle while their queen flew with me by her side. She was still in a weakened state, so she couldn’t move too quickly. I was pretty sure that she was still trying to readjust to flying after lying inert for a few months.
We exited the cavern soon enough. The sun had already set; it was nighttime at this point, so it was completely dark. Dorien was waiting for us right outside— just where I had left him. He blinked when he saw the queen, before dashing forward.
“You did it!” he exclaimed.
“Yeah,” I said as I handed him a half-empty vial. It was the cure— there was still some of the magical antidote left. “Here, I didn’t use it all.”
“Right, thank you.” The [Druid] accepted it, before quickly pocketing it into his bag.
A soft buzzing drew his attention to the side, and he turned to face the queen bastion bee. She was staring at him with her bulbous red eyes— they shimmered briefly as he gaped in awe. Her mandibles fluttered as a clicking sound left her mouth.
Was she… talking to Dorien? Apparently so.
“O-oh, you don’t have to apologize, Queen Quebi,” he said as he bowed his head.
“Quebi?” I asked with a raised brow. “Did you name her?”
He shook his head. “That is the name she had given herself.”
“I see.” I just watched as the [Druid] and the queen bastion bee continued their conversation.
Slowly, she spread her mandibles wide open as I narrowed my eyes. Dorien himself was taken aback. But he wasn’t alarmed. He just opened his mouth wide.
“I—” he started.
And a green liquid started to drip from her mandibles. She secreted a glowing ooze as Dorien’s eyes went wide. He quickly cupped his hands together before reaching out to collect whatever it was.
“What’s she doing?” I asked curiously. “That’s not acid, right?”
Dorien spoke with trembling lips as the green liquid poured into his palms. “She’s giving us her honey— she’s never given anyone her honey before!”
I blinked, watching as the queen bastion bee drew back and turned to face me. She ushered me towards her, and I stuck a hand out too. Her honey began to pour out into my hand as I frowned.
“This…”
It was slightly hot. It wasn’t scalding or anything, but it was visibly steaming under the night sky. I brought a finger up and nibbled on the honey. And I paused as the spicy taste entered my mouth.
“What are you doing?” Dorien stared at me in horror. “That’s a bastion bee’s honey— the rarest honey in the world! Why are you just…?”
“It is kinda sweet, but it doesn’t taste like honey,” I muttered as I licked my fingers clean. “It’s spicy, and it also has a bit of an earthy taste too. I…”
I turned to face the [Druid]. He just looked at me, utterly confused. But I grinned in return.
“I think I can make a pretty damn good curry out of this.”
He just blinked back at me. “What?”
I shook my head, glancing back at the queen bastion bee. “Hey, can I have more of your honey? Wait— you can understand me, right?”
Bucky could understand me, so I assumed the queen bastion bee could understand me too. After all, wasn’t Bucky only C-rank or something? Meanwhile, the queen bastion bee was supposedly an A-ranked threat.
Dorien cleared his throat.
“I… Quebi is able to comprehend your intentions, but she does not understand your words.” He eyed her hesitantly, and she nodded, making a soft warbling sound. “She’s asking you how much money do you want?”
“Preferably, I’d like a constant supply of honey,” I said with a shrug.
I watched as Quebi nodded, before drawing back. Dorien blinked for a moment, then was struck with shock as she made a chirping sound— calling back into her hive.
“Are you sure about that, Queen Quebi?” he asked, aghast.
“What’s going on?” I asked, but the [Druid] didn’t give an immediate answer.
Instead, I listened as a buzzing sound emerged from the cavern. I spotted a dozen worker bastion bees flying out, heeding their queen’s call. And at the very back of the group was a smaller bee— clearly a young one. But she carried something with her. An… clump of egg sacs?
I looked on as the twelve bastion bees circled around their queen, before she nodded at them. Then they flew down towards me, and I tilted my head.
“What are they doing?” I asked as they waited for me.
“She’s… giving them to you,” Dorien said slowly. He pursed his lips, turning to face me, before finally holding my gaze. He took in a deep breath and exclaimed, “She’s letting them start a new hive with you!”
And I just blinked. “Uh, what?”
I glanced back at Quebi for confirmation, and she nodded at me. She bowed her head gratefully again, before making a clicking sound with her mandibles.
“I… see.” I placed a hand on my chin as I eyed the twelve workers. “A brand new hive at my restaurant, huh?”
I did not expect that when I asked her for some honey. I was expecting her to let me regularly visit her hive to collect her honey or something— not… this. And, apparently, this was a big deal.
“Queen Quebi has refused to expand her hive for as long as I have known her,” Dorien said, eyeing the queen bastion bee with a soft gaze. “The fact that she is entrusting a new hive to you… it means she trusts you to protect them.”
She buzzed her wings, bobbing her body in agreement. I stared at her for a moment. I saw the way she looked at me— even though she was a giant bee, I could see the worry in her face. She must have been afraid. She must have been terrified, knowing that she was dying and that there was nothing she could do to save herself.
If she had perished from the poison or her wounds, her species would have truly gone extinct. That creeping fear must have been more prevalent in her mind now than ever— that was why she was giving me some of her workers to start a new hive. So that even if something were to happen to her, her people would still pervade.
I sighed. That was a lot of weight to place on my shoulders. But I just nodded as I held Quebi’s gaze.
“Yeah, I’ll protect them,” I finally said as I brought a hand up to pat the young bastion bee that was carrying the eggs. “So don’t worry about them too much.”
The queen bastion bee made a chirping sound. Once again, she bowed her head. I returned the gesture, and it almost looked like she was smiling. With that, she finally returned back to her hive as Dorien just gaped at the scene.
I waited until Quebi was finally gone, then I turned to face the twelve worker bastion bees. I pressed my lips into a thin line as I scratched the back of my head.
“Alright… now how am I supposed to bring you guys back to Wolfwater without causing a panic?”
Maybe I could convince Z to placate the village. He was an angel, so everyone would listen to him, right?
“...where is he even at anyways?”
I still didn’t know where he disappeared to. He said he wanted to save the world or whatever. I didn’t fully trust him— but I also didn’t trust what the Voidgod said about angels, either. So I just hoped that Z wasn’t causing trouble for anyone with whatever he was doing.
—--
Guardian Angel Z357 tore through another rift. He hurriedly dispelled the Void’s essence, before flying down the tunnel to another rift. He repeated the process again. Then he did it again. And again. And again.
He had been going at it for a few hours now. Yet, the onslaught of outpouring rifts never stopped. He must have closed over a hundred of them at this point, but they kept popping up elsewhere in this intricate tunnel system.
It was getting exhausting. But the angel didn’t falter. He couldn’t falter. If he allowed these rifts to fester and foster, all of Planet 16B could be quickly overwhelmed by voidlings and voidbeasts in the matter of weeks. The situation was starting to be akin to what it was ten thousand years ago.
No— it was even worse. While plenty of rifts had opened up back then, there weren’t nearly as many as right now.
Or maybe the current situation wasn’t as bad as he thought. These rifts were mostly nascent in nature, after all. If one was left to fully mature, there might not have been as many other rifts opening up.
Guardian Angel Z357 didn’t fully comprehend the depths of the power of the Fal-Deus. He simply knew that it was the Void causing this incursion down here, and he had to stop it from wreaking calamity unto the world.
He swept his gaze around the tunnel network, his twelve eyes peering through the walls as he searched for more rifts. But he paused when he saw half a dozen rifts vanishing all at once.
They were… closing?
The rifts began to flicker and vanish as Guardian Angel Z357 narrowed his twelve eyes. He hovered in the air, carried by his wings as he looked on in confusion. He lowered his head, before blinking as the space just before him began to tear open.
He tensed, raising his lance. But this rift was larger than the others— and it formed far quicker than any other rift he had ever seen. He stopped himself from attacking just yet as he peered into the depths of the Void.
And he heard a voice.
“Greetings… Slave of the System.”
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“Greetings… Slave of the System.”
A voice resounded in Guardian Angel Z357’s head. A familiar voice. He hadn’t heard it since the last time he had been activated to protect Planet 16B— when he had purged the Void from Vacuos.
So he knew who it was who was speaking to him. He didn’t even bother gracing it with a reply. He simply raised his lance, aiming at the widening rift.
And it spoke once more.
“So you are still a mindless drone…. not much has changed in the last ten thousand years, has it?”
Guardian Angel Z357 swung down with his lance, but a blast of the Void’s essence shot out, deflecting his attack. His twelve eyes narrowed, and he readied a Technique. A gold and silver aura wisped off the weapon’s blade as the voice addressed him once more.
“Your desire to destroy me is pointless. This is but a mere projection of my thoughts. You cannot halt my return. After all…”
Dispel Depravity! He pointed with a finger, and the rift flickered for a moment. But it didn’t vanish. A terrible laugh echoed around him, and he raised his glinting lance. His Technique was finally ready. His weapon was sparking with the intensity of his magic, and he swung down. Heavenly J—
“...I will soon walk my world once again.”
The voice continued speaking, and Guardian Angel Z357 froze. His lance came to a halt right before the rift as the powerful aura coating his blade dissipated. He stared into the abyss with all twelve of his eyes, watching as the purple surface ripple with each of the booming words being spoken.
“Oh, did I finally catch your attention?”
Guardian Angel Z357 remained silent for a moment. He stared at the rift— he knew of the entity that was speaking to him. It was the very same being that had threatened to destroy all of Planet 16B over ten thousand years ago. A depraved creature. No— the ruler of all that was twisted and curated in Vacuos.
The Fal-Deus.
It just laughed as the angel stared into the abyss.
“Your efforts here will bear no fruit. Your labor shall prove worthless. Soon, I will live again. Perhaps, then, you may be able to stop me. But for now, I cannot be killed… not by you.”
Guardian Angel Z357 knew that there was no point in communicating with the Fal-Deus— the World System would even warn him against it. And yet, curiosity drove him forward. He finally raised his head and asked the question lingering in his mind.
…how?
A large red box flashed before his twelve eyes for a brief moment.
[WARNING! It is ill-advised to communicate with—]
But he ignored it. He dismissed the message as he drifted forward. He pointed his lance accusingly at the rift.
Explain, he demanded. How are you going to walk this world when you are dead?
“Death means nothing to God,” the Fal-Deus replied with a booming chuckle. “You can slay me again and again, but I will always return. As long as I have a vessel.”
A… vessel? Guardian Angel Z357 tilted his head.
The rift began to grow bigger. “Yes— a vessel. A medium. An heir to my power.”
For a moment, the angel didn’t move. He listened, watching as the purple veil of the Void peeled away to reveal what was hidden beneath the rift.  He stared into the depths of the abyss, and he saw the Fractured Realm.
“Until I have reclaimed my rightful throne, you will not be able to stop me!”
And as the Fal-Deus spoke, a chittering followed. The screeches and screams of the twisted things hidden away beneath Vacuos. The cries of the condemned. A mass of voidlings moved within the rift. They charged towards the light, clambering straight for the real world as their creator’s voice boomed.
“I will not falter until I walk my world once more—”
Guardian Angel Z357 slashed down with his lance, cutting off the words. The gold and silver aura of his Heavenly Judgment dispelled the Void’s essence, and the rift was engulfed by a bright light. The entire cavern shook as a shockwave rippled out— created from the impact against the air.
The flash of the angel’s technique slowly dissipated as he flitted back. He stared at the empty space. The rift was gone. But the voice of the Fal-Deus lingered for a moment longer.
“We will meet again soon… Slave of the System…”
And, finally, the voice was gone. Only Guardian Angel Z357 remained. He swept his gaze over his surroundings, but the rifts were gone.
—--
“We’re here,” Noele said as stepped over the dead juggernaut ghoul.
Saros grumbled as he kicked a nearby skull and followed after her. “And where is ‘here’ exactly?”
“It’s the Ruins of Fihla’s Castle,” Garron replied as he warily raised his shield. “Your intuition was right, Noele.”
“Maybe.” She pursed her lips as she stared at the fallen walls and the collapsed towers. It was mostly rubble— there were a few sections of the main structure still standing. But there was no roof overhead, and the side buildings were gone. “We’ll see what awaits us here.”
And she started forward. Both Garron and Saros were a step behind her. She was the best fighter of the group, so they let her lead the way. After all, this was likely where Tristan Devon was hiding.
He was the [Necromancer] they were after— the one who had acquired The Unholy Scriptures of the First Lich King a month or two ago. He was also a member of the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns, and he was now working to revive Ar’elith with the power of the Void.
Noele, Garron, and Saros were trying to stop him before it was too late. They had fought their way through Arelioth’s Pass to get here. There had been a trail of undead that they followed over the last few hours, and it was now nighttime. The moon hung high overhead as hundreds of glistening stars speckled the sky. There was not a cloud to be seen. And it was eerily quiet, save for the footfalls of the three adventurers.
“This is so obviously a trick,” Saros snorted. “Why would that damn [Necromancer] leave his skeletons running around for us to follow? He’s clearly trying to mislead us!”
“That could be true. But that doesn’t mean we should let our guard down.” The blonde girl shook her head as she edged around a broken pillar.
Her eyes narrowed as her gaze landed on an archway up ahead. Saros blinked, and Garron immediately backed up. Three figures blocked their path— their skeletal frames jerking when they caught sight of the adventurers.
“More undead,” the Steel Tank called out. “Skeletons?”
“No—” Noele flourished her two blades as the three skeletons raised their hands at her. “Not just skeletons!”
She leapt to the side, and a blast of first shot out. The magical attack crashed into the ground where she had been standing as Saros cursed.
“Fucking liches! And they’re strong too!”
The Gnome Inventor made a mad dash for the nearby pillar as he fumbled for his Bag of Holding. Meanwhile, Garron planted his feet on the ground before slamming his tower shield down, creating a domed barrier of protection.
The Noble Spellsword danced around the onslaught of spells fired by the three liches. As Saros had said, they were strong. Liches tended to be B-ranked threats, but they could be both C-rank and A-rank too.
Unfortunately, judging by the spells these liches were casting, they were very likely high A-ranked threats. Noele activated her [Nobleflame Armor] as she sprinted straight for the first lich. It pointed a bony finger at her as she aimed at him with her own blade.
“[Grand Blaze],” she whispered.
And the lich unleashed its own spell. A cone of frost shot out, clashing with her blast of golden flames. The shockwave from the explosion knocked the three liches back. But before the dust even settled, Noele appeared behind the first lich.
Its fiery eyes flickered as it turned to face her. But it was too slow. Noele swung down with her glinting blade. The lich fell in half in an instant. Thanks to her [Noble Aura Blade], she cut through the magical enchantments reinforcing its bones with ease.
The remaining two liches raised their heads. They pointed at her, but [Keen Battle Intuition] kicked in. She was already teleporting out of the way with [Flash Step] when their spells shot out. A pair of lightning bolts streak through the Ruins of Fihla’s Castle, crackling loudly in the night.
The Noble Spellsword spun around, before thrusting forward with a single step. She reached the second lich as it raised a barrier. Her blade struck a wall of ice, and there was a flash of light. Her brows snapped together as her longer blade was lodged into the ice. Even with her [Noble Aura Blade], she couldn’t cut through this barrier.
The lich’s eyes flared in amusement as it watched her struggle to break through its magic. It began to conjure another lightning bolt, but Noele just sighed as the golden aura wreathing her blade grew sharper.
“Elegant Noble Slash.”
And in a single swift motion, she cleaved through the barrier and decapitated the lich. She leapt back as the dead lich’s lightning bolt exploded in all directions. But right as she steadied herself, the third and final lich aimed an icy javelin her way.
She cursed as she tried to activate her [Flash Step]. But before the lich could unleash its spell at her, a spray of acid struck it.
“Disintegration Dagger!”
She blinked, watching as the green liquid consumed the lich. The icy javelin melted along with the ivory bones, until there was nothing left but a deformed skull.
Noele glanced to the side as Saros stepped forward. He tossed aside the hilt of a disintegrating dagger, before shaking his head.
“Made me waste a good artifact…”
“Thanks.” The blonde girl just nodded in return. She looked past the gnome, calling out to the bubble of white light in the distance. “Garron— are you alright?”
The bubble vanished as Garron emerged from the dissipating aura, carrying his tower shield at his side. His lips were pursed as he stared at both Noele and Saros.
“I’m fine,” he said reassuringly. “None of their spells were aimed at me. They were too distracted by you.”
Noele smiled. “That’s a relief.”
She waited as Garron started towards her. Meanwhile, Saros just walked past her, heading straight for the archway without either of them.
“Hurry up, you idiots. We don’t know if— ack!”
And he screamed as there was a clattering of bones. Both Noele and Garron snapped their gazes straight towards Saros. They watched as the gnome’s body went flying as a blurred figure crashed into him.
There was a flicker— a flash of light as whatever protective artifact Saros wore was shorn straight through. The creature that struck him didn’t stop there. It charged straight for him as he was about to land back onto the ground. But Noele moved faster.
[Flash Step] carried her to Saros, and she swung out with both her blades. She knocked the dark creature back, but her [Noble Aura Blade] didn’t cut through its skin. But it leapt back before she could follow-up with another flurry of strikes. Her eyes narrowed, watching as the creature landed right before the archway. It took the Noble Spellsword a moment to realize what it was.
“That’s… the wight?”
She frowned, staring at the S-ranked undead. Garron ran to her side as a set of footfalls drew closer. It sounded like a soft clapping. And from the archway, a robed figure emerged. A young man with white hair stepped out into the moonlight as the wight joined his side.
Noele’s eyes widened, recognizing him as he spoke with a smug grin.
“I thought I smelled a rat, but it seems it was just a little gnome.”
“You’re… Tristan Devon.”
The [Necromancer] the three adventurers had been searching for.
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Tristan Devon. [Necromancer]. Member of the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns. And the very same man who Noele was after.
He stood before her, standing at parade rest with his hands behind his back as his wight circled around him. The undead moved with all four of its limbs. It crawled like a crouching dog, warily eyeing the every movement of the three adventurers.
Noele bit her lower lip, before glancing back at Saros. The gnome was in terrible shape. He was bleeding with broken bones. The wight must have struck him with a powerful Skill because it easily tore through his protective artifacts. Shaking her head, the blonde girl glanced at Garron.
“Look after Saros,” she said as she held the burly man’s gaze. “I’ll handle Tristan.”
Garron hesitated. “I—”
But the [Necromancer] interrupted him. “Oh? I didn’t know we were already on a first-name basis.”
Tristan Devon strode forward with a smug smirk plastered across his face. Noele gritted her teeth as she raised both her blades dangerously at him. He shook his head.
“I’d prefer it if you take me out to dinner first, but…” He glanced down at the wight, gently caressing its head. “I believe that only Talon over here will be feasting tonight.”
It growled as its flame-like eyes bore into the Noble Spellsword. She took a step to the side, trying to draw its attention away from both her friends. The gnome was coughing and sputtering as Garron poured a healing potion down his mouth.
“Give it up, Tristan,” she warned as pointed her two blades at the [Necromancer]. “We won’t let you bring the First Lich King back from the dead.”
He cocked his head curiously as his smile flickered for a brief moment. “Bring… Ar’elith back? No— you must be mistaken.”
“What are you talking about?” Noele asked as she continued circling around the [Necromancer] and his pet wight.
“I do not intend to merely revive Ar’elith,” Tristan said as he laughed wildly. “I shall herald the return of the First Lich King, and he shall be stronger than ever thanks to the power of the Void!”
The Noble Spellsword pursed her lips. “You’re… you’re insane. Don’t you know what he wants? He wishes to slaughter every living being on Vacuos!”
“And I’m going to support him in that endeavor,” the [Necromancer] snorted. “So I don’t see how that’s my problem.”
“And using the Void’s power? The very manifestation of all that is evil?” Noele shook her head. “Why would you do that?”
“Well, it’s as you said.” He shrugged casually. “I am insane.”
The blonde girl blinked, and Tristan just nodded at his wight.
“Kill her.”
The wight lunged at her. Its gray figure moved like a blur. Noele could barely even keep up with it. The only reason she was able to even react was thanks to her [Keen Battle Intuition]. She raised both her blades to parry the wight’s attack, but its claws were overcome with a dark aura.
The attack clashed with her blades. The golden glow from her [Noble Aura Blade] flickered for a second as she stumbled back. The wight staggered from the impact too, but it didn’t let up. It raised its head as it unhinged its jaw.
Noele saw the black flames coming in an instant. [Flash Step] carried her a dozen feet into the air, and she watched as the wight’s attack engulfed a pile of rubble. It was all incinerated in an instant. Rock and stone melted with the soil, glowing a molten red.
The black flames dissipated as Noele spun around, crashing down into the wight’s back. Her two blades shone with a brilliant golden light as she cried out.
“Elegant Noble Slash!”
There was a pulse of golden light. A sharp ringing resounded as the blonde girl stared. The bright aura of her Elegant Noble Slash continued shimmering around her blades, but the wight was still standing. It had its claws raised, clinging onto the guard of the hilt. It… redirected her attack!
Her blade struck the ground, cleaving the ground beneath the wight’s feet open. Noele landed as she tried to pull her sword back, but the wight kicked her before she could touch the ground. She flipped in the air as she landed a dozen feet away with a grimace.
“That was a close one— was that a Skill? You nearly cleaved my dear Talon in half!” Tristan Devon exclaimed, before chuckling softly. “But it seems that even my mindless undead can see through your tricks.”
“That wasn’t a trick,” Noele scoffed. “I literally just tried to stab your wight.”
“And you failed!” He grinned in return.
She straightened as she raised her two blades with narrowed eyes. And a smirk slowly spread across her lips.
“No,” she said. “No, I didn’t.”
Tristan Devon paused. “Uh, what—”
And a metallic sphere rolled up to him, before clinking onto his boots. He frowned as he stared down at the object. He opened his mouth, and the Blooming Grenade exploded.
He yelped as he was flung back from the blast. There was a glimmer of light from whatever barrier artifact he had on his person. It protected him from the explosion, but a second metallic sphere landed with him right by the archway. His eyes went wide, and he quickly kicked it out of the way.
A second explosion shook the area as the [Necromancer] scrambled to his feet. The archway collapsed behind him as he frowned. He stared with round eyes as Saros strolled forward, spinning another Blooming Grenade on a finger. Garron stood by his side, shield raised.
“What…?” Tristan stared at the other two adventurers in shock.
“Hey,” the gnome said. “Pleasure doin’ business with ya.”
And he tossed the Blooming Grenade at the [Necromancer]. Noele watched as Tristan Devon pointed a finger, unleashing a fire arrow at the metallic sphere. Another blast ripped out as both the blonde girl and the wight stumbled back from the shockwave.
Slowly, Tristan Devon lowered his hand as his wight leapt back to his side. He swept his gaze over the area, eyeing each individual adventurer for a long moment. His lips twisted, before he faced Noele. She took a step forward, joining both Saros and Garron’s sides.
And the [Necromancer] began to cackle wildly.
“Oh, you got me. You got me good. You were flirting with me to distract me so your friends could heal up!”
“I wasn’t flirting—” the blonde girl started.
But he ignored her. He just spread his arms wide as he smiled savagely at her. “Unfortunately for you— it’s already too late.”
“Too late?” Garron asked with a frown.
The wight snarled, and Tristan Devon simply shook his head. A weak tremor washed over the ground as Noele paused. Her brows snapped together as the ground began to glow with a purple light.
The Ruins of Fihla’s Castle was caught within the confines of a giant ritual circle.
And space began to twist and warp high up in the sky, beneath the illumination of the moon overhead. Purple flakes of twisted magic coalesced at its very center as Noele could just stare.
Tristan Devon laughed.
“The ritual has already begun. Soon, the First Lich King shall walk this earth once more! And you shall all perish!”
—--
Guardian Angel Z357 raised his head. He sensed it in the distance. Once again, he detected the Void’s essence closeby. But it was no mere rift— it was far more potent than that. He flew up into the sky, and even from a far distance, his twelve eyes saw it.
An unfolding scene in the ruins of an old castle. A vast ritual circle that drew the power of the Void. The vague shape of bones forming high in the very center. And three adventurers, confronting a [Necromancer] in battle.
It was perceived with perfect clarity by the angel. But he did not act just yet. Instead, he recalled the words of the Fal-Deus.
“I will not falter until I walk the world once more—”
The voice echoed in Guardian Angel Z357’s mind. His twelve eyes closed for a moment, and he pondered over the potential courses of actions. He could move to stop this ritual— but then that would solve nothing.
The Fal-Deus would return one way or another. As it had said, so long as it had a vessel to contain its power— a medium to carry out its will— it was going to come back again and again and again.
Then everything Guardian Angel Z357 had done here would be utterly pointless. He raised his head as a new prompt appeared for him.
[Processing: Change in Objective…
Minor Objective B Incomplete!
New Minor Objective Obtained
-          Minor Objective C: Halt the Void ritual at Arelioth’s Pass.

-          (0/1) Ritual Halted

Main Objective Incomplete!]
He stared at the blue screen. He took in the directives given to him by the World System. Slowly, he mechanically turned to face the Void ritual in the distance. And—
Guardian Angel Z357 hesitated.
—--
“Hm?”
I blinked as I came to a halt right before the dirt path. Dorien glanced back at me, and the twelve bastion bees following after us paused. They stared at me curiously as I narrowed my eyes.
“Is something the matter, Amelia?” the [Druid] asked apprehensively.
One of the bastion bees— the youngest of them all— tilted its head at me, but I focused my gaze at the horizon in the distance. It was still night, and we were getting close to Wolfwater. But I didn’t think I was going to be able to get back to the village any time soon.
“It’s… nothing,” I said as I waved a hand dismissively. “Just go on ahead— I’ll catch up with you guys soon.”
“...right.” Dorien furrowed his brows, but he didn’t press the question.
Instead, he ushered the bastion bees forward, returning back to Wolfwater without me. The young bastion bee stared at me, perplexed. It was carrying the eggs, and it looked like it didn’t want to leave my side— probably to protect the unborn babies. But I gave it a reassuring nod.
“Dorien will look after you. He’s a [Druid], so he’ll protect you guys if any dumb humans try to attack you while I’m gone. Don’t worry, alright?”
For a moment, the young bastion bee just held my gaze. Its bulbous red eyes flickered, before it finally drew back. I watched as it hurriedly fluttered after Dorien, tightly clutching onto the eggs to its chitin.
I smiled, then I dug into my pockets. I pulled out a [Message] scroll as I looked towards the horizon, before looking back down at the magical parchment. I waited for the words to appear.
But nothing showed up.
—--
Noele backed up as she felt the tremor washing over the ground. A nearby pillar collapsed, and the bright light from the ritual circle shone with even more intensity than before. Both Saros and Garron steadied themselves as she raised her head.
She looked up at the purple figure forming high overhead. Strands of the twisted magic wove through the air in an arc, forming the vague shape of a dome over the Ruins of Fihla’s Castle. The Noble Spellsword watched as a skull was carved out of the nebulous mass of the Void’s magic. Finally, she lowered her head as a voice drew her attention.
“It is done.” Tristan Devon swept back, bowing as he smirked at her. “Now, I shall bid you farewell.”
He spun around and walked away. Noele gritted her teeth. She didn’t give chase to him. It was already too late. So she reached for a [Message] scroll in her Bag of Holding—
And a dark figure pounced at her, knocking the piece of parchment out of her hand.
The Noble Spellsword’s eyes went wide as she stumbled back. She looked up, hearing a growl. And she stared at the wight as it circled dangerously around her, its teeth bared.
“You’re quite annoying, you know that, right?”
She drew both her blades once more, and the undead pounced at her again.
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Noele leapt to the side as Talon pounced at her. The wight was both fast and durable. A deadly combination. Which was expected from an S-ranked threat. It only lacked in its offensive abilities— but that was only for its level.
It was still far more dangerous than any A-rank monster. It had to have been as dangerous as the Void-touched kretus boar she fought back in Wolfwater. The wight shredded the ground with its claws, before snapping its gaze to the blonde girl as she barely evaded its first attack. The moment her feet touched the ground, it unhinged its jaws.
And a deluge of black flames poured out.
It was a cone of darkness that consumed everything it touched. It streaked out for a hundred feet. Rock and stone burned and melted as the Ruins of Fihla’s Castle was ripped apart by this magic. But as the flames let up, the Noble Spellsword was gone.
Talon swept its gaze over its surroundings as its wispy eyes flickered. It couldn’t find her— not on level ground. Because she had teleported atop a nearby pillar with [Flash Step].
Noele took a moment to steel herself and survey her surroundings. She looked down at the wight standing warily at the base of the pillar, before glancing at the grand ritual forming around the perimeters of the Ruins of Fihla’s Castle.
The magic was slowly encasing the former Dungeon as a dome fell overhead, and an amorphous purple mist gathered high in the sky to create the vague outline of a skeleton. Standing right beneath it with his arms raised, on a broken pedestal made of marble, was Tristan Devon.
He looked up with bloodshot eyes. His arms were spread wide as he chanted in the far distance. If he wasn’t stopped, Ar’elith the First Lich King would walk the world once more— but this time, as a being empowered by the Void.
Noele shook her head and glanced back down at the wight. Its gaze had landed on both Saros and Garron. The two adventurers aimed their weapons at the undead, before Noele leapt off the pillar.
Talon took a step forward— and the Noble Spellsword crashed into its back. She swung down with her short blade, digging through its hardened skin. Even with her [Noble Aura Blade], she struggled to cut through the wight’s defenses. It howled and twisted its neck around to face her, before snapping down with its jaws.
She blocked the second attack with her longer blade, gritting her teeth as she stared into Talon’s eyes. It looked like its neck had snapped. But it was an undead, so it didn’t care about that. It simply hefted, hurling the blonde girl off its back.
Noele flipped through the air before landing lithely right before the wight. It snarled at her as she raised her two blades.
“Noele!” Garron yelled, running to her side.
But she shook her head as she gave him a quick glance.
“No!” she called out. “You have to stop this ritual— you have to stop Tristan Devon!”
He blinked as he came to a halt. He stared at her, and the wight lunged. Noele parried the attack as she explained.
“We have to destroy Ar’elith’s phylactery before it’s too late. I can deal with the wight. But if the First Lich King returns, we’ll all be dead.”
“That’s…” Garron hesitated.
But Saros ran past the burly man, sprinting straight for the center of the ritual circle.
“If you’re not going, I’m going,” the Gnome Inventor said. “Somebody has to be the one to stop us all from dying.”
Garron gritted his teeth. He looked between Noele as she kicked the wight back and Saros as he leapt over a pile of rubble. The blonde girl sighed and held the Steel Tank’s gaze.
“Just go— I’ll join you soon.”
“...right,” the burly man finally acquiesced.
He turned around, following after Saros as the Noble Spellsword steeled herself. She looked back towards Talon. The wight growled as it pawed the ground, before it opened its mouth. Black flames began to coalesce between its teeth, and Noele tensed. But it didn’t attack her.
Instead, the black flames spilled from its mouth onto the ground beneath its feet. The blonde girl blinked, watching as the wight stepped onto the dark fire. Her eyes grew wide as she looked on.
Talon was burning itself.
At first, she didn’t understand what it was doing. But then she saw the way the flames stuck to its skin. And she realized that it was creating a coat of protection with its own dark fire. Just like her [Nobleflame Armor].
Noele narrowed her eyes. “This is going to be annoying…”
She tightly clutched the hilts of her two blades, before lashing out at the wight.
—--
Garron sprinted towards the center of the ritual circle. He stumbled as the earth shook, and a nearby column collapsed. Dust and debris shot into the air like a pillar as the Steel Tank steadied himself.
The ground was glowing brighter than before— the purple light from the spell illuminated the night. It had to have been visible from even dozens of miles away. Garron was certain that if he had been standing at the entrance of Arelioth’s Pass, he’d have seen the shine of the ritual. He clenched his jaw and continued on.
Saros was just ahead. While the Gnome Inventor was an A-rank adventurer, he wasn’t really a close-combat fighter. He mostly utilized his tools to aid him in battle. And because of that, he wasn’t the fastest or strongest around. Especially with his small stature, it made it quite difficult for him to navigate the mountains of rubble and debris around him.
Garron reached the gnome a moment later, and the two adventurers nodded at each other. They came to a halt right before the center of the ritual circle— below the empurpled mist coalescing at the very top of the dome.
Tristan Devon stood there, laughing wildly as he stared at the skeletal figure being built in the sky.
“After ten thousand years, the reckoning has come! It is time for the First Lich King to claim this mortal world and lead us all to salvation! Kneel, beg, cry in terror— it matters not what you do! There is no stopping the inevitable!”
“Oh, shut it!” Saros yelled as he tossed a Blooming Grenade at the [Necromancer].
Tristan Devon blinked, and the ground beneath him exploded. He screamed as he was tossed into the air from the blast. Garron raised his shield and charged at the falling [Necromancer]. Thanks to [Shield Rush], he could move twice as fast as he normally would, and a white aura overcame his tower shield.
The Steel Tank reached his target a moment later. He swung his shield at Tristan Devon as a white ring pulsed out. The impact sent the [Necromancer] flying back as his bones cracked, before he crashed amidst a pile of rubble.
Garron was pretty sure that his attack had snapped Tristan Devon’s neck. But the [Necromancer] simply rose back to his feet and snapped his neck back into place. Bone magic? Probably, considering his Class. He sighed as he waved his hand dismissively.
“You can’t stop the ritual even if you kill me— and you’re never going to be able to find the phylactery,” he said as a black fireball coalesced on the tip of his finger. “Your efforts are futile.”
And with the flick of his wrist, he sent the spell hurtling at the Steel Tank. Garron cursed, backing away. But he couldn’t get out of the way in time. He readied his [Iron Will] just in time to block the blast of black flames.
Garron grunted as he stood his ground. There was a flash of light. For a moment, it was like his tower shield had become a mirror for just a single moment. And the black flames dissipated. The Steel Tank defended Tristan Devon’s attack, even though there was around 10 levels separating them.
That was the thing about [Necromancers]. They could summon powerful undead to fight for them— but oftentimes they could hardly even fight on their own against someone close to their level. Generally, their offensive spells were far weaker than what most [Mages] around the same level could muster up. But that was because a [Necromancer] was suited to bolstering their minions.
And right now, Tristan Devon had no minions. His army of undead had been wiped out by the three adventurers on their way to the Ruins of Fihla’s Castle. And the wight was currently preoccupied by Noele.
So Garron took in a deep breath and raised his shield as he eyed the [Necromancer]. He heard a set of small footsteps approaching him, before glancing back.
“Saros— do you have any antimagic equipment that can disable this ritual?” he asked the Gnome Inventor.
Blinking, Saros came to a halt right behind Garron. He furrowed his brows as he quickly dug through his Bag of Holding. He nodded slowly as he pulled out a flask.
“I… may have a thing that could work,” the gnome replied hesitantly. “But I’m not sure if it’ll work.”
“We have to try what we can… I’ll hold off Tristan Devon,” Garron said simply, drawing forward.
“Alright.” Saros nodded.” Just don’t die or Noele is going to kill me.”
The Steel Tank grinned. “I’ll try not to.”
With that, the gnome broke off, running straight for the center of the ritual circle. The [Necromancer] just watched this scene, rolling his eyes.
“As I said, your efforts are pointless.” He conjured up a ball of acid, before throwing it at the Gnome Inventor.
But Garron moved faster with the help of [Protect Allies]. He swung with his shield, batting away the ball of acid, splashing it over the rock ground. He heard a sizzle, watching as steam rose from the ground.
“And as I said, I’m going to be the one to deal with you,” the Steel Tank said as he raised his shield.
“Oh?” The [Necromancer] raised a brow, amused. “And how are you going to do that with that?”
He pointed at Garron’s tower shield. The Steel Tank blinked, before his eyes went wide.
It was melting.
At least, small chunks of the shield were melting away. As a whole, it was still mostly intact. But bits of the metal had been corroded and destroyed. Garron pursed his lips as he stared at his trusty shield. He closed his eyes, remembering what Noele had told him.
He had to fight with reason— because he had to. So he could overcome his current self and become stronger.
And the Steel Tank’s eyes snapped open a moment later.
“This shield is more than enough to hold you off, [Necromancer]!” he shouted, charging straight for Tristan Devon.
The [Necromancer] just cackled, conjuring a spear made of ice. He casually tossed the projectile at Garron. And the spell exploded over the shield.
But the Steel Tank didn’t slow.
Even as a large chunk of his shield was ripped off from the attack, he ran on. And Tristan Devon blinked.
“Well, how about this?” He created a giant boulder and threw it at Garron.
Again, the attack was deflected. But this time, instead of just splashing over the ground, it exploded into thousands of tiny shards that rained around the Steel Tank. His armor was cut apart as he felt the small bits of debris piercing his skin, and he roared in pain.
Tristan Devon conjured spell after spell— each attack whittled away at whatever remained of the shield. Even though his magic was weaker than a [Mage] at his level, he was still far stronger than any enemy Garron had ever faced in battle.
And still, the Steel Tank continued.
The [Necromancer] paled, backing up as Garron drew closer. He tried to create another black fireball, but he was too slow. His eyes widened, and the burly man rammed into him a moment later.
Garron struck Tristan Devon with what was left of his shield. And the remaining metal shattered upon impact, digging deep into Tristan Devon’s stomach. He yelped in pain, only to be slammed into the ground by the Steel Tank.
“You—” the [Necromancer] started.
But Garron just punched him in the face. “Where are you hiding the phylactery?”
“I…” Tristan Devon opened his mouth.
Only to be punched in the face again. And again. And again. Garron continued to break the [Necromancer]’s face until he was bloodied and bruised. Finally, the Steel Tank gripped Tristan Devon by the collar and asked again.
“Where’s the phylactery? How can we destroy it?”
“Oh, you poor fool,” Tristan Devon chuckled, before coughing up blood. “You don’t understand, do you?”
“What?” Garron narrowed his eyes. “Explain!”
“You cannot destroy the phylactery— because it is all around you!” The [Necromancer] spread his arms wide as he laughed.
The Steel Tank blinked. “All around me? What does that mean?”
Tristan Devon just sighed with a crazed smile on his face, and the ritual continued unraveling around them.
“Everything you see around you is the phylactery,” he said as he shook his hea d. “Because it is the Ruins of Fihla’s Castle!”
And Garron stared in shock. “What…?”
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“The rocks at your feet, and the rubble buried in the dirt. Everything you see around you— all of it is the phylactery of the First Lich King!”
Tristan Devon exclaimed as he laughed wildly. Then he paused, before coughing up another mouthful of blood. But even with his battered face, he was smiling. And it wasn’t a forced smile either— he was genuinely sneering.
And all Garron could do was stare back in horror. The [Necromancer]’s words echoed in his head as the Steel Tank grew numb. He was bleeding— there were dozens of cuts across his body from his suicidal charge just earlier. His left arm was badly burnt from holding up his tower shield and bearing the brunt of the oncoming spells.
But he didn’t feel the stinging pain that pervaded his body. He didn’t even hear the screeching of the ritual in the distance. A powerful explosion reverberated through the area from the other side of the Ruins of Fihla’s Castle, and Garron didn’t even look up.
He just stared at Tristan Devon’s bruised face, before finally moving his mouth.
“You’re… you’re lying.”
“I’m lying?” The [Necromancer] shook his head dismissively. “There’s no reason for me to lie to you. It’s not like you’re trying to kill me or any— urk!”
He yelped as Garron struck him across the face once more.
“Tell me the truth!” the Steel Tank said as he raised a fist. “Where have you hidden the phylactery?
But Tristan Devon gave a bloody smile in return. “I told you the truth. If you want to stop this ritual, you’ll have to destroy the entirety of the Ruins of Fihla’s Castle! Which, by the way, includes every bit of rubble that’s been buried with time, or scattered across Arelioth’s Pass. So even if you manage to level everything you see around you…”
He swept his gaze over his surroundings, and Garron blinked. The [Necromancer] chuckled as his head hung back.
“...you probably still won’t be able to stop the ritual. Not unless you blow up everything in a hundred mile radius, of course.”
“I—” Garron opened his mouth, but stopped himself. He pursed his lips as the realization finally sunk in. “I see.”
There was nothing he could do to stop the ritual. He glanced back as he rose to his feet, letting go of the [Necromancer]. He stared at a tiny figure in the distance, tinkering with a flask in his hand.
It was all up to Saros now.
Garron could only hope that what the Gnome Inventor had planned was enough to save them all.
—--
Noele swung down with both her blades, unleashing a Glorious Noble Slash followed by an Elegant Noble Slash. The first attack missed its target as the wight deftly leapt to the side. But the Noble Spellsword teleported next to it with a flash of light. She thrust forward with the second attack, and the wight howled.
The armor of black flames wreathing its body tore open as she struggled to cut to its skin. However, even as the blade cut through skin, it was lodged in place. Talon screeched in pain, and she tried to pull back.
But she failed. She gritted her teeth, and the wight unleashed a flurry of strikes with its claws.
Noele let go of the stuck blade as she tried to back away. With only her short sword left, she tried to parry the onslaught of attacks from the wight. Unfortunately, it was too much, even for her. She winced as the wight’s claws struck her shoulder, tearing through her [Nobleflame Armor].
She stumbled back, and Talon followed up with another two strikes. The Noble Spellsword cursed, before being consumed by a flash of light.
Once again, she escaped with [Flash Step]. She landed atop a pile of rubble, panting as she clutched at her shoulder. She watched as the wight crashed into a nearby wall in confusion, bringing down a small section of the former Dungeon.
Noele sighed as she straightened. This battle was tough. Not just because the wight was fast, but also because it was incredibly durable too. Certainly, its attacks were far weaker than Odell, and it wasn’t nearly as quick as the teleporting kretus boar.
However, the blonde girl couldn’t just end this fight with a single attack. She needed to whittle down the wight before she could finally finish it off.
And that was the problem.
The Noble Spellsword was only an A-ranked adventurer. That meant that all her defensive Skills were strong enough to protect her from other A-ranks. Even if she could unleash an Elegant Noble Slash or a Glorious Noble Slash to bring down enemies far above her level, she wasn’t able to guard herself from an S-ranked threat— which was evinced by her bleeding shoulder.
Her [Nobleflame Armor] easily caved to one of Talon’s strikes. If the wight had struck her head instead, she would be dead right now.
Noele shook her head as she watched the undead emerge from the rubble. Its body was still burning, and her blade was protruding from its side.
She was hurt. She only had a single weapon left. The next time they clashed, she might actually lose her head. And she hesitated. Because she knew that the wight was going to whittle her down and kill her before she could defeat it herself.
Unless… the thought crossed her mind. Her eyes flickered. She saw a blue box in the corner of her eye.
[Class advancement available—]
And for a moment, she considered accepting it. Perhaps it would give her the Skills she needed to defeat this wight. She closed her eyes as she mulled over her options. It was either she stubbornly clung onto the World System’s powers, or she died.
Her eyes snapped open as she made her decision. Noele’s gaze focused on the blue box— on the Class that was being offered to her. To become a [Champion Spellsword]. And she…
Noele paused.
She blinked as she caught a brief glimpse of brown hair. The tattered trail of a blue cloak. The glint of a rusty sword.
The blonde girl saw it from her peripherals— atop a nearby cliff. She glanced up as she opened her mouth. But she saw nothing there. And she blinked.
“What was…?”
And the wight screeched. It rushed at her before she could even break out of her stupor. Noele raised her head as the undead lunged at her, knocking her off her feet. It fell on top of her as she raised her blade to keep its snapping jaws back away from her neck.
It thrashed atop her, snarling and hissing as she struggled to stay alive. Her [Noble Aura Blade] remained active— the golden glow empowering the sharpness of her single blade. But she didn’t dare strike with an Elegant Noble Slash. Because if she lost her only remaining weapon, she was as good as dead.
It was quite the dire predicament. And she couldn’t even escape with [Flash Step] because she was being weighed down by the wight. Perhaps if she knew a Skill like [Quick Teleport] instead, she’d be able to slip out since it would transport both herself and whoever was in contact with her, and she could just drop them both from the sky. But [Flash Step] couldn’t be cast if there was someone interrupting the Skill like right now.
So she lay there as she tried to kick the wight back. But as her [Nobleflame Armor] came into contact with Talon’s own coat of black flames, she found that she was the one who was burning instead. She winced as she quickly retracted her leg, and the undead opened its mouth.
Blinking, Noele watched as a dark fire began to coalesce inside of its jaw. Her eyes widened, and she realized what was coming. And she didn’t know if her [Nobleflame Armor] could survive a blast of the black flames.
The only thing she could do was keep the wight off her. And she knew what exactly she needed to do. Her short sword began to wisp wildly with a golden aura as she prepared a Glorious Noble Slash. At this range, she would be caught in the blast. But it would be safer than to be engulfed by the wight’s black flames. As she prepared her attack, she took in a deep breath.
Focus, she told herself. Reach for the well deep in your soul.
Just like when she learned her Glorious Noble Slash and just like when she learned her Elegant Noble Slash, this needed to be done. Her [Nobleflame Armor] shifted, before receding back as she drew from the mana deep within her core. And before the wight could unleash its attack, Noele swung up with a Glorious Noble Slash.
“Now!” she screamed, and a powerful explosion engulfed the both of them.
A golden blast that shook the entirety of the Ruins of Fihla’s Castle. Noele was sent flying back as she burned brightly in the night. But as she landed and rolled on the ground, it became abundantly clear that she wasn’t lit aflame.
Instead, her own Glorious Noble Slash hadn’t even harmed her. She blinked as she stared down at herself. Her [Nobleflame Armor] had… absorbed her attack?
She stumbled to her feet, before looking up at Talon. The wight was staggering just ahead of her— its own coat of black flames gone, and a large chunk of its stomach blown off. But it was still moving. It growled at Noele as she raised her short sword once more.
Her eyes narrowed as she readied an Elegant Noble Slash, and the wight charged at her again. She raised her blade, swinging up as it swung down with its claws. They clashed once, before they turned to face each other once more.
And they clashed a second time. A third time. A fourth time.
But as the wight began to move with a limp, Noele still stood strong. Her [Nobleflame Armor] somehow held up against the onslaught of attacks from the S-ranked undead. They faced each other once more as she exhaled slowly.
And when they clashed for the fifth time, Talon flopped over, dead.
[You have defeated a wight!]
[You have leveled up! You are now Level 57!]
[Skill Gained: Passive - Nobleflame Control!]
Noele stumbled forward as she nearly collapsed over the wight’s corpse. But she steadied herself over her rapier jutting out of the undead’s side. She quickly pulled the weapon out before looking down at herself.
Her [Nobleflame Armor] was different. While previously, it was simply like she had been doused in fire, now it was like the flames were emanating from her body. All because she unleashed a Glorious Noble Slash at the very same moment she began to concentrate her aura of protection into her core.
Shaking her head, Noele straightened and raised her head. The ritual was almost complete. The dome forming overhead had stopped shifting, and the purple mist at the very center was thicker than ever.
“And now to stop that…”
She steeled herself, before searching for her two companions. And she found them soon enough. Garron and Saros.
The gnome was standing right beneath the center of the dome with his head lowered, tinkering with what looked like a small flask. And behind him, Garron was kneeling over a slumped body— the bloodied and battered figure of Tristan Devon.
“You… beat him,” Noele said as she stared at the [Necromancer]’s lolling head.
Tristan Devon was still alive, but he had clearly been defeated. Garron nodded and glanced back towards the blonde girl.
“I did— but it’s not enough to stop the ritual,” the Steel Tank said grimly.
She pursed her lips. “Then how do we stop it?”
“We’re going to try to stop it with that.” He nodded over at Saros.
The gnome rose to his feet as he raised a glass bottle with a piece of paper sticking from its end. He rubbed the tip of the scrunched parchment, and a small fire ignited. The flames quickly burned a green color as he raised his head.
“What’s that?” the blonde girl asked with a frown.
Saros didn’t even look her way as he answered. “Well, it was an Antimagic Vacuum Flask. But I upgraded it with a Greater Scroll of Dispel Magic.”
He paused, staring at the burning green flames. He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. He looked up at the center of the dome, before aiming carefully.
“So it’s now my makeshift attempt at an Antimagic Bomb.”
“An Antimagic Bomb?” Noele’s eyes grew wide.
She had heard of such things before— but they were said to be able to disable all magic over a certain radius for a period of time. Obviously, it depended on the Antimagic Bomb itself. But if it exploded, the Noble Spellsword wasn’t going to be able to use most of her Skills.
Even Elegant Noble Slash and Glorious Noble Slash would be dispelled if she tried to use them. So if the Antimagic Bomb went off, but it wasn’t strong enough to stop the completion of the ritual… then she wouldn’t be able to put up even a semblance of a fight against Ar’elith.
Which begged the question—
“Will it be enough?” Noele asked as she eyed the makeshift Antimagic Bomb.
“We’ll see,” Saros said simply.
And he tossed the bottle into the air.
The blonde girl watched as it hurtled up towards the eddying purple mist. She sucked in a breath and hoped for the best. Both Garron and Saros looked away, closing their eyes as they waited.
The makeshift Antimagic Bomb was right on target. It tumbled upwards, straight for the very tip of the dome. Noele looked on—
And something shot straight through the flask.
Noele blinked. Garron and Saros raised their heads, hearing the glass smashing against rock. The three adventurers stared at the broken bottle lying right next to Tristan Devon’s unconscious body. And an ornate lance stuck out of the ground, stabbing the piece of parchment into the earth.
The green flames had been snuffed out before the makeshift Antimagic Bomb had a chance to explode. Its effects failed to materialize, and the Gnome Inventor gaped as his artifacts were wasted.
“Who—” he started.
And the lance shot back up to the sky. The three adventurers looked up as a winged figure hovered high above the gnome. It stared back at them with twelve eyes.
No— he stared back at them with twelve eyes.
“That’s…?” Noele looked on in shock.
Guardian Angel Z357 caught his lance with ease, before pointing down at the three adventurers. He spoke with no mouth— his thoughts invading their minds.
Do not interfere, he said simply. The ritual must be seen to completion. Now begone.




Chapter 43

Guardian Angel Z357 had disobeyed the directives of the World System once again.
[In Progress: (0/1) Ritual Halted!]
A blue box flashed before him— an objective given to him to complete. He stared at it, then he looked towards the unfurling ritual before him. A giant spell circle spanned over a thousand feet in radius, extending to the sky to form a translucent dome. At the very center of the dome was a dark nebula.
Clouds of the Void’s essence shrouded a skeletal figure within. Its bones were frail and thin. The eye sockets were empty, lacking life. But with each passing moment, the skeleton grew in stature. The sparks of a flickering flame began to form in its eyes. And soon, Ar’elith the First Lich King would live again.
But the angel didn’t care about that. He was more powerful than any being in Planet 16B, so the return of a mere walking skeleton didn’t matter to him. No— he was far more concerned about what else the revival of Ar’elith would entail.
I will always return. As long as I have a vessel…
The voice of the Fal-Deus echoed in Guardian Angel Z357’s mind. It was a brief confrontation— he had dispelled the rifts quickly enough. But still, the words still burned in his mind. Because of what was implied.
The Fal-Deus could be stopped if he was given a vessel.
And the perfect vessel for its powers was being built right before Guardian Angel Z357
That was why he rejected his directives. That was why he watched. That was why he stopped the three vacians from interrupting the ritual.
So that the Fal-Deus would claim a vessel in the First Lich King.
And so that he could put a halt to the Void’s incursion with Planet 16B once and for all.
—--
Noele didn’t understand it. She didn’t get it. Angels were supposed to be the protectors of Vacuos— the sentinels of the World System. They were the ones who had exiled the Great Evil into the Void long ago.
And yet, here was an angel, fighting to protect the Void. But it wasn’t just any angel— it was Guardian Angel Z357 himself.
He was a temporary waiter. A part-time bartender. However, more importantly, he was the one who had said he was here to save the world. And yet, after ferrying the three adventurers to Arelioth’s Pass, he had vanished.
He had requested to follow after them so he could purge the Void. But after returning, he was… protecting the Void?
It didn’t make sense to the Noble Spellsword. And it wasn’t just her. Her companions were just as taken aback as she was. Saros and Garron stared high at the sky— at Guardian Angel Z357 as he hovered above the dome.
Eleven of his twelve eyes were fixed on the three adventurers, with a single eye looking away from them, staring at the eddying purple mist. His lance was raised, aiming directly at Noele as he transmitted his thoughts.
Do not interfere, he repeated himself. The ritual must be seen to completion.
Noele blinked as she registered his words, before snapping out of her stupor. She took a step back and glanced towards the broken Antimagic Bomb. That was their only hope in stopping the ritual. And Guardian Angel Z357 destroyed it.
“What are you doing?” she called out as she looked back up towards the flying figure. “Why did you do that? Why are you protecting the ritual?”
That is none of your concern, he replied simply. Now begone.
“You’re supposed to be helping us!” Saros exclaimed, pointing accusingly. “Don’t you know how hard it was for me to get those artifacts? You better do something about—”
But Guardian Angel Z357 cut the gnome off with a simple glance. Saros paled and backed up, lowering his hand.
I said: do not interfere, the angel warned.
“I…” Saros hesitated, but couldn’t muster up a response.
Noele glanced between the gnome and the angel. She gritted her teeth, before shaking her head.
“No— we’ll stop this ritual,” she said as she raised her two blades at Guardian Angel Z357. “I don’t know what happened to you while you were gone, but you’re not thinking clearly right now. We cannot allow Ar’elith to return.”
His twelve eyes flickered, focusing on the blonde girl. But she didn’t flinch, even with his gaze bearing down on her. She wasn’t afraid. Not when she had seen Amelia in a fight before.
So Noele turned to her two companions. Both Garron and Saros were warily backing away from the angel. But while the latter didn’t even notice her glance, the former paused. The Steel Tank steadied himself and held her gaze.
“Is there any other way to stop this ritual?” she asked as she gestured at their surroundings.
Garron swept his gaze past her, looking down at Tristan Devon at his feet. The [Necromancer] was still unconscious. But even still, without his magic, the spell circle continued to unfold around the Ruins of Fihla’s Castle.
“We can destroy the phylactery,” Garron finally said. “But it’s… not going to be easy.”
“It doesn’t matter if it’s difficult. We can’t back down just because it isn’t easy. We have to stop the ritual no matter what.” Noele raised her head.
The Steel Tank nodded. “Then we have to level the entire landscape— the phylactery isn’t just a single object. It’s the entirety of Fihla’s Castle.”
“That’s…”
The blonde girl was taken aback for a moment, but she quickly regained her composure.
“Alright,” she said in a low voice. “Let’s do this.”
Saros blinked, glancing between the two humans as the pair made their decision. He watched as the Steel Tank charged at a nearby pillar, knocking it over. Noele raised a hand as her [Grand Blaze] coalesced in the palm of her hand. She unleashed a blast of golden flames at a nearby tower, and a large explosion rocked the area.
But the Noble Spellsword didn’t stop there. She swept out with the cone of her [Grand Blaze], incinerating everything she saw. Saros shook his head and called out.
“What are you idiots doing? Didn’t you hear the angel? We can’t interfere!”
Noele leapt back from a collapsing wall as she continued to unleash her attacks on the former Dungeon. She glanced back at the gnome, before looking up at Guardian Angel Z357.
“But we must—”
And she paused. Noele blinked as the angel vanished right before her very eyes. He had just been hovering high in the sky above the dome a moment earlier. But now, he was gone.
“What…?” She stared at the glistening stars, only to catch a glimpse of a feather in the corner of her eyes.
She spun around just in time to see the butt of a lance being swung towards her. Even with her [Keen Battle Intuition], she wasn’t able to react in time. The Noble Spellsword shouted in pain as she was struck in the stomach by Guardian Angel Z357.
A non-fatal blow. But it still sent her flying back into a pile of rubble nonetheless.
“Noele!” Garron exclaimed, running towards her.
But the angel intercepted him before he could get close. It was a light backhand from Guardian Angel Z357. But it was more than enough to send the Steel Tank crashing down into the earth.
Noele groaned as she got to her feet. Her eyes narrowed when she saw the burly man lying on the ground beneath Guardian Angel Z357. She cursed and raised her twin blades, but her vision blurred, and the angel was standing right before her.
Did he teleport to her? Or did he move so quickly she thought he was teleporting?
She didn’t know. All she knew was that he was tightly gripping onto her right hand as she could only gape back at him. He leant closer as he spoke threateningly.
Do not attempt to retaliate any further, he warned. Or I shall be forced to undertake extreme action.
Noele gritted her teeth. Her eyes flickered as she looked past the angel, staring at Garron still staggering to his feet amidst some debris. And right next to him was a much smaller figure, free to continue destroying the former Dungeon.
Her two blades shone with a golden light.
“Saros!” she shouted at the gnome. “Now’s your chance!”
He blinked, looking down at himself. “I—”
Guardian Angel Z357 craned his neck, looking back as his grip on her right arm loosened slightly. And as he did, the aura coating Noele’s blade wisped wildly. She repeated herself as she raised her left hand, before swinging down at the distracted angel.
“Glorious and Elegant Noble Slash!” she screamed as he looked back at her.
And a powerful golden cross exploded from where Guardian Angel Z357 stood. It was Noele’s strongest attack. She leapt back as she unleashed it with everything she had. As she landed, she panted from exhaustion, feeling her [Greater Mana Core] drain empty.
Saros and Garron watched as the powerful blast ripped apart the ground. The flash of light slowly dissipated, and the golden aura faded away.
“Did you… get him?” the Steel Tank asked, wide-eyed.
But the gnome just shook his head. “It wasn’t enough— of course it’s not enough!”
Noele pursed as she watched the smoke clear. And Guardian Angel Z357 stood there, completely unscathed.
Even though that was her strongest attack— even though it had taken everything she had left— she failed to even scratch him. He slowly looked back to face her as his twelve eyes flickered. And he raised his lance.
There was a crackle of thunder overhead. A blast of purple lightning fell from the sky, crashing into the nearby cliffside. But Guardian Angel Z357 didn’t even look back. His gaze bore into Noele as he aimed his weapon at her.
This is your final warning, he said. Throw down your arms, or face the consequences.
Noele hesitated. She looked past him towards both Saros and Garron. They hesitated, but she spoke simply as she took on a defensive stance.
“Destroy the phylactery— I’ll hold off the angel.”
The two adventurers exchanged a glance. Garron immediately nodded and took off. But it took the Gnome Inventor a moment longer to mull over his decision— he chewed his lower lip exasperatedly before finally acquiescing.
“Fine!” Saros said as he reached into his Bag of Holding. “We’re all going to die anyway. Might as well die fighting.”
Even though he was terrified of the angel, he still started to toss his Blooming Grenades around the Ruins of Fihla’s Castle. Noele nodded to herself as she saw this, before focusing on her opponent.
Guardian Angel Z357 didn’t even look back at them. He took in the Noble Spellsword’s posture, before nodding.
Very well, he said as he lowered his lance. You have zero warnings left.
“I know,” Noele replied. “But I don’t care.”
He could likely cut her down with a single swing of his lance. And yet, she opposed him. Because she had to— because she had no other choice. He took a step forward as she braced herself.
Then I shall be forced to— Guardian Angel Z357 started.
And was interrupted as there was another crackle of thunder overhead once more. But this time, a lightning bolt didn’t fall from the sky. Instead, the ritual circle shone brightly as the dome began to recede into the purple mist.
“That’s…?” Noele blinked.
And a pulse of purple energy shot out, dispelling the mist and the ritual circle. The blonde girl was nearly knocked off her feet from the shockwave. She raised her head and stared at the skeletal figure floating overhead.
Her eyes went wide when she saw space itself ripple for just a moment. But the distortion vanished in an instant, and the skeletal figure began to descend, its bones turning white. A veil of purple mist cloaked its body as its hollow eyes were filled with light.
A pair of wisping flame-like eyes.
At first, they burned crimson. But they were slowly infected with a blue light. And then, they burned with a purple fire.
The markings of the Void’s touch— the Void’s blessing. Or maybe even something else.
“Tremble. Kneel. Beg,” an ethereal voice echoed as Noele could only stare in shock. “But there will be no mercy. There will be no lives spared.”
The skeletal figure continued to slowly descend from the sky, voice booming. The words drew the attention of everyone present. It even stirred Tristan Devon awake, and he laughed weakly.
“P-praise be…” the [Necromancer] mustered up.
Garron came to a halt right before a half-collapsed wall. He clenched a fist tightly as he stared at the falling figure.
Saros dropped to his knees, whispering weakly. “No… we failed…”
Noele felt her hands grow numb in the face of this overwhelming power. She could sense it— she had fought enough beings who had succumbed to the Void, she could now vaguely discern its essence. And she could tell that this was unlike anything she had ever faced before.
It… terrified her.
Even Guardian Angel Z357 seemed to hesitate for a moment, warily turning to face the skeleton.
“All shall suffer. All shall know death.”
Ar’elith the First Lich King spoke as his bony feet finally touched the ground. A flash of purple lightning crashed behind him as he addressed the small crowd watching him in awe and terror.
“For I have…”
He started, then paused. For a moment, his burning purple eyes flickered. He slowly raised his head, spreading his arms wide, before he continued in a distorted voice.
“—reTuRNed.”
And it was clear he had become something even more.
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Ar’elith finally returned.
He was the Lord of All Undeath. The One Who Tamed the Five Grand Revenants of Arelioth’s Path. He was the Lich King himself.
He basked in the moonlight as he stared up at the starry sky. It was his third time coming back to life after perishing. The first time was when he had transformed himself into a Lich Lord when he had reached Level 50. It was a dangerous process, and many [Necromancers] failed their transition. In doing so, they would either become a mindless lich or simply be reduced to ash.
But Ar’elith succeeded. Not only that, he became the first being to ever ascend into the status of a Lich King. He was unstoppable. He created an army of nigh-invincible undeads that brought the Valeri Empire to its knees— the very same Valeri Empire that had crushed the remnants of the Grand Nova Empire
At the time, the Valeri Empire had spanned from Laxo to Alius. And yet, Ar’elith had nearly destroyed them on his own. In fact, he would have won the war if not for the intervention of the great [Hero] Leon.
He had been summoned from another world to Vacuos to put a halt to the conquest of the undead. And with devices and tools which Ar’elith had never seen before, the great [Hero] Leon defeated the Lich King.
It was the second time Ar’elith had died. But he would return— even in the unlikely event that his bones were somehow destroyed, he knew he would return. After all, the location of his phylactery was a secret, and one of his many followers would be able revive him with a grand ritual.
Unfortunately, the great [Hero] Leon knew of this fact, and he cast a seal on the Lich King’s bones so that they could not be reassembled. Even if the phylactery remained untouched, Ar’elith could not be revived because his bones were scattered across the world.
And for ten thousand years, he lay in death. But after one of his devout followers spent a century gathering his bones, he finally returned. It was supposed to be his grand revenge— he could finally exact vengeance against the world.
But he was killed in an instant.
It was his third death, and it happened so swiftly, he didn’t even realize what happened until he was already dying. He hadn’t even been alive for more than an hour when he was killed. And to make matters worse, he was killed by some random girl!
Who was she? She had been dressed like some street beggar, but she defeated him with a single swing of her sword.
And he was overtaken by darkness once again.
It was an odd sensation— dying. Even though he had already died three times now, and he had come back to life three times as well, he still wasn’t accustomed to it. It was like going from a state of pure nothingness— where time didn’t exist, and he could feel no emotion.
It was said that when one died, their soul was returned to the World System. But since the Lich King’s soul never left his body, it was like he was being held in stasis. And when he finally was revived again now, he could finally process his thoughts prior to his previous death.
He could finally perceive the world again.
And the first thing he heard was—
“Submit.”
Ar’elith lowered his head. His eyes flickered for a moment as he felt like he lost control of his body— just briefly. But he regained control of himself and shook his head. He dismissed the strange feeling and the odd voice. It was probably a result of the revival process.
Instead, he took in his surroundings. He saw the rubble covering the rocky ground. He felt the wind blowing against his back. He took in his thoughts. He took in his feelings. He bathed in what it was like to be alive again.
And he swept his gaze over the four figures surrounding him. He looked down at one of them— a man who was lying bloodied and prone on the ground, dressed in robes like a [Necromancer].
“Are you the one who rev—” Ar’elith started.
And a voice screamed, interrupting him.
“Die!”
A blonde girl leapt before the Lich King as he raised his head. She carried two blades— each one shining with a scintillating golden light. And she swung down as he stared at her.
“Glorious and Elegant Noble Slash!”
A blast of powerful golden magic engulfed him as felt his bones being ripped apart from each other. And his skull went flying, separated from the rest of his body.
—--
Noele leapt back as she unleashed her most powerful attack against the First Lich King. The explosion was smaller than the blast that had engulfed Guardian Angel Z357. But it was expected.
She was exhausted. She thought that she had nothing left in her— she felt within her [Greater Mana Core], and there had been nothing left. But somehow, she still managed to muster up something directly from her soul.
It wasn’t enough. Not to kill Ar’elith. She knew it wasn’t a fruitless effort. And yet, she tried anyway. She raised her blade as the smoke and dust clear—
…only to blink when she saw a pile of bones lying in the center of the crater.
“What?” Her eyes narrowed.
Saros ran up to her side, cursing as he glanced around. “Where did that damn angel go— oh.”
He stared at the scene with her. Garron stumbled forward, blinking as he looked down at the scattered bones of the First Lich King.
“Y-you…. you did it,” the burly man gasped. “You beat him!”
Noele’s eyes flickered. She didn’t lower her guard as she remembered her battles with Odell, Zevya, and the kretus boar. She shook her head.
“No,” she said as she took a step forward. “It’s not over yet.”
And right as she spoke, the bones of the First Lich King began to shoot through the air. She watched as a skull floated high into the sky as a terrible laughter echoed around the three adventurers.
“Do you think that was enough to defeat me?” Ar’elith said as his body pieced itself together beneath his skull. “Ridiculous! I am the Lich King! I cannot be killed by the likes of you!”
Noele was certain he wasn’t even regenerating thanks to the Void’s power. The way he had simply recovered from her attack was distinctly different from how the other battles she had with the Void thus far.
He pointed at her as her eyes widened. The sky crackled as dark clouds gathered overhead. She activated [Dance with Death]— focusing on [Flash Step] before she teleported away.
“[Frost Lightning],” the First Lich King said.
All at once, a blast of blue lightning crashed down from the sky. It struck the ground where she had been just moments ago, shredding the earth open as the nearby ground was wreathed in frost.
Garron and Saros were far enough away from the explosion so that they weren’t struck by a direct hit. However, the shockwave sent them flying back as flakes of snow eddied up into the sky.
Noele appeared atop a pile of rubble as Ar’elith glanced her way. His flaming purple eyes flared as he made an annoyed sound.
“Hmph, impudent,” he said as he pointed her way. There was a thundering crack before he even spoke the words of his Skill. “[Frost—”
And a streak of purple lightning flashed down before he finished speaking. Noele cursed, teleporting away with another [Flash Step] thanks to [Dance with Death].
This time, when she reappeared, the ground trembled and cracked open. Even though she was a hundred feet away from ground zero of the blast, she was still knocked back by the explosion. She was sent flying into a rock wall as a pulse of the Void’s power rippled over the area.
And Ar’elith just stared at the massive second crater that dwarfed the first. He lowered his hand as he tried to work his jaw.
“What…?”
—--
The Lich King was taken aback by his own power. He had tried to call upon his [Frost Lightning], but something else was beckoned forth. A bolt of purple lightning that drew from something else.
His [Bountiful Mana Core] did not drain of magic. And he knew he hadn’t been able to use a Skill just yet. That attack didn’t come from him. It came from another source of power— one that far surpassed his own.
He looked down at himself in confusion, and he heard the voice again.
“I can give you power.”
His vision distorted— the world twisted as the sky seemed to darken. But he knew that it was simply his perception being muddled with. The twisted voice continued to echo in his head as he stumbled back.
“I can grant you your revenge.”
“What is this?” Ar’elith asked, gripping his skull. “Who is that? Reveal yourself!”
But his vision returned to normal. His eyes flickered as he shook his head. He looked down at himself as he saw ribbons of a purple magic gathering at his fingertips. He stared at this power in confusion.
“This is…?”
“It’s the Void’s power!” an enthusiastic voice exclaimed.
Ar’elith looked up to see the [Necromancer] from earlier stumbling to his feet. He was disheveled and bloodied, but he still forced himself up to greet the Lich King.
“The Void’s… power?” Ar’elith asked as he looked back down at himself.
He saw the flakes of the Void’s essence— he finally recognized the twisted magic for what it was. And he froze.
The [Necromancer] shook his head. “I apologize for my unsightly appearance, but—”
“Explain,” the Lich King cut him off.
“Uh, pardon me, my King?” the [Necromancer] asked in a puzzled voice.
“Why have I been infected by this… this… vile power!” Ar’elith spun around and snarled at the blinking man. “How dare you taint me with the Void! You shall pay for your insolence!”
The [Necromancer] paled as he raised his arms. “But my King, I did it so you could—”
“Perish.”
And a blast of [Frost Lightning] obliterated him before he could protest. He screamed for a fraction of a moment, before his voice was silenced. What remained where he had stood were thousands of pieces of broken ice.
—--
“What… just happened?”
Noele watched as Ar’elith obliterated Tristan Devon without any hesitation. She had just been about to strike the First Lich King from behind— another surprise attack— but she paused when she saw that interaction play out.
Ar’elith hates the Void? That… didn’t really change much— he still wanted to slaughter everyone in Vacuos to achieve his undead dream. But she also wasn’t sure whether attacking him was the best idea right now.
Not when he was shuddering and stumbling back, whispering at himself.
“Get out of my head— begone from my soul!”
He spread his arms wide and faced the sky. A plume of purple mist expelled from his mouth, and the aura of the Void coating him partially dissipated. He was still Void-touched or Void-blessed. But it was weaker now.
The Lich King bent over, panting as his hands balled into fists. Noele lowered her two blades. If Ar’elith dispelled the Void from his body… would he even still be alive anymore?
She thought there was a slim possibility that he’d perish since the ritual that revived him drew from the Void’s essence. However, even if that didn’t happen, it still meant that she actually would stand a chance against the Lich King.
…well, more of a chance than right now.
Noele looked on as Ar’elith roared as he clawed at his face. And then he paused. The blonde girl blinked as a figure suddenly appeared before him. Her eyes went wide when she saw who it was.
“That’s—”
Guardian Angel Z357 stood before the Lich King. For a moment, neither of them moved as Noele just stared. And then Ar’elith stumbled forward as he clacked his jaw together.
“You’re… an angel?” he asked.
In response, Guardian Angel Z357 hurled his lance at the First Lich King. And Ar’elith exploded into a million broken pieces.
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Ar’elith exploded.
Noele stumbled back as she watched the First Lich King’s bones shatter. Guardian Angel Z357’s lance hadn’t just broken the joints and separated the bones— it had completely broken each and every bone it came into contact with.
It was said that the bones of Ar’elith were nigh unbreakable. That the reason his bones were scattered across the world was because even the efforts of the greatest [Warriors] and [Mages] combined, they could not destroy the First Lich King’s bones.
And Noele had seen its durability with her own eyes. Even her strongest attack hadn’t even scratched the pale ivory. But, in a single instant, it was completely destroyed.
She blinked a few times as she tried to process this scene. But then she flinched as she watched the lance fly back into Guardian Angel Z357’s hands.
This was the power of an angel— it was the real show of strength of one of the sentinels of the World System.
While Noele had already intuitively known that Guardian Angel Z357 was incredibly dangerous, seeing it up close was an entirely different matter. She stumbled back, only for an arm to catch her.
She glanced back at the burly man steadying her.
“Are you alright?” Garron asked, even though he wasn’t in good shape himself.
“I’m… fine.” She shook her head as she turned to face the shattered pieces of the First Lich King. “But I don’t think it’s over just yet.”
The Steel Tank frowned, and that was when the pieces of the First Lich King’s bones began to tremble where they lay. Noele’s eyes flickered as Saros called out.
“Seriously? What will it take to put down the Lich King for good?”
The four figures looked on as the shattered bones of Ar’elith began to zip through the air, piecing the skeletal figure as a purple aura pulsed. Noele knew that this was the power of the Void— unlike earlier, when the First Lich King had recovered from her attack all thanks to his own magic.
She glanced towards Guardian Angel Z357, expecting him to finish off Ar’elith. But the angel did not move. Even as the First Lich King’s skull was fully reformed, and the purple flames in his eyes blazed brighter than before.
“Are you going to stop this?” Noele asked as she took a step forward. “Or are you going to let this happen like you did with the ritual?”
Guardian Angel Z357 fractionally craned his neck to face her. He didn’t visibly react to her words. But he did answer simply with his thoughts.
I shall destroy this Lich King when he revives, he said as he raised his lance. But I shall not dispel the Void from his body.
Ar’elith screamed in anger and pain as he was restored to life. He pointed a finger at the angel, unleashing a blast of purple lightning— one that crackled louder than before.
But Guardian Angel Z357 simply threw his lance once more. The attack sheared straight through the purple lightning, before striking Ar’elith in the chest, shattering his skeletal frame once more.
If I must, I will repeat this process again and again and again and again…
Noele watched as the angel strode forward and picked up his lance, before spreading his arms wide.
…until the Fal-Deus possesses this vessel—
She blinked. And her eyes grew wide as Guardian Angel Z357 finished.
Then I shall purge this planet of the Void once and for all.
—--
Guardian Angel Z357 made the declaration of his plan, even as the skeleton continued to regenerate right behind him. It was a bold goal— but it served to complete his objective.
Or so he told himself, even as the World System informed him otherwise.
[Processing: Change in Objective…
…
Failed: (0/1) Ritual Halted!
-          Minor Objective D: Defeat the Void’s Heir before the Fal-Deus returns!

-          (0/1) Void’s Heir defeated!

Main Objective Incomplete!]
But even though the notification stated that he had failed his prior objective, before giving him a new objective which he ignored, he still believed he was ultimately acting in the best interest of the World System.
He turned away from the Noble Spellsword as she stood there, stunned speechless. And he faced down the fully-reformed Lich King. A red box flashed before his twelve eyes, overlaying the skeletal figure.
[WARNING! High Amounts of Void Essence Detected!
Threat Level: Continental Destruction(?)*
*Danger is rapidly growing!]
And Guardian Angel Z357 shook his head. That wasn’t enough. He took a step forward as the Lich King gasped.
Ar’elith looked up at the approaching angel, clutching at his ribs as he gasped. “Do not—” 
But the angel callously swung down with his lance. And the Lich King was shattered into a million pieces once more.
—--
Ar’elith was the Lich King. He was the Lord of All Undeath. He was the One Who Tamed the Five Revenants of Arelioth’s Path. He was a Level 75 [Archmage of Death] who was capable of felling even Elder Dragons 10 levels above him.
He was feared. He was worshipped. And he was being killed again and again and again by an angel.
The Lich King didn’t quite comprehend what was going on. It was an angel— one of the protectors of Vacuos against the Void. So Ar’elith cried out to be saved from the vile power inhabiting him. But in response, he was senselessly cut down. Even in spite of his protestations.
“Please, purge me of this—” he begged.
And the angel destroyed him.
“I am not a follower of the V—” he said.
And the angel destroyed him.
Ar’elith felt an immense amount of pain surging through his body as he lay there— a pile of dust and broken bones. And as he was pieced back together, he was left to his thoughts.
The Void— the creation of the Great Evil. The magic of the Fal-Deus. It had infected him. It coursed through his body, bringing him back to life again and again and again, far faster than he was able to regenerate on his own.
The Lich King despised it. He cursed himself of his fate. He was a devout follower of the World System— it had given him the power to achieve life even in death. And with it, he was going to conquer all of Vacuos.
With it, he was going to bring peace to the world.
There would be no more death. No more suffering. No more wars. No more disease. And no more famine.
He remembered what it was like to live through a time of pestilence and pain— when the aftershock of the Void’s incursion with Vacuos was still rippling across the three remaining continents. And even as a child, he had sworn to ensure that such a world would never exist again, and that those who had wronged him would forever pay for their actions.
But now, he had been reduced to a mere vessel to the Void’s power. He weakly gasped as a voice resounded in his head.
“Submit.”
The Lich King ground his teeth together as he replied.
“No—”
And the angel destroyed him.
He screamed as his vision cracked into thousands of fragments facing different directions. And his gaze focused on the angel. He was restored to his full stature, and he raised a hand.
“Listen to me!” he yelled.
And Ar’elith created a barrier of ice. The angel swung down. The lance struck its target, piercing through the barrier. But it didn’t break all the way through— there was a flash of purple light as the surface cracked.
The lance was lodged halfway through the barrier, and there were sparks of the Void’s essence wisping off the cracks in the ice. Ar’elith felt the magic surging through him. The alien power that was neither his nor the World System’s. He tried to reject it, but in this moment, he drew from it to hold the angel back.
“If you are truly an angel, save me from this plague—”
And a second lance appeared hovering above the angel. Ar’elith stared for a moment. Before the second lance shot down, crashing straight through the Lich King’s skull.
Once again, his bones were shattered. His vision winked out of existence as he could not see anything anymore. But the pain never left him. He felt like his entire body was burning— dipped in molten rocks and thrown through a grinder. 
…why? he asked himself as he lay there in darkness.
Why was this happening to him? This was supposed to be his grand return. But now, he was infected by the Void, and a plaything to a false angel.
His vision slowly returned as he felt his skull hovering high in the sky— being repaired slowly by the zipping chunks of broken bones. 
And he remembered. This wasn’t the first time he had returned, was it? He had already come back once before— his bones pieced together by one of his disciples of this era. And when he was revived, he hadn’t been tainted by the Void.
He had been himself. He had been the Lich King. But then he was killed in an instant. His vengeance— his conquest— ground to a halt with a single swing of the sword. All because of…
“Her.”
Ar’elith stared at a brown-haired woman. He saw the bored look on her face— he saw the familiar rusty sword. She stood there on the edge of the cliff, wearing strange clothes and a tattered cloak.
And his eyes blazed. The rage in his heart only grew stronger as he felt his pain numbing. Only his fury remained.
“I can give you the power to destroy her. I can give you the strength to exact your revenge.”
Ar’elith didn’t respond. His eyes flickered for a moment, and the girl was no longer there. He looked down at the angel as he caught a glimpse of the lance’s glint.
“All you need to do is—”
The angel’s second lance shout out once again. And the Lich King roared in a distorted voice.
“SUBMIT.”
The voice echoed in his mind as he screamed, unleashing a cone of purple frost at the angel. The lance turned to ice mid-air as the blast of magic mixed with the Void’s power crashed into the earth, freezing everything Ar’elith could see.
The ruins of the castle surrounding him were frozen. A large section of Arelioth’s Pass was coated with ice. Every piece of rock, debris, and rubble in miles were coated in a thick layer of sleet.
And it wasn’t ordinary ice either— it glinted with a purple tint, infused with Void essence.
Ar’elith descended to the ground as his gaze landed on where the angel had been standing. A rainbow-colored dome stood there instead— a barrier. It dissipated moments later to reveal the unscathed angel.
And the Lich King raised a hand. The pure white ivory of his bones had been painted purple. The Void’s essence wisped off his body, coating him with a dark aura. His eyes flared as he pointed at the angel.
“Perish for what you have done to me!” he screamed.
And a blast of purple lightning crashed down from the darkening skies.
—--
Guardian Angel Z357 saw the attack coming. He watched the eddying clouds above shone with a purple aura. The heavens crackled with a purple electricity as thunder cracked in the far distance. He looked back towards the Lich King as the bolt of lightning shot down his way.
And he raised his lance, blocking the attack.
There was a flash of light. A powerful shockwave rippled over the landscape as the frozen ground shattered from the sheer force of the impact. And even though Guardian Angel Z357’s lance took the brunt of the bolt of lightning, he found himself being forced back from the blast.
He raised his head as Ar’elith descended from the sky. His twelve eyes flickered, taking in the devastation that had been wrecked across the landscape in such a short amount of time. For a moment, he wondered where Noele, Garron, and Saros had gone. Had they been destroyed from the previous frost blast?
But his attention was immediately diverted by a flash of red light. A message from the World System appeared before him, and he read the words it had said.
[WARNING! Abundant Amounts of Void Essence Detected!
Threat Level: Planetary Cataclysm(?)*
*Danger is rapidly growing!]
Guardian Angel Z357 stared at it. He looked back up at the empurpled form of the Lich King. And he finally readied his Techniques.




Chapter 46

Guardian Angel Z357 clashed with Ar’elith the First Lich King.
A powerful shockwave rippled across the landscape. Arelioth’s Pass shook. The ground trembled, and bits of rocks and rubble crashed down the cliffside into the valley. The surrounding structures— the Ruins of Fihla’s Castle— were blown apart in an instant.
The dust and debris settled as Guardian Angel Z357 narrowed his twelve eyes. His gilded lance hovered right before the Lich King’s skull, blocked by an icy staff. A purple staff. One that was conjured by the Void’s powers.
Ar’elith’s flaming eyes blaze as he roared. He swung down with his staff, aiming for the angel’s face. Z357 parried the strike, before quickly ducking under a follow-up attack. The Lich King cackled as he leapt back and raised a finger.
“I am Ar’elith! I am the Lord of All Undeath! I am the One Who Tamed the Five Revenants of Arelioth’s Path!”
He screamed as an ice spike began to form at the tip of his finger. Guardian Angel Z357 floated across from him, eyeing the purple aura coalescing around the Lich King. For a moment, the Void’s essence flared.
“I shall not… I shall not—” Ar’elith started, before his form twisted and his voice distorted. “I shall not be humiliated by a dRoNE SuCh AS YOU!”
The ice spikes multiplied a thousandfold. The attacks rained down at Guardian Angel Z357 as he raised his head. He saw the shadows drawing closer, and he closed his eyes.
Without A Trace, he activated one of his Techniques.
The Lich King’s burning purple eyes flickered as the angel’s figure seemed to vanish. But Guardian Angel Z357 hadn’t simply become invisible. His form was incorporeal. And as he flew forward, the hail of ice spikes phased through his body.
They rained down onto the nearby cliffside, ripping apart the stone with their explosions. A second valley was shredded open from the volley of blasts. It was a crater that would have engulfed multiple large cities— it ran parallel with Arelioth’s Pass, permanently scarring the landscape.
Guardian Angel Z357 easily avoided them and reached Ar’elith’s side in an instant, before ending the effects of his Technique. His body phased back into existence as the Lich King recoiled.
“You—”
And Guardian Angel 357 thrust forward with his lance, shattered the skeleton’s ribs in a single swing.
Ar’elith collapsed into a pile of bones as he screamed. But the purple aura wreathing his body did not fade away. He slowly began to regenerate as the angel flitted back.
If Guardian Angel Z357 wanted, he could have dispelled the Void’s essence from the Lich King’s remains. However, he did not. He refused to do it. Even as he sensed the brief tear in space forming within the bones. Like a core of depravity.
He refused to destroy it entirely.
Not yet, he told himself. Not until—
[In Progress: (0/1) Void’s Heir defeated!]
Guardian Angel Z357 eyed the blue box flashing to his side. He dismissed the objective, readying even more of his Techniques.
Not until the Void’s Heir fully succumbs, and the Fal-Deus steps foot into Planet 16B.
Only then, could Guardian Angel Z357 put a halt to this incursion between the Void and Vacuos. All he needed to do was ensure that the vessel— that Ar’elith the First Lich King— was fully broken, so the Fal-Deus could claim a medium to walk this world.
For now—
Guardian Angel Z357 watched as the Lich King was pieced back together once again.
—--
Ar’elith blinked. He stood in an empty room. A dark room. One that was shrouded in a veil of purple mist. An expanse of nothingness surrounded him, and he frowned. Where was he? He didn’t know. He raised a hand—
And paused when he didn’t see a skeletal arm protruding from his side.
He stared, puzzled for a long moment. Then he looked down at himself. His eyes went wide when he saw a young man. Flesh and skin still clung to his bones, and long golden locks trickled down his neck. He was the Lich King. He was the Lord of All Undeath. And right now, he was—
…human?
His name was Arthur. He had been a [Priest] once. He had been a devout follower of the World System. He was a non-combatant— his Skills were tailored to empowering others and helping them level. He was also capable of guiding others down different advancement paths for their Classes.
He had everything he could have ever wanted. He had a wife— he had two children. And while he wasn’t rich, he was happy.
Until it was all taken away from him.
They hadn’t been killed— no bandits fell upon his house and slew his family. But a terrible plague had befallen them, and Arthur had escaped alive thanks to the blessings of the World System.
And that was when he learned about the folly of life. That death was the only path ahead. He fell into despair. His grief nearly drove him to ending it all.
But he realized that there was hope. He heard about the Five Revenants of Arelioth’s Path— he heard the tale of their immortality, and how their souls refused to leave the mortal world. And so he studied the magic which could preserve life.
The magic of the soul.
Necromancy.
Arthur believed it was the path to paradise. He believed that there was eternal salvation awaiting those who learned mastery over their soul. He theorized that immortality— that which surpassed the timeless lives of the Elder Dragons— could be achieved.
But his beliefs had been cast aside. He was ostracized for what he had said. Even though he knew he was right… it didn’t matter.
So he vowed he would save the world from the disease of death. He truly believed he could cure Vacuos of its problems. And he was going to do whatever was necessary to achieve salvation.
For the sake of himself, and for the sake of others.
That was why he fought.
That was why Arthur had shed his old name and became Ar’elith the Lich King.
But now… why was he fighting?
He looked up as a bright light flashed before him. He slowly started forward, pressing through the fog of darkness until he stumbled across a screen. An image hovered in the air before him, showing a scene of utter devastation. Smoke and dust billowed the air, and large craters littered the landscape.
His eyes narrowed as the image shifted, tracking a winged figure zipping across the sky. A blast of purple lightning crashed down from the dark clouds, but the winged figure dodged it and flew straight into the screen.
Arthur flinched, and the image cracked for a moment. Until it began to repair itself as the scene was slowly restored.
He blinked, watching as a skeletal hand was raised on the other side of the screen. A purple staff was created out of thin air as a warbled voice echoed around him.
“I will—
kiLl YoU!”
The ground split open as giant spires of ice shot out of the earth. A mountain began to rise in the middle of the valley, and millions of icicles rained up into the sky. A terrible cackle shook the images as Arthur stumbled back.
He stared for a moment. He saw the skeletal body. He looked at the purple staff. And he raised a hand.
“That is… me?” he asked softly. “But how?”
He slowly brought his hand forward as the scene continued to play out. The winged figure easily parried the onslaught of projectiles before slicing the mountain of ice in half. The screen trembled as Arthur’s fingertips touched the surface—
And his hand almost went through the screen. He frowned.
“What—”
But before he could comprehend what was going on, a shadowy grip caught him by the forearm. His gaze snapped to the side as he opened his mouth. And a tendril of darkness shot out, grabbing him by the neck.
His eyes snapped wide open as he was strangled by something. He struggled to break free, but even more limbs emerged from the darkness. They clung onto him. They swarmed up his body, bringing him down to his knees. He thrashed and screamed and reached for his magic.
But he felt nothing. He heard nothing. He was held in place as he breathed heavily.
And a single eye opened before him, tearing through a crack in space.
“You. Are. Mine.”
Arthur stared at the purple sphere hovering in front of the screen. It spoke to him— even without a mouth. And its gaze bore into him as it seemed to grow larger with each passing moment.
“Do not struggle. Do not resist. For I shall liberate you from your shackles. I am your creator, and I shall lead you to salvation.”
Salvation? Was that not what Arthur wanted? He had sought it out for so long, and now he was given a chance to finally be at peace. He just had to accept his place. He just had to…
But no. This being— this power… he knew what it was. He could sense its depravity, even as he knelt there, stripped of his magic. He recognized the power of the Void.
“I…” Arthur choked out.
He couldn’t breathe. The dark tendrils tightened their grips on him, and he felt like his body was being ripped apart. Somehow, he still remained in one piece. And he gritted his teeth, remembering his dreams.
He recalled the promise he had made himself
“I am Ar’elith the Lich King!” he shouted as he fought back against his bindings. “The Lord of All Undeath— the One Who Tamed the Five Revenants of Arelioth’s Path!”
Arthur rose to one feet as he glared up at the floating eye. He balled his hands into fists, before breaking free from the dark tendrils holding down his arms. He roared in defiance as he stared into the Void.
“I shall not be your pawn!”
For a moment, it looked like he was going to break free from his bindings. But the Void simply returned his gaze.
“No,” it said as more tendrils emerged from the darkness. “You will not be a pawn.”
And they dragged Arthur down as he screamed. He was brought back down to his knees, before his face was slammed into the ground. He opened his mouth, and one of the tendrils wrapped around his face, preventing him from speaking.
The eye looked down at him as he struggled. No words left his mouth. He was sinking into the darkness, and he could only stare helplessly as the Void took control of his body— as it took on his feelings and his emotions. As his mind gave in to its temptation. 
“You will be my vessel.”
All Arthur could feel now was—
“And then we can both have our revenge.”
…anger.
—--
Guardian Angel Z357 saw an opening. The Lich King hesitated for a brief moment, and the angel swooped in for another powerful blow. But before he could reach his target, a powerful explosion of the Void’s essence shot out in all directions.
The blast sent him flying back as he raised his lance to protect himself from the explosion. He crashed straight through a nearby cliffside before catching himself mid-air. The cliff collapsed beneath him as he quickly regained his bearings.
His twelve eyes flickered as he stared at the crater at the center of the blast. A figure stood there. Not a skeletal figure— but one that was covered in a thin layer of flesh. Like a desiccated body. Except the ribs poked out of its stomach, and it still wore the face of a skull.
A pair of bone-like wings protruded from its back as a dark aura wisped off its body like a regal cloak. The purple shadows receded for a moment, revealing a hole dug into its chest. One that looked like a glistening crystal eye, but… distorted.
Almost like it was a rift in space.
Guardian Angel Z357 stared at this figure— at the creature that had replaced Ar’elith. No… it hadn’t replaced the Lich King. Rather, they had become one. Or they were in the process of becoming one.
A blue box flashed before the angel’s twelve eyes as he descended from the sky.
[Processing: Change in Objective…
…
Failed: (0/1) Void’s Heir defeated!
-          Minor Objective E: Destroy the Fledgling God Vessel before Planet 16B is destroyed!

-          (0/1) Fledgling God Vessel destroyed!

Main Objective Incomplete!]
Guardian Angel Z357 landed right before the creature as it stared at itself. It flexed a hand curiously, before looking up towards him. He braced himself as the World System gave him a warning.
[WARNING! Exorbitant Amounts of Void Essence Detected!
Threat Level: Demigod(?)*
*Danger is rapidly growing!]
Fledgling God Vessel? Demigod? Guardian Angel Z357 tilted his head back. Then he raised his lance as he prepared for battle. Finally, he could eradicate the Fal—
“Perish.”
And the Fledgling God Vessel appeared behind the angel before he could react. He couldn’t even spin around in time to protect himself. A blast of lightning fell from the sky, consuming him as he silently screamed in agony.




Chapter 47

Kallistus Kal had sensed the surge in the Void’s essence, and once again, he had taken this opportunity to practice his newfound powers. He had monitored the movements of the angel for weeks now. So he knew that it would only pursue the strongest source of the Void.
He remained discreet with the use of his Void-blessed abilities. He ensured that his training sessions were always hidden by a far more powerful flare in the Void’s essence. While the [Hero King] preferred to act indiscreetly, he had no other choice. He knew that Guardian Angel Z357 could defeat him with ease.
That was why Kallistus had remained in hiding for the last few weeks. Even though his country needed him— even though his armies needed his help to defeat the Astrad Kingdom. He wasn’t sure how long he would need to act covertly. Right now, he was still observing, but he knew he would soon begin to make plans once more.
However, that changed when he felt the eruption of Void essence in the distance. It was overwhelming. It felt like the [Hero King] was standing before a rift, hearing the words of the Void as it whispered into his ears.
Kallistus Kal stumbled back as he lowered his hand. The voidling he had been conjuring vanished, and the room seemed to shudder. He felt a heavy pressure bearing down onto his back as he dropped into one knee, and he tried to steady himself.
“This is…?” the [Hero King] whispered between labored breaths.
He looked up, glancing towards the source of this terrible power. He heard the echoes of the Void as he rose back to his feet.
“—erish… rish… ish…”
Kallistus felt the Void essence permeating the room around him— pouring forth from a great distance away. It was greater than anything he had ever imagined. Even more so than he had hoped.
And he knew that it was what he had been searching for this whole time.
—--
Noele jerked up as her eyes snapped open. She exhaled heavily, before taking in a deep breath. She swept her gaze over her surroundings, staring at the grassy landscape with wide eyes. Her heart was racing. Her ears were ringing. It took her a moment to regain her senses.
And when she did, she paused to look down at herself. The Noble Spellsword stared at her cut and bruised body, before raising a hand.
“I am… alive?” she observed, utterly perplexed. “But— what happened?”
She asked the question to no one in particular. She didn’t even know where she was. It didn’t look like she was in Arelioth’s Pass anymore. Sitting on a bed of grass and surrounded by thickets of trees with no craters in sight, it was quite evident she was somewhere safe now.
“But the Lich King—” Noele started as she rose to her feet.
And she paused as she heard a groan coming from the side. She looked towards a figure lying face first on the ground.  Her eyes widened when she saw him. Noele hurriedly rushed to his side as she called out.
“Garron!”
She turned him over as he sat up, rubbing his temples. The burly man shook his head as he grimaced.
“Where am I?” he asked.
And Noele could only purse her lips. “I… I don’t know.”
She looked up as she searched her surroundings. The blonde girl had no answer for him. She was just as confused as he was.
Garron opened his mouth as he glanced at her. “I—”
And he was interrupted by a flash of light. The two of them glanced back as they blinked, staring at a mountain range in the far distance. The sky shone with a bright light— like a giant purple pillar was descending from the heavens as dark clouds gathered above. 
It was so far away, and yet, the two adventurers still saw it. The entire mountain range was bathed in a purple light, illuminated even in the dead of night. And they could even feel the power being emanated from Arelioth’s Pass.
It was… terrible.
“...what happened?” Noele asked as she rose back to her feet.
She stared at the lightning bolts crackling in the sable clouds. She thought she could see the face of a skull high in the sky. A shiver ran down her spine as she took a step back, and a voice answered her.
“We were saved.”
Noele spun around and faced a small figure sitting on a rock. She recognized him in an instant. He was Saros the Gnome Inventor. And he didn’t even face her as he spoke.
“That’s what happened,” he snorted as he shook his head. “We had our asses saved.”
Garron managed to force himself back to his feet, before narrowing his eyes. He stared at the gnome’s back and furrowed his brows.
“Saved? By who?” the burly man asked.
Noele watched as Saros turned around and faced them. He just rolled his eyes, waving a hand dismissively.
“You know who,” he said simply.
And both Noele and Garron exchanged a glance. They understood what the Gnome Inventor meant in an instant. They both made a sound of understanding.
“Oh.”
—--
Guardian Angel Z357 was engulfed by the blast of purple lightning. It consumed him— it burned the feathers on his wings as his metallic body cracked. His twelve eyes darted around in different directions as the electricity continued to course through him.
The lightning bolt vanished, leaving behind a massive crater where he lay. He jolted in intense pain, paralyzed and burning. And it didn’t look like he was going to break free from his paralysis any time soon. He would have lain there forever— until his body collapsed from the shock damage of the attack.
But his mind focused. His entire body tensed for a moment. And finally, he called forth one of his Techniques.
The only escape to his agony.
Without A Trace. He phased out of his corporeal form, and the electricity immediately dispersed. He sank into the ground, clinging onto his lance as it was taken with him. He took a moment to regain his bearings before shooting out of the earth and ending the effects of his Technique.
He landed a dozen feet behind the Fledgling God Vessel as he raised his lance. He was prepared for another surprise attack. But it didn’t come.
“Amazing…” a voice said.
Guardian Angel Z357 raised his head back as he narrowed his twelve eyes. The voice wasn’t distorted— in fact, it almost sounded perfectly normal. At least, for the one who had said it. It still had an ethereal tone which an ordinary man or woman would not carry.
But that was because it was said by Ar’elith the First Lich King. He held his hands up, whispering softly as he faced the empurpled sky.
“This power— why did I reject it for so long? I should have heeded the call of the Void from the very beginning. I feel incredible. I feel… invincible…”
Guardian Angel Z357 heard the warbled voice coming from the last word. But it was unlike before. It was calm. It was controlled. Beforehand, it was like the words struggled to even form in this world. But now, Ar’elith spoke for the Fal-Deus like he was speaking for himself.
He had become the vessel of the Void. A Fledgling God Vessel. And while he still contained some semblance of his own consciousness, it would soon vanish.
Guardian Angel Z357 shook his head. He quickly assessed the situation in this brief moment of reprieve. The Fledgling God Vessel had nearly destroyed him with a single attack. The angel’s wings were torn and tattered— bits of feather had been burnt off to reveal the metal frame underneath.
Chunks of his metallic body had been broken off, and bits of wire stuck out as they crackled with electricity. It was not an effect of the lightning bolt, but rather it was simply his insides. As an artificial being, he had no organs. He only had machine parts.
Based on that very brief clash between himself and the Fledgling God Vessel, Guardian Angel Z357 knew that he did not stand a chance of winning this battle. It was to be expected. After all, he was faced with a Demigod-level threat.
Perhaps an Archangel would be more suited to deal with this problem. But it was only Guardian Angel Z357 who was present here in Planet 16B. So it was up to him to complete his task and defeat the Fal-Deus.
And he knew he did not need to destroy the enemy standing before him to win. He just had to weaken the Fledgling God Vessel, dispel the outpouring Void essence, then seal the rift on the chest of the transformed Lich King. It was a three-step process, and each step was necessary in that specific order.
But he determined that this process was enough to contain the Fal-Deus for at least another ten thousand years. After all, it was similar to what he had done the last time he had been activated, and it was the only method he knew of that was capable of stopping an immediate return. Although… there was no vessel back then.
Unfortunately, every other attempt he had carried out to stop the Fal-Deus had only ever brought about temporary results. So this was what Guardian Angel Z357 knew to do.
And he acted to carry it out.
Lance Duplication. He raised his right hand, creating dozens of copies of his lance overhead. They shot forward as they streaked through the air. They propelled with such immense speed, they instantly reached the Fledgling God Vessel.
But Ar’elith hardly even reacted. He simply raised his staff, conjuring a wall of ice. The volley of flying lances crashed into the barrier as the nearby ground was ripped apart. However, the attacks didn’t pierce through— they never reached their target.
“You cannot kill me,” the transformed Lich King said as he strode forward.
Guardian Angel Z357 flew back, aiming his lance at the Fledgling God Vessel. Bursting Ray of the Sun.
And a blast of golden light shot out. A massive beam that instantly expanded hundreds of feet wide from its source. It tore apart the earth, shredding open another new valley in Arelioth’s Pass. It would have destroyed everything in hundreds of miles. But as it reached Ar’elith, he just raised his staff.
“I have…” he whispered as a spear of ice was formed right above him. “Ascended.”
The projectile streaked forward. It tore straight through the beam of golden light, rapidly flying straight for Guardian Angel Z357. His eyes grew wide as his own attack was easily shorn apart. He tried to disengage— he tried flying out of the way of the spear of ice.
But it swerved after him. It moved faster than he did. And he was forced to protect himself.
He held his lance forward as he conjured up a barrier. Field of Isolation.
An iridescent dome fell over him. It was his greatest defensive Technique. It should have protected him from even his own strongest attacks. But as the spear of ice clashed with the barrier, he realized it wasn’t enough.
His Field of Isolation cracked open as he raised his lance. And the spear of ice shot straight through the barrier, before clashing with his lance.
There was a pulse of light. Guardian Angel Z357 was sent flying back from the shockwave as he barely parried the projectile. He crashed into a nearby mountain, destroying the mountaintop from the sheer impact of his fall.
He tried to pick himself up, but sparks flaked off his right arm. He collapsed back onto the ground as he craned his neck up to face the approaching winged figure. The Fledgling God Vessel drifted towards him as the realization settled in.
He had made a miscalculation. He would fail to defeat the Fal-Deus here.
The only reason he had succeeded in sealing away the Void last time around was because he had the assistance of the Elder Dragons. But now, he was alone. And he was completely outmatched.
A sense of dread threatened to overtake the machine. The fear that he would be destroyed in this battle weighed on him. But before he could be clouded by those emotions, he quickly purged his feelings and analyzed the situation.
Reassessing… Guardian Angel Z357 knew he was not going to complete his objectives here. So he shifted his priorities. Rather than trying for a resounding victory, he had to resort to simply temporarily sealing away the Fal-Deus.
He was aware that it was no different than closing a rift. The Fal-Deus would return soon enough— perhaps in a day or so. But that was the only way he could defeat the Fledgling God Vessel.
Preparing the seal… must delay Ar’elith until then. He raised his lance with his left hand. Fire Nova.
He pointed, and a ring of crimson flames rapidly closed in on the transformed Lich King. But in response, Ar’elith raised his staff, wreathing his body in an armor of ice. As the ring of crimson flames touched him, there was a powerful implosion. A blast that engulfed him entirely. But otherwise did not harm him.
He continued to float towards the fallen angel as chunks of his ice armor broke off.
Guardian Angel Z357 staggered to his feet as he swung down with his lance, unleashing Technique after Technique at the approaching Ar’elith.
Shackles of Domum. Heavenly Meteor Shower. Three Point Laser—
But it didn’t matter. The Fledgling God Vessel broke through the ethereal shackles. He countered falling stars with his own volley of projectiles. And he tanked the blast of red light.
He reached the angel as he brought a hand out.
Dispel Depravity. Guardian Angel Z357 thrust forward with his lance.
There was a flash of purple light. The rift— the eyeball— on the chest of the Fledgling God Vessel flickered for a brief moment. And he simply caught the lance with his right hand. He tossed aside the weapon as the Technique failed to slow him.
And he pinned Guardian Angel Z357 to the ground.
“You cannot compute my power, can you?” Ar’elith asked as his eyes blazed brightly with purple flames. “I have surpassed what your feeble machine mind is capable of processing. I have become a god.”
Guardian Angel Z357 stared at the transformed Lich King for a moment. He lay on the ground as the metal on his face bent from being crushed against the rock ground. And he replied simply.
Not yet, he said as he brought up his right hand as a spell circle formed at his fingertips. Seal of the System.
There was a flash of iridescent light. The magic shone brightly in Guardian Angel Z357’s hand as he swung for the transformed Lich King’s chest. Ar’elith’s flaming eyes dimmed for a brief moment—
And his figure was wreathed in a purple light. Guardian Angel Z357 blinked as his target teleported away in an instant. His hand swept through the air, and his seal dissipated into nothing.
He stared with round eyes as the Fledgling God Vessel reappeared a hundred feet high in the air, looking down at the crater.
“That was…” Ar’elith stared in disbelief for a second. Then he chuckled in a distorted voice. “You almost got me. But did you really think such petty tricks would work on me?”
Guardian Angel Z357 picked up his lance and leant on it. He raised a hand to his right shoulder as a green glow shone, and the damages he had received began to repair. But slowly— too slowly.
The transformed Lich King spread his arms wide as a purple aura began to permeate the air around him. The Void’s essence in the area thickened as the sky was empurpled, and the clouds crackled with a dark lightning. A thin layer of sleet began to cover the landscape. A hundred miles, slowly freezing over just from his presence alone.
He cackled wildly as he stared down at the injured angel.
“I do not even need to get close to you to kill you!” the Fledgling God Vessel bellowed as the eddying clouds began to glow brightly. He pointed his staff down at the crater. “Now die—”
His voice boomed out as Guardian Angel Z357 flinched. But Ar’elith couldn’t finish. Just as he was about to swing down with his staff, a voice cut him off.
“That’s enough.”
The transformed Lich King froze. Guardian Angel Z357 raised his head. It was a familiar voice. A female voice. But the both of them would have recognized that voice anywhere. More specifically— they would have recognized the voice’s tone.
After all, it was a bored voice.
They looked down at the base of the mountain as a young woman stood underneath the moonlight. She had brown hair. She carried a rusted sword. Her black and blue cloak was torn and tattered, but even as it blew with the wind, it refused to fall apart.
She stared at the damaged body of the angel, before looking towards the twisted figure of the transformed Lich King. She did not visibly react. She just stood there, waiting expectantly.
“You’re…”
Ar’elith lowered his staff as his flaming eyes flickered with recognition. With the need for vengeance. His gaze bore into her, and he spoke with a calm fury, recalling her name.
“Amelia.”
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Ar’elith stared at the familiar brown-haired woman. She stood at the bottom of the wrecked mountain— her torn cape billowing in the wind, and her rusted sword held out to the side. She wore a bored look on her face. An aggravating look that stirred his anger.
He recognized her. Of course he remembered her. That monotonous voice. That apathetic gaze. How could he forget it? She was the one responsible for killing him. She was the one responsible for crushing his dreams! She was… she was…
“Amelia.”
He whispered softly as he slowly descended from the sky. The transformed Lich King didn’t know how he knew her name— he didn’t recall Amelia ever introducing herself to him. But, somehow, her name appeared in the fore of his mind.
It was strange. It was like his mind was… clear now. It was as if his thoughts were always shrouded with strange, unnecessary thoughts beforehand. But now, the voice in the back of his head had been silenced. He fully understood himself— he truly knew what it was he desired above all.
He could think with clarity. There was no interference of other unnecessary thoughts. He was no longer weighed down by such frivolous things like logical thought, moral principles, or ambitions. He succumbed to his own instincts. He was driven by the only thing that mattered.
His desires.
And now, more than anything, he wished to destroy the impudent pest standing beneath him. So he ignored the broken angel lying at the center of the massive crater atop the mountain. He had already decisively won that battle— it was of no concern to him, even if he turned his back to face Amelia.
He spread his arms wide as the dark clouds gathered above crackled with electricity. Thunder boomed in the distance— a cacophony of explosions that would be the symphony of his vengeance. He sneered as he spoke, his voice echoing with a susurration of whispers.
“Ah, so you have finally decided to join the fray,”
the transformed Lich King said as he felt the power of the Void coursing through his body. “But you are already too late— as you can see, I have become a being that has surpassed the limits of the World System! I have ascended into something more.”
Amelia just raised a brow as he took a step forward. The ground shivered, and his footfall boomed. An earthquake shook the nearby mountain range as a landslide collapsed in the middle of Arelioth’s Pass.
“Are you afraid? Are you scared? Come on— say something.” He drew closer as a lightning bolt crashed behind him, and the world flashed with a dark light. The hole in his chest widened as he felt a sudden surge of strength empowering him even more. “I can sense your fear. I see your terror. You could have stopped me before my revival, but now you can only quiver where you stand as I bring about your demise!”
Ar’elith waited for her words, but he knew they would never come. After all, she was too stricken with fear by what he had become. Even the angels of the World System weren’t enough to stop him now. He had transcended all of Vacuos with this transformation. He would never be— 
“...man, you were really done dirty by the Voidgod, huh?” Amelia finally said.
And he paused. His blazing eyes flickered for a brief moment as she shook her head. She dismissively gestured at him as he could only stare back at her.
“I mean, sure, you were a generic-looking skeleton before. But now, you look like an ugly B-grade horror movie monster. Seriously— talk about a glowdown.”
The transformed Lich King stared. He took a moment to process her words. The world grew silent— the raging thunderstorm overhead came to a halt. His mind whirled. The outpouring of Void essence stopped. He unclenched his jaw, about to fly into a rage.
And he steeled himself.
He chuckled as he raised his staff.
“Even now, you still put up a front. But that is no matter. When faced with my power, you shall be forced to surrender. I shall bring you to your knees and make you beg for mercy.”
The deluge of the Void’s power continued to fill him as the gathering of clouds overhead began to descend from the heavens above, eddying down directly onto his staff. His wings spread wide before beating down and carrying him to the sky.
“I cannot wait to hear you scream,” Ar’elith said as he stared down at her.
She simply returned his gaze, not moving from where she stood. A storm of lightning bolts crashed down into the earth below. But none of them struck her. The blasts rained over her surroundings, devastating the landscape.
The entire world shook. It wasn’t just a tremor that washed over the ground. The air itself trembled from the intensity of the building pressure. The sky itself seemed to collapse as the rift in the transformed Lich King’s chest distorted and twisted space itself.
Amelia swept her gaze over the landscape as entire mountains crumbled to dust, and giant crevices tore their way through the earth. But she didn’t move. Her legs had frozen. She was too scared to even run away.
Not that there was anywhere she could escape to.
Ar’elith cackled wildly as he raised his staff, and the sky shone with the power of the Void..
“Now behold— the power of a god! The power of a being who has ascended beyond that of this world!”
His eyes blazed as the hole in his chest began to bleed with a twisted liquid.
“The power of my wrath!”
And all across the planet, heads turned to face the source of this immense power.
—--
Noele’s eyes widened when she saw the bright light shining over the horizon. She dropped to her knees, staring at the mountain range in the far distance. Even from where she knelt, she could feel the ground trembling beneath her. The surrounding trees shook as their branches swayed with the wind.
Garron and Saros stumbled back, but they didn’t react as she did. They only saw the visible effects of whatever was happening in the distance.
“What the fuck is she doing—” the gnome cursed.
“How…?” the burly man asked as he steadied himself against a tree. “Even from this distance…”
But Noele saw something they didn’t. Perhaps it was because of what she learned under Amelia’s tutelage, or maybe it was due to her exposure to the Void. However, she saw the ripples of power emanating from the center of the mountain range.
And she knew that she wasn’t safe. No one in Laxo was safe.
Not from the Lich King’s wrath.
—--
“That’s…” a voice whispered.
An elf stood at the mouth of a cavern. He stared at the flashing purple light in the far distance. It had to have been a thousand miles away— maybe even further off. And yet, it shone as bright as the sun. Even from afar, he recognized the vile power. He had only seen it once before, but he could recognize it anywhere.
“The power of the Void,” a second said.
Jax the Forsaken Archer glanced back into the cavern. He watched as a hulking crimson figure emerged, panting with labored breath. Bloodied and injured, his companion wheezed before collapsing back onto the ground.
“I have never seen such an abundance of the Void’s essence in my life,” Grat-ra’zun mustered out, barely keeping his eyes open. “It reeks even worse than ten thousand years ago…”
The elf shook his head and looked back towards the horizon.
“Well, there’s nothing we can do about it,” Jax said with a shrug. “Although—-if she’s there… maybe…”
All he knew was that he just had to wait and see.
—--
Kallistus Kal sat quietly on his throne, having finally emerged from his hiding. His subjects clamored over his return. They didn’t question him— they didn’t even ask where he had been. They simply praised him for his victories in the war with the Astrad Kingdom, and they gravely informed him of his defeats.
But as they stood around him none-the-wiser, he focused on the destruction that was being wrecked at the center of the continent. In the very heart of Laxo, the Void itself was manifesting its true power.
And he studied its composition from where he sat.
—--
But it wasn’t just the continent of Laxo that felt the ripple effects of the Fledgling God Vessel’s power.
In the island of Scholus, lying in between Laxo and Alius, an archmage and a king rose to his feet with wide eyes. He heard the call of the Void.
And he could only drop to his knees, prostrating in the direction of this power.
“Praise the Void,” Leonhard the Archmage King of Scholus said.
—--
In Alius, a slumbering figure was jolted awake deep underground. It took a moment to regain its bearings, roaring in anger and shaking the country that lay above it. But when it sensed the overwhelming power of the Void…
The Ruler of the Earth grew pale and trembled in fear.
—--
In Drazyl, a young elven girl cowered underneath her bed. Her caretakers called for her— they tried to usher her out. But she refused to move.
She was supposed to be the successor to the Grand Sage of Imbel Forest. Her people needed her. They were losing their war with Mare. And yet, here she was, hiding in fear.
Her caretakers thought it was because she was afraid of her duties. They believed that the status as the leader of the elves was far too overwhelming for her. But in reality, it was because she could sense the Void.
Every instance of the Void’s power being called, all across the four continents, she sensed it all. It terrified her. Whenever she felt a flare from a rift in space, she would go running back to her room.
And today, she fled the Festival of the Leaves when she sensed the destruction that was being wrought in Laxo. It was so overwhelming. It was more terrifying than anything she had ever sensed before.
That was why she refused to move. That was why she prayed for the Thrones to save them all.
—--
And in Mare, the Merfolk Empress blinked. She raised her to face the ocean surface— she could see the glistening rays of the sun piercing to her depth. But more than that, she sensed the power of the Void permeating through the world. For a moment, she stared reverently in the direction it came from.
But then she shook her head. She returned her focus to the task at hand as she swam deeper down into the deepest depths of the ocean, hunting for a kraken.
—--
In Laxo, it was still night. And Guardian Angel Z357 watched from atop the destroyed mountain as the Fledgling God Vessel stared down at Amelia. A thousand lightning bolts rained from the sky by the minute, and the landscape had been transformed to a valley of craters and rubble.
But even as the World System pressed him to intervene, the angel couldn’t do anything but look on. Because the power being displayed before him was far beyond his capabilities to tackle. He lowered his gaze as he stared at his left hand.
A spell circle began to form at his fingertips. The Seal of the System. It was the only Technique Guardian Angel Z357 knew of that was capable of stopping the transformed Lich King, and that was because it drew power from the World System.
But it would take time to cast. And he knew—
He looked up as a brilliant purple light shone in the sky, and a rift tore open overhead. The crackling lightning bolts stopped as the Fledgling God Vessel raised his staff.
Guardian Angel Z357 knew that in mere moments, all of Planet 16B would be destroyed.
—--
Ar’elith laughed as he swept his gaze over the collapsing landscape. It was all going to be destroyed. Everyone— from Alius to Mare— they were all going to perish in a single decisive blow, and he was finally going to have his revenge!
His eyes flickered. For a moment, he wondered why he even wished to destroy the world. He had sought vengeance against those who had wronged him, but his ultimate goal was to save the world from death itself. So why was he doing this…?
The transformed Lich King shook his head, quickly dismissing those unnecessary thoughts away as he indulged in the destruction. Instead, he focused his gaze on the brown-haired woman cowering before him. She hadn’t even moved from where she stood— gripped by terror as she could only stare back up at him
“My return was inevitable,” Ar’elith said as he hovered in the air, the rift in his chest tearing across his ribs. The hole in the sky widened as ripples of electricity ran across the clouds overhead. “Did you really think death would stop me? Did you think that you could ever find peace after defying me?”
His words left his mouth without even a thought. It was as though he had been possessed, but he knew it was his fury that was speaking— it was his rage that drove his actions. And he unleashed his wrath on the source of all his hatred.
“Do you not understand? There is no killing God! I will return to reclaim what is mine, and when I do, I shall bring forth—” 
Amelia narrowed her eyes. And Ar’elith swung his staff down at her as he bellowed.
“Armageddon!”
All at once, a pillar of purple light crashed down from the sky. Like a giant lightning bolt. A blast that dwarfed the nearby mountains. It fell from the sky, heralding with it the destruction of the planet.
Ar’elith cackled as the angel flinched. The attack fell straight towards Amelia. But she didn’t budge. Not even in the face of this overwhelming power. The blast struck her, and there was a flash of light.
A bright light. A blinding light. It overwhelmed the transformed Lich King’s senses. He let out a soft sigh as he whispered.
“It is over…”
And as the light faded away, he basked in the vastness of space. He stared at the starry dome overhead. He felt at ease. Like his flaring emotions had been tamed. Just for a moment.
Then he saw the dissipating clouds. His flaming eyes dimmed as he caught a glimpse of the distant mountaintops in his peripheral vision. Ar’elith swept his gaze over his surroundings in confusion.
“What is—”
And he caught himself. His gaze landed back down at the brown-haired woman standing below. She was staring back up at him with one hand raised— holding up her sword aimed towards the sky. There was a brief glimmer of a white aura over her blade, but it faded away.
He descended to the ground as he stared at her in confusion. He thought he was imagining things— that his anger was making him hallucinate his enemy. He opened his mouth as he was about to repudiate her existence.
Then the realization sunk in.
Amelia had sliced his attack in half.
“No…” he whispered as he took a step back. “That’s—”
“Was that it?” Amelia asked as she lowered her blade. A white aura wisped off her body, and she tilted her head. “Was that really your full power? Because if so… I can’t say I’m impressed, let alone scared of it.”
Ar’elith gritted his teeth. “This is not possible— how…?”
She shook her head as she casually strode towards him. He backed away, trembling in fear and anger as she drew closer.
“I have transcended even the angels of the World System! I have become far more powerful than I could have ever imagined. So how are you still stronger than me?” he demanded.
“You seem to have made a mistake, Ar’elith,” Amelia said as she held his gaze. “I didn’t arrive here too late to stop you from transforming into this.”
“What…?” Ar’elith stared at her, uncomprehending. “What do you mean by that?”
Amelia sighed as she came to a halt just before him. And a smirk spread across her lips as the flame in his eyes flickered in shock.
“I mean that I let you transform into this—” She gestured at his twisted and deformed body. “Because I was here the entire time.”
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“Because I was here the entire time.”
Amelia shook her head dismissively as Ar’elith could only stare in shock. The transformed Lich King tried to process her words, but he couldn’t comprehend it. It made no sense to him. She was saying that she had let him accept the power of the Void— that she had watched as he had beaten the angel senselessly, nearly destroying it entirely.
That was… that was ridiculous! There was no way that could be true. She was lying. She was a—
“Liar!” Ar’elith screamed as he swung his staff at her, unleashing a blast of purple flames.
Her eyes flickered, and her blade glinted with a white light. She swung up, blocking the attack as he backed away. The flames instantly dissipated— it would have completely ravaged the landscape, but she destroyed it with ease. In response, he conjured up a lance made out of purple ice.
“I refuse to believe it!” He tossed the projectile her way, bellowing as the world shook. “I refuse to believe that you allowed my revival!”
The transformed Lich King continued to unleash his onslaught of attacks her way. Each blast he hurled would have been powerful enough to destroy a country— it could have eradicated everything in hundreds of miles.
But Amelia casually sliced through each and every one of his attacks like they were nothing.
Each time her blade struck the oncoming blasts, there was a flash of white light. Her figure flickered with a glimmering aura that coated her entire body. However, it vanished quickly enough— only flashing when she struck down the transformed Lich King’s attacks.
And she slowly approached him. She strode forward without any hurry. One step after another. A gradual pace. Almost too slow. Like she was taking her time on purpose.
Ar’elith raised his staff, creating a rift right above his head. Space itself tore open— a twisted hole in the world that bent light and seemed to pull everything into its fringes. He screamed as he threw it at her.
“You are a liar!”
But Amelia simply sliced the attack in half— just like she did every single one of his attacks. She finally came to a halt right before him as she shook her head, gesturing vaguely in the direction of Arelioth’s Pass.
“I came here as soon as I sensed that ritual going off or whatever. I tried to contact Noele with my [Message] scroll, but she didn’t respond. So I decided to check things out. I just didn’t feel the need to actually do anything until you became this… hideous thing.”
She looked him up and down, before grimacing in disgust. Ar’elith stared at her. He couldn’t believe it. He had transcended the World System— he had become even stronger than its angels. And yet, somehow, she was still so much stronger than him, she didn’t perceive him as a threat?
It was utterly nonsensical. There was no logic to her actions. He had the power to destroy the entire planet— he could eradicate all life across all four continents. But she let him obtain this form. She didn’t just finish him off when she had the chance.
No— she didn’t finish him off even now. His attacks couldn’t harm her. He was utterly powerless in the face of her strength. And when she could kill him in an instant with a swing of her sword, she refused.
“…why?” he asked, completely baffled.
“Why what?” Amelia tilted her head back at him.
Ar’elith ground his teeth together. “Why didn’t you kill me when you had the chance? Why don’t you just kill me now?”
He felt his anger building up inside of him. But it was odd. It was nothing like the desire for vengeance that drove him. It was… almost intrusive. Like the thoughts had to force its way into his mind. But he knew it was him. And the question he asked came from his soul.
“Why did you let me suffer? Why did you let me succumb to the Void? You could have stopped that angel from killing me over and over again! You could have let me die in peace!”
The hole in the transformed Lich King’s chest shrank. The aura coating his body flickered, and he took a step forward. He faced Amelia, the agony clear on his face.
“Why didn’t you just kill me?” Ar’elith asked the question again.
The brown-haired woman stared at him. She no longer wore a bored look on her face. Instead, there was a hint of sympathy there. Or maybe it was pity. He didn’t know.
She just shook her head as she sighed.
“Because I thought you could overcome the Void’s control over you on your own,” Amelia explained simply. “That’s it, really.”
“What…?” He stared at her as the wisping flames in his eye sockets dimmed. He wasn’t sure what to say. He didn’t even know how he was supposed to react.
Amelia shrugged back at him. “Yeah— I really thought you stood a chance. And I still hope that you do. You can still break free from his control, you know?”
Ar’elith opened his mouth in indignation. He wanted to protest— argue that he was better with the way he currently was. But he caught himself. The niggling voice that was screaming at him in the back of his mind returned, and he wondered why he had even come to accept the power of the Void.
Because I can exact my revenge against the world, he told himself. And a moment later, he asked himself why he even wanted that. That was never his goal— he had sought to bring about perpetual peace for all of Vacuos.
The total destruction of everything he ever knew. Why would he want that?
He tried to focus on these thoughts. However, he was overcome by an intense anger, and he simply swung his staff at the brown-haired woman as he snarled.
“Why does it matter?” Ar’elith asked as she easily caught his weapon before it could reach her face. He tried to pull back, but the staff wouldn’t budge. So he let go of it and leapt back. “Why should I reject this power? With it, I have become stronger than I could have ever imagined! Through the Void, I have ascended!”
“You didn’t ascend to shit— you’ve just become a puppet.” Amelia sighed as she snapped his staff in half. “Look at you. Is this really what you want?”
He hesitated. He looked down at himself, and he saw the flesh on his fingertips. He eyed the hole in his chest, before opening his mouth.
“I…”
“Right now, the Voidgod has total control over both your actions and your thoughts,” she continued, cutting him off. “But soon, your consciousness will be fully subsumed, and there will be nothing of you left. You must fight back.”
“The… Voidgod?” the transformed Lich King asked in confusion.
Amelia waved a hand dismissively. “The Fal-Deus. The Voidgod. The manifestation of the Void. Whatever. Point is— you’re merely meant to be its vessel to enter Vacuos.”
“T-that’s—” Ar’elith tried to agree with her, but the hole in his chest pulsed
He stumbled back as a sharp pain ran through his body. He tried to work his jaw. However, he could hardly even muster up his thoughts— and he had to do so in a roundabout manner. 
“If that is true, then why don’t you kill me and get this over with?”
“Because then it would be pointless,” Amelia said, shaking her head. “If I kill you here, I will simply be destroying the Voidgod’s vessel. It will return soon enough with another vessel. That is why you must be the one to defeat it.”
“What… do you mean by that?” Ar’elith stared at her as she pointed at him.
“The Voidgod does not exist here in Vacuos. Even if I swing my sword around— maybe stab you a few times— I won’t be able to harm it.” She closed her eyes, before tapping a finger on her forehead. “However, the Voidgod does exist in your mind.”
The transformed Lich King stared at her. It felt like the world was spinning. His head ached. And it was all because of her words. Every ounce of his being tried to force him to attack her— to silence her. But he stopped himself. Instead, he listened through the pain.
“So the only place the Voidgod can be hurt is in your mind,” Amelia explained. “Because of that, only you can harm it. Only you can defeat it. There is nothing else I can do but watch…”
She trailed off, and there was a pause. A moment of silence as Ar’elith took in her words. But before he could formulate his thoughts, she quickly spoke up again.
“Either that, or you fully succumb to the Voidgod. And when that happens, I’ll just kill it when it appears.” She shrugged as she hefted her blade over her shoulders. “But until then, it is up to you to overcome the power of the Void.
And Amelia finished. In response, Ar’elith lowered his head. He stared down at the palm of his hands, before balling them into fists. A million voices whispered in his head, but he ignored them. He couldn’t listen to them.
He knew he was being influenced by the Void. He could not trust himself. Not right now. He had to fight back. His flaming eyes flickered as he looked deep within himself, peering right into the hole where his heart should be.
Amelia waited expectantly as he brought a hand up to his chest.
“I—” he started.
—--
Guardian Angel Z357 hovered in the air, staring at the two figures down below. He had repaired most of the damages he had suffered. While he was still visibly damaged, he could function without any impediments to his processes.
And now, he was certain his eyes weren’t malfunctioning. He hadn’t been deceived at all by what he had seen moments earlier. The transformed Lich King had conjured up an attack that would have completely obliterated Planet 16B.
But Amelia just sliced it in half.
Then she continued to deflect his attacks. It was almost inconceivable. She was an ordinary human facing against a Fledgling God Vessel, but she fought like she was swatting around a mere fly.
So Guardian Angel Z357 didn’t intervene. Instead, he listened to their conversation. He heard Amelia refer to the Fal-Deus as the Voidgod. He blinked in confusion for a moment, recalling something else she had said not long ago. But he ignored it for now.
He focused on the plan she had posited— the method she had suggested to defeat the Fal-Deus.
Is that really it? he wondered. Is that really how the Fal-Deus can be defeated?
It sounded simple enough. Too simple. It couldn’t have been that easy, right? And a moment later, Guardian Angel Z357 was proven right.
The ground shook as a red box flashed before his eyes.
[WARNING! Incalculable Amounts of Void Essence Detected!
Threat Level: Lesser God(?)*
*Danger is rapidly growing!]
And he acted.
—--
Ar’elith peered into his soul— and he screamed as a voice boomed in his head.
“You dare reject me? I have given you the power to fulfill your dreams, yet you try to turn me away?”
He dropped to his knees as he arched his back, facing the night sky. A pillar of purple light shot out of the hole in his chest, and a distorted cry of agony left his mouth.
Amelia narrowed her eyes as his body shifted. Flesh and skin began to grow past his neck, forming a face over his skull. His entire being was drenched in pain, and he felt like clawing his head off. But he couldn’t move.
He had completely lost control of his body.
“I am the True God of Vacuos! I am your creator! How dare you betray me like the rest of them!”
Ar’elith struggled. He tried to break free from whatever was binding him, but he couldn’t even fight back. He wheezed as the depraved face was nearly finished forming on his skull, and the words of the Voidgod echoed around the valley.
“I shall reclaim my—”
And the tip of a lance protruded from his chest, cutting off the voice.
A sharp pain ran through his body. He froze as he craned his neck back. He saw twelve eyes staring down at him, and he tried to regain control of his body. But he spoke as the words of his captor left his mouth.
“So the angel has recovered,” the Voidgod laughed. “Do you believe your feeble power is enough to defeat me?”
The angel shook its head, before letting go of its lance. Not me— not my power.
“You—”
Seal of the System, he said simply.
A glowing spell circle expanded from the lance. The Fledgling God Vessel paused, before flailing to remove the weapon. But it was already too late. A crimson sphere engulfed the depraved figure as Amelia and the angel looked on from a distance.
And both the Voidgod and the Lich King screamed, overwhelmed by pain.
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“It’s over,” Noele whispered as she stared into the distance.
The purple sky faded away, and the clouds dispersed to reveal the moon and the stars overhead. She no longer sensed the overwhelming aura of the Void. The air was clear— she could breathe easily now without the pressure bearing down on her shoulders.
“She really did it, huh?” Garron said softly.
Saros scoffed and crossed his arms. “She should have done this right from the start— what was the point in letting us run around like idiots if she could have stopped the Lich King before he even left Arelioth’s Pass? We wasted our damn time…”
Noele glanced towards her two companions. Her eyes flickered, and she lowered her head.
“But that’s the point,” she said simply. “If we rely on Amelia’s help too much, we won’t be able to achieve anything on our own. We have to stand on our own legs and deal with our problems ourselves.”
“Well, we didn’t do shit on our own.” The gnome rolled his eyes. “All we did was get our asses kicked, before she bailed us out.”
The blonde girl looked back up to face him. He didn’t meet her gaze. He harrumphed and looked away with a scowl on his face. She swept her gaze past him, eyeing the undulating mountaintops in the distance that masked the battle that had taken place beyond.
“This time, Amelia saved us. But what happens if she’s not there the next time around?”
It was a simple question. It was posited not just to the gnome, but to all of them. However, the three adventurers gathered here knew the answer, even as none of them said a word.
—--
But it wasn’t over. Not just yet.
Even as the Seal of the System took hold of the Fledgling God Vessel, the battle hadn’t come to an end. The Voidgod’s influence rapidly faded away as the wisping purple aura dissipated. The rift began to close, sewn shut by the crimson threads of a divine power.
The transformed Lich King was drowning in a world of pain. Ar’elith screamed, and it was not just his voice that cried out. The Fal-Deus joined him. It screamed— but not just in agony. It also screamed in anger.
Its control over his body began to fade. The bone-like wings broke apart, and the purple flesh clinging onto his bones melted away. His legs grew numb as he felt like his lower body was evaporating into a simmering mist. It was too much to endure— a searing, stinging pain.
And yet, even though Ar’elith was being physically ripped apart, he found relief elsewhere. Somewhere deep inside of his soul…
Arthur jerked his head up, blinking his eyes open.
He hadn’t been able to move. He couldn’t even breathe. He had been held in place by a thousand limbs— drowned in a sea of darkness. But now, he inhaled deeply. He could finally see again. He could finally feel once more.
Arthur craned his neck to see the dark tendrils pinning him slowly recede back into the floor. He wiggled back, pulling himself out of the remainder of the loose bindings. He clambered to his feet, panting heavily as he rubbed his neck.
There were no visible marks on his skin. Even as he felt the phantom grip of the darkness cling onto his body. He knew he was free. And he sighed in relief.
“I… am free,” he started as he rose to his feet. He swept his gaze over his surroundings, and the darkness was replaced by a crimson light. Runes and symbols which he didn’t comprehend began to fill the dome overhead. He felt the warmth of the World System return to him as he smiled. “I—”
And a voice boomed around him.
“Forsaken by my people, exiled from my world. My creations turned against me. But I shall live on.”
Arthur spun around to see a purple sphere glowing in the darkness. It was the eye of the Void— the source of the power bestowed upon him. It hovered there like a tear in space. Its form was distorted. Its light was flickering. But it didn’t fade away. Not just yet.
“Cast back into my prison— hidden beneath this plane. An eternity awaits me…”
The voice began to fade as Arthur took a step forward. He approached the eye, holding a hand out to the twisting space. But it shrank into nothingness, leaving behind ribbons and motes of its essence as its words echoed around him.
“So I shall return to reclaim what’s mine, one day.”
He stared at the empty space. He lowered his hand as the crimson glow surrounding him began to dim. The magical symbols lost their light, and he looked back down at himself. He stared at the palm of his open hand.
“I feel— empty…”
It was a simple remark. But Arthur spoke from the heart. He was just tired. Like he had been drained of all emotions. All he felt was a sense of relief, but even that was fleeting.
He wobbled where he stood. The adrenaline of being freed quickly left his body, and he was left standing in a daze. He tried to steel himself— but he couldn’t even clench a fist. It was an odd sensation.
Arthur felt like something had left his body. Like the Void had stolen a piece of his soul as it was banished.
And now, he wondered what he was going to do. He didn’t even know what he wanted to do. He weakly looked up, seeing a glint in the distance. He saw a… screen. A moving image floated right before him. He narrowed his eyes as he remembered.
“...right, I was trying to escape,” he murmured to himself.
He stumbled forward with barely enough strength to hold himself up. But as he approached the screen, he saw the night sky overhead. A sable dome. A blank canvas. And he paused.
Arthur watched as a pair of figures entered the view of the image, before he slowly lowered his head. He didn’t know what was wrong. He didn’t know what had happened. But he didn’t want to pass through back into reality.
He didn’t want to go back to the real world.
Why should he? There was nothing for him there. He had nothing left. Not as Arthur, and not as Ar’elith. His loved ones, his ambitions, and his life— they were all gone.
He had already died once before. Now, he just wanted to rest in peace.
Arthur sighed as he dropped to his knees. He stared at the gray ground beneath him— he didn’t move. He didn’t approach the screen. He had no reason to get up and continue. He had no reason to live.
“I…” He opened his mouth.
And there was a flash of light. Arthur blinked, looking up as the screen began to expand. The image of the real world grew brighter. It began to merge with the walls of the room surrounding him, drawing closer as he could only stare.
He got back to his feet as he tried to back away. But reality consumed him, and his vision was engulfed by a white light for a moment…
—--
And Ar’elith opened his eyes.
Once again, he woke up. But this time, he was no longer in his soul. He was back in the real world— he had been forcefully returned to reality, freed from the bindings placed on his soul. And the Lich King groaned as he raised a hand.
“I’m alive…?” he asked himself.
Then he paused. Ar’elith stared with wide eyes as he looked at the back of his hand. He was no longer covered by the purple flesh of the Void. But that was not surprising. He had expected to return back to his ordinary self. So he thought he would come face to face with the pale ivory of his bones.
However, instead, he only saw flesh.
Human flesh. Calloused and tanned, but still the skin of a human. He narrowed his eyes as he sat up, before he felt a gust of wind sweep over him. And his golden locks blew behind him.
He had hair. He had eyes. He felt the cuts on his skin, and he could feel the coldness of the night breeze.
Ar’elith took a good look at himself. And he realized— he was not Ar’elith any longer. He was not the Lich King who had threatened the world over.
He was Arthur. He was the [Priest] who had lost his family to a deadly plague. He was a mortal again.
He rubbed his head as he tried to process what had happened. But before he could piece together anything, there was a flash of red light. He recoiled as the World System spoke to him.
[SYSTEM ERROR:
CLASS AND TITLES REVOKED!
YOU HAVE BEEN REMOVED FROM THE WORLD SYSTEM!
Reason: You have become a vessel for the Void.]
“What…?” Arthur squinted at the screen, utterly perplexed.
And right as he read those words, he heard the rustling of footsteps approaching him from behind. He spun around, facing a winged figure with twelve eyes. He recognized it immediately.
“You’re—” he started.
But the angel wouldn’t let him finish. It raised a lance as it spoke in a monotonous voice. Destroying the Fledgling God Vessel.
Arthur recoiled as he heard those words echoing in his mind. He raised a hand, eyes growing wide. But the angel just swung down—
And Amelia caught the attack with a single finger. She held the angel’s gaze, shaking her head as Arthur just looked on.
“I’m not going to let you do that,” she said simply.




Chapter 51

Guardian Angel Z357 had made multiple errors in judgment. He believed that he could defy the World System’s directives to accomplish his main objective— he believed that acting autonomously could have produced far more effective results than chasing dead ends after dead ends.
Unfortunately, he was reminded as to why the World System reigned supreme. His own decisions had led to the creation of a Fledgling God Vessel. Because of his inaction, the Fal-Deus had seized control of Ar’elith the Lich King and nearly broke out of the Fractured Realm back into Vacuos.
It was a foolish decision to make. But Guardian Angel Z357 had thought that he would be able to put a halt to the revival of the Fal-Deus. And when it did not work, he finally realized his miscalculation. He realized that it was better for him to follow-through with the directives of the World System.
That was why he moved to destroy the Fledgling God Vessel. His twelve eyes flickered as he stared at the figure lying at his feet. Ar’elith no longer wore the body of a skeleton. Instead, he had transformed back into a human. A helpless being without the blessings of the World System. But even though the Seal of the System had taken hold, dispelling the Fal-Deus out of him and back into the Fractured Realm, Guardian Angel Z357 did not lower his guard.
Instead, the angel raised his lance as he stared at the former Lich King.
Destroying the Fledgling God Vessel, Guardian Angel Z357 said simply as he swung down.
And Amelia caught the attack. He blinked as the brown-haired woman suddenly appeared before him. He didn’t even realize she was in his way until she had stopped his falling lance with a single finger.
She just shook her head in response. “I’m not going to let you do that.”
Guardian Angel Z357 took a moment to process what just happened. He stared at her— his employer. But also the one who had thoroughly defeated the Fledgling God Vessel. And he hesitated.
He drew back as Amelia lowered her hand. He twirled his lance behind him as he glanced towards the blond man lying on the ground. The angel considered disengaging. He knew he could not defeat the brown-haired woman in a fight. It was evident that he would easily be dismantled if he attacked her— especially considering how she had been able to stop his lance with ease.
But as the thought crossed his mind, a blue screen flashed before him.
[In Progress: (0/1) Fledgling God Vessel destroyed!]
He blinked. He stared at the message from the World System— the reminder to carry out his objective. He lowered his head as he recalled how defying the directives he had been given had nearly led to his own destruction.
And he shook his head.
The Fledgling God Vessel must be destroyed, he stated simply as he stepped forward. Move aside or I will have to exterminate you as well.
Amelia raised a brow. It was evident from the look on her face that she didn’t think Guardian Angel Z357 could actually harm her. He would agree with her assessment, but he had no other choice. She shrugged as he didn’t lower his lance.
“And why must you do that?” she asked casually, vaguely gesturing at Ar’elith. “Look at him— he is literally just some guy now. He can’t harm anyone.”
He raised his head weakly, staring at Amelia with hollow eyes. But he couldn’t even muster up a single word.
And yet, the angel did not back down. If the Seal of the System is broken, the Fal-Deus can reclaim his body in an instant. He is forever a threat to Vacuos. He must be eliminated.
Amelia narrowed her eyes. She glanced back down at Ar’elith, before shaking her head.
“That makes no sense. So you’re saying he should be killed because he could be inhabited by the Voidgod— by the Fal-Deus?”
Affirmative, Guardian Angel Z357 said as he held her gaze. The potential threat alone warrants the extermination of the vessel.
“Well, if that’s the case, then you should start with killing me instead.” Amelia crossed her arms. “And not just me, but you should kill everyone else is Vacuos too— after all, anyone can be inhabited by the Voidgod.”
Negative— these comparisons you have made are inequitable to the circumstances surrounding Ar’elith. You are not a vessel. But he is.
Her brows snapped together. She stared at the angel, and he did not lower his lance. 
Why do you oppose me? Why do you desire to save him?  You stand nothing to gain from protecting this man.
“Why?” Amelia repeated after Guardian Angel Z357. She raised her head, before closing her eyes. “Because you’re trying to kill a defenseless man— a man who didn’t even want to fight you in the first place. Remember, you’re the one who kept killing him over and over again to draw out the Voidgod.”
She raised a hand and pointed an accusing finger at the angel.
“You’re the reason Ar’elith even is a vessel of the Voidgod in the first place. So you’re trying to punish him for what you caused.”
Guardian Angel Z357 paused. He looked back down at himself, then glanced towards the human form of Ar’elith. For a moment, the angel remained silent. Then he mechanically raised his head and took a step forward.
It does not matter who is at fault, he said as his lance was overcome by a golden glow. All that matters is that the threat is removed. Now move— this issue does not pertain to you.
Amelia didn’t budge. “I mean, maybe if I was, like, back at my restaurant, I wouldn’t care. But I see what you’re doing right in front of me, and I don’t think it’s right. So I’m going to have to stop you… by force, if necessary.”
She unsheathed her sword fractionally with only her thumb. Guardian Angel Z357 didn’t falter. Even though he knew he could be sliced in half with a single slash, he still remained steadfast.
That logic does not compute. Your decision is predicated entirely on biases and emotions. You are choosing to endanger all of Vacuos by saving this vessel of the Void.
“What can I say? I’m a pretty shit hero.” Amelia shrugged in response.
And what will you do if the Seal of the System breaks? Guardian Angel Z357 asked as he eyed her. What happens if the Fal-Deus returns with its full might?
“I told you before, didn’t I?” she said, waving a hand dismissively. “I killed the Voidgod before. I can do it again.”
That is… The angel trailed off. He processed her words as slowly lowered his weapon. His mind reeled— he now knew that the Voidgod was the Fal-Deus, and he had already known that Amelia killed the Voidgod. Earlier, he had considered the implications of this, but he quickly dismissed the thought because he didn’t deem it pertinent to the issue at hand.
Now, he was forced to confront this fact. Guardian Angel Z357 had no other choice but to acknowledge what Amelia meant when she said she killed the Voidgod. Because if the Voidgod was the Fal-deus, it simply meant…
That Amelia killed the Fal-Deus.
Guardian Angel Z357 stared at the brown-haired woman. He looked into her eyes, and she didn’t avert her gaze. It was ridiculous— there was no way it could be true. At least, that was the first thought that crossed his mind. But he had seen her power. He had watched as Amelia easily dismantled the Fledgling God Vessel.
And he couldn’t help but believe her words. He stared at the blue screen hovering before him, before looking back at the brown-haired woman.
“If the Voidgod shows up, I’ll just smack him back into the Fractured Realm. It’s not a big deal, alright?” Amelia said as she crossed her arms.
Guardian Angel Z357 was at a loss on what to do. If she truly did kill the Fal-Deus once before, then she was right. Just like how she defeated the Fledgling God Vessel, she could defeat the Fal-Deus itself too.
Still, the angel didn’t think that meant that she should allow Ar’elith to live. There was too much risk. And the World System still maintained that the former Lich King be destroyed. But before Guardian Angel Z357 could come up with a response, a weak voice piped up.
Their confrontation was interrupted as they turned to face the blond man lying on the ground. They stared as he struggled to get on one knee, looking back up at the angel.
“It’s fine,” Ar’elith rasped weakly. “Just let me die.”
“What?” Amelia blinked.
His knees trembled. His eyes were hollow. He couldn’t even remain upright for more than a moment before he collapsed back onto the ground. He heaved as he held the angel’s gaze.
“Please… I have nothing left. Just kill me.”
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Arthur had nothing left. He had lost it all. From his family to his dreams. His ambitions lay in ruins at his feet, and now he felt empty.
So he lay there as he pleaded for his demise. Because he knew that the only path ahead of him was despair— void of happiness, and full of longing for what could have been. It was his only path to salvation. To become one with the World System once again in his death.
But that was not all. Beyond just escaping from the life of pain and solitude ahead of him, he believed that this was what he deserved. Because of what he had done. All the things he had done in both life and undeath— this was his penance.
He turned away from the angel to face the brown-haired woman. She stared at him as he lay prone on the ground, tears streaming down his cheeks.
“I have done… terrible things,” Arthur choked out. “I have killed so many people. So many lives taken— all because of me. I don’t deserve to live. Not after everything I have done.”
Why was he crying? Why was he regretting his actions now? Perhaps that was because he was no longer Ar’elith— maybe it was because he was no longer the Lich King. The Void had taken from him everything that had made him become the Lord of All Undeath.
And now, he was just Arthur. He was an ordinary man who had lost both his wife and his children. Even still, he held the memories of what he had done, and he wept. He wept for not only himself, but for all those he had wronged. Because he believed in a fallacious ideal, they suffered. Because he had thought immortality could be achieved through undeath, they died.
Ar’elith had believed that he could bring peace to all three continents of Vacuos. But Arthur knew that it was merely a foolish dream brought about by the insanity of despair.
So he lay there, facing the ground as his tears rained down and wet the soil. His vision blurred, and he saw nothing but the faces of those he had mercilessly slaughtered. He heard the echoes of their screams of terror. And he rested his forehead on the ground.
“Please, just let me die,” he said as he recalled his sins. “This is what I deserve. This is what I want. So let the judgment of the World System be passed onto me, and let me die once and for all.”
Neither the angel nor Amelia said a word when he was finished. They remained silent as Arthur lay there, eyes closed. This was his punishment. This was only what was right.
“You don’t have to protect me…” He saw a smiling face as he felt a pain in his chest. His wife stood there, hands behind her back as she waited for him in the light, while he was bathed in darkness. Her urging voice called him along. “You don’t have to save me. I don’t want to be saved. I want to… I want to…”
And his children appeared next to his waiting wife. They stretched out their hands at him, and their mouths moved. He heard them calling for his name. So he drew closer. Even as his chest ached, and his tears poured down his face. Arthur moved to embrace them.
“I want to return to them.”
He mustered up the strength to say those words. He had prolonged seeing them once again for over ten thousand years now— his quest for immortality had kept him from reuniting with what he had lost. Now, he had a chance to see his wife… to see his children. He couldn’t bear to live in this world without them for another passing moment.
So he waited. He lay there in silence as the world grew still. He waded through the darkness of his mind, drawing closer to his family. And he heard a set of trudging footsteps approach him. He waited for his death to be delivered to him.
But as he raised his head to behold the angel, all he saw were a pair of brown eyes boring into him. Amelia squatted down to meet his gaze as she rested her chin on her hand.
“You say that you should be killed for what you’ve done, but…” She gestured vaguely at him, then towards the direction of Arelioth’s Pass. “I mean, you did already die for that, didn’t you?”
“What?” He blinked as he took in her words.
“Multiple times, actually,” Amelia said simply.
Arthur tried to work his jaw. He opened his mouth, but she spoke over him. “That’s—”
“There was the time you died ten thousand years ago, then there was that time you died to me.” She tapped a finger on her chin as she spoke thoughtfully. “And I don’t know if it really counts, but Z did kill you like… a hundred times? Maybe a thousand times? I didn’t actually keep track…”
“But that’s not the same thing!” Arthur exclaimed as he tried to get back to his feet. Amelia backed up as he collapsed back onto the ground, groaning. He placed a hand on his chest as he felt the constricting pain throb in his heart. “I am still alive. Even if I have died a hundred times, I still live. How can the world be right if I am allowed to survive?”
The brown-haired woman shrugged. “Honestly, I’m pretty sure dying a hundred times is punishment enough. But if you’re still alive, then why not make things right? Repent for all the horrible things you’ve done and do what you can to help others until the day you truly die. Is that not better than letting you die here because Z’s being a stubborn idiot?”
She tilted her head as she asked the question. Arthur stared at her, utterly befuddled. Slowly, he gritted his teeth and clenched his fists. His breathing grew heavy, before he looked back down at himself.
“But…” He thought of the smiling face of his wife. He heard the giggling of his children. He watched as they waited for him, and he looked up. “But I have nothing left in this world. I just  want to see my family again…”
Amelia frowned. She stared at him as he looked up at her pleadingly, before shaking her head. “So, what is it then? Is your death meant to be your punishment or your reward?”
Arthur froze. His eyes widened as she asked the question. It was a simple question. And yet, he had no answer for her. He pursed his lips as she sighed. She took a step back, glancing at the angel.
“Look, if you really want me to let Z kill you… then fine, I guess. I can’t stop you. But let me ask you this— is this really what your family would have wanted?”
“I…” Arthur started. But he found no words to say. He closed his eyes, seeing the burning fields. He recalled the destruction he had wrought into this world. He heard the cries of fear. He saw the blood. He remembered the terrified faces. 
And then he saw his family once more. His wife was still smiling, but she no longer had her hands outstretched to welcome him. She held onto his children as they looked at him with somber faces. They tried to reach for him, but she stopped them.
She looked up to meet his gaze as he opened his mouth. But then she spoke. Silent words that he could not hear. But he could see her lips moving. And he understood what she said.
Not yet.
They turned away from him. Arthur watched as his family drew away, leaving him in the darkness. He tried to reach out for them as he opened his mouth.
“No—”
And he blinked as he grabbed onto Amelia’s hand. She stared at him as he returned back to reality, before he limply let go of her.
“They’re…” he whispered, but nothing else followed. He looked down at the ground as he closed his eyes.
“It’s your choice,” Amelia said softly. “Now tell me— what is it you want?”
Arthur had done many terrible things as Ar’elith the Lich King. It might have happened under a different identity, but that was still a result of his own actions. He stood there in darkness. His family was gone, and the destruction he had brought about still lingered. The wrong he had done… the lives he had taken… if he followed his family into the light, he’d be running away from it all.
He took in a deep breath as he opened his eyes. He stared down at the palm of his hand. He was no longer connected to the World System, but that didn’t mean there was nothing that could be done. He raised his head as he faced Amelia once more.
“I…”
She waited expectantly. He looked past her to face the angel, then looked back down at himself. He clenched his jaw as he opened his mouth.
“I want to live—” Arthur caught himself. He shook his head as he rose to his feet. “No… I must live. I must atone for my sins. For those I have wronged, I have to live. It is what’s right.”
He stood tall. His blond hair swayed with the wind, and the sun began to peek over the horizon behind him. Amelia smirked as she nodded.
“Good choice.” She turned away from him, looking back at the waiting angel. “Hear that, Z? He wants to live, so if you want to kill him, you have to go through me first.”
Arthur shifted back as he heard that. He glanced between both the brown-haired woman and the angel, but neither raised their weapons.
Affirmative.
“Are you still going to try and kill him?” Amelia asked as she raised a brow.
Arthur bit his lower lip. The angel didn’t visibly react. But there was tension in the air. It was palpable. And it was clear that the angel was calculating a course of action. Amelia didn’t even reach for her blade as she waited.
After a tense moment passed, the angel responded.
…negative. And with that, he spread his wings and took off into the air.
Amelia blinked, watching him go. Arthur stared too. As the angel took off into the horizon, flying towards the rising sun. Neither of the pair said anything until he was fully gone. Then Amelia dusted her hands off with a grin.
“Glad that’s settled— I didn’t want to have to fight him. He’s a really good employee. I hope he doesn’t resign over this.”
“Employee?” Arthur asked with a frown.
“Don’t worry about it,” Amelia said as she waved a hand dismissively. “So what are you going to do now?”
“I… I am not sure. I’ll figure something out. First, I need to learn more about this time period…” He felt his chest aching as he realized that this world was not even the same world he knew. But that didn’t matter. “Do you know if there’s anyone out there who can offer me a place to stay?”
“Well, I am looking to hire someone to work for me as a bartender,” Amelia said with a smile. “I can offer you lodging in exchange for a few hours of work every day. Although… I don’t know how my customers would feel about their drinks being served to them by Ar’elith the Lich King.”
“Right.” Arthur shook his head. “Then there is no reason to call me by that name. I am no longer that man.”
“Then what do I call you?” Amelia peered at him curiously.
He closed his eyes. He recalled the name he had once been called— he heard his wife’s voice echoing in his mind. Before he had become the terror that threatened to conquer all of Vacuos.
And he managed to muster up a smile.
“Arthur,” he said. “My name is Arthur.”
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It was over. Guardian Angel Z357 was gone, and the Voidgod was exiled back into the Fractured Realm. Now, it was just Ar’elith and I standing here in the middle of the devastated mountain range illuminated by the orange light of dawn.
Or— his name was Arthur now. He was the Lich King once, but not anymore. He shook his head before bowing his head.
“Thank you,” he said softly as he wiped the tears from his cheeks. “For giving me a chance to right my wrongs.”
I rolled my eyes as I took a step back. “Thank me later. Let’s just get out of here first… I really hope Z isn’t going to quit on me when I get back.”
“Right.” Arthur shuffled his feet, slightly confused, but not questioning me.
“Come on, give me your hand. I’ll carry you back to Wolfwater. Although… you’re pretty weak as you are right now, so I’ll take it slow.”
I proffered him a hand, and he took a step forward. I narrowed my eyes as he drew closer. And I stopped him, shaking my head.
“But before that—” I said as I gestured at him. “You need to put on some clothes.”
Arthur blinked. Then he looked down at himself, before his eyes went wide.
“Oh.”
He flushed, covering his crotch as he shifted back. I rolled my eyes as I pulled out an extra pair of pants from my Bag of Holding.
“Here, wear this.”
“S-sorry,” he said as he quickly moved to put on the pants. It was too tight for him, but it was better than nothing. “I didn’t even realize I was…”
“It’s fine,” I snorted. “Now let’s get going.”
—--
“There she is!” Noele exclaimed as she saw the figure zipping through the sky.
Saros and Garron looked up and narrowed their eyes. The two adventurers got to their feet as Amelia descended down into the forest. Noele had been standing the entire time, waiting for her mentor to return.
She had seen Guardian Angel Z357 pass over the landscape about half an hour ago, so she already knew that Amelia was on the way. But she didn’t expect to see her mentor arrive with a stranger in her arms.
“Amelia— who’s that?” The blonde girl blinked.
She stared at the disheveled man. He was half-naked— all he wore was a pair of ripped pants. His skin was deathly pale, and his hair was dirty blond. He was probably ten to fifteen years older than Noele, but he had an oddly wizened visage. Like his brown eyes were black and hollow.
Saros frowned. “Where’d you pick this hobo up from?”
“Is it over?” Garron asked, shaking his head as he ignored the gnome’s rude question. “Did you win?”
“Yeah, everything should be fine for now,” Amelia said as she waved a hand dismissively. “Come on, let’s get back to Wolfwater.”
She took a step forward, urging the three adventurers forward as the disheveled blond man shifted back. He averted his gaze, and she proffered a hand expectantly. Saros and Garron shrugged and approached her.
But Noele narrowed her eyes. She saw the way her mentor avoided the question. She noticed the uncomfortable look on the stranger’s face. So she pressed the question.
“Wait, Amelia… who is this? Where did he come from?”
Saros and Garron glanced back at the blonde girl. She looked past them, staring at Amelia. It was a simple question. The brown-haired woman could have answered it with a single sentence. And yet, she hesitated.
She scratched the back of her head as she explained. “Oh, he’s, uh… his name is Arthur.”
“Arthur?” Noele peered at her mentor suspiciously. That didn’t explain anything.
And Amelia clearly knew that. She apprehensively bit her lower lip, before sighing.
“Well, he’s called Arthur now. But you may know him as… Ar’elith the Lich King.”
The three adventurers froze. Noele’s eyes grew wide as her jaw dropped. She stared in shock at her mentor, before turning to face Arthur.
“...what?”
The Noble Spellsword couldn’t believe it. But by the expression he wore, it was evident that Amelia wasn’t lying. It was the truth. Arthur was the Lich King. 
“But… how? No—”
Noele shook her head. She gritted her teeth, turning to face her mentor.
“Why?”
Amelia shrugged. “It’s complicated. But he’s weak now, and he’s not really Ar’elith anymore…”
“That doesn’t matter!” the blonde girl exclaimed. She pointed accusingly at the former Lich King. “He’s the one who nearly destroyed all of Laxo ten thousand years ago!”
Arthur winced at her words. Garron rubbed his chin, and Saros massaged his temples. The Gnome Inventor shook his head as he sighed.
“This is insane… you’re insane, Amelia. What in the Thrones makes you think that sparing the First Lich King is a good idea?”
“First of all, I didn’t think it was a great idea. I already killed him once before, remember? But look at him— he’s literally not the same person he was before.” Amelia gestured at Arthur. “Secondly, I’m not going to just let him wander around doing whatever he wants… he’s going to be my bartender.”
“That’s—” Saros opened his mouth. He stared at her as she held his gaze. And he threw his hands in the air exasperatedly, giving up as he drew back. “Whatever! I don’t care anymore! Do whatever you want!”
Noele watched as the gnome stormed off for a moment, before coming to a halt. He must have realized that there was nowhere for him to march off to, so he just milled about over there as he grumbled to himself. The blonde girl turned back to face her mentor.
“Amelia…” she said with a serious look on her face.
“Look, I already had this argument with Z. I really don’t want to rehash it again.” Amelia shook her head. “Arthur is not Ar’elith—”
“But I am,” Arthur finally spoke up as he stepped forward. Amelia blinked at him as he nodded at her. He placed a hand on her shoulder as he managed to muster up a weak smile. “Thank you for defending me. But I don’t want you to make excuses for me either.”
Noele’s brows snapped together. She stared at the former Lich King as he took in a deep breath. He turned to her and held her gaze.
“Yes, I am the one who was called Ar’elith. And I am the one who was responsible for razing half of Laxo to the ground. I have committed an uncountable number of atrocities. I regret every single one of my past actions, but I also know that isn’t enough for me to be forgiven…” He lowered his head as he hesitated. “And nothing I do will ever be enough. I can never be forgiven for what I have done.”
Arthur stared at the palm of his hand as it trembled. He clenched a fist, before exhaling heavily.
“I deserve your hatred. I deserve to be vilified for the things I did. But I have a chance to finally do some good— after so long, I can right some of my wrongs. I know I cannot fully rectify my past mistakes. That nothing I do will ever be enough. So I am not asking for you to trust me. However, please let me use this opportunity Amelia has given me to do what I can to make the world a better place.”
Noele’s gaze bore into him. She saw the way he hesitated— the way he seemed to doubt himself. And it was clear in the look of disdain he had for himself that he was speaking from the heart. That he was not lying.
She pursed her lips as she turned to Amelia. The brown-haired woman crossed her arms.
“There you have it,” she said simply. “If Arthur tries anything, I can easily stop him. But I doubt he’d even be able to hurt a fly at his current state. He lost his levels, and he reverted back to a human. I’m pretty sure even Harlan is stronger than him now.”
Noele didn’t respond. She just chewed her lower lip as she looked between Amelia and Arthur. But a voice from behind drew her attention.
“I, for one, agree with Amelia,” Garron said as he strode up to the blonde girl. She turned to face him as he looked towards the former Lich King. “As he is right now, Arthur is harmless. He can’t hurt anyone. But he can help others. And that’s all that matters, right?”
“I…” Noele opened her mouth. But she stopped herself. She glanced between her mentor and the Steel Tank, before looking back towards Arthur.
The former Lich King looked like he was about to avert his gaze, but he steeled himself at the last moment. He looked the blonde girl directly in the eyes and nodded. She lowered her head and sighed.
“I still think it’s a bad idea,” she finally said. “And I cannot agree with this. But… fine.”
Noele acquiesced as she closed her eyes. She remembered all the stories her sister had told her about the First Lich King as a child— it was horrible. And yet, it happened so long ago, it was hard for her to fully contextualize the true terror of his atrocities. Only he knew what he had done, and that was why he asked for this.
The blonde girl sighed as she glanced at Amelia. “It’s not like I can do anything about it anyway…”
Arthur nodded as he took a step forward. He placed a hand on his chest, giving Noele a grateful look. “I understand how you feel. And I know that nothing I do will never be enough to make up for the atrocities I have committed. So thank you— for letting me do this.”
“I’m not doing this for you,” Noele snorted as she turned away from him. “Let me make it clear— I do not like you. I do not approve of this. So do not try and befriend me. Because I will not reciprocate you.”
“...right.” Arthur backed up as he lowered his head. “I understand.”
And Amelia clapped her hands together as she swept her gaze over the group. “Alright, now that that’s settled— let’s head back!”
She paused as she watched Noele, Garron, Saros, and Arthur approach her. She placed her hands on her hips, shaking her head.
“And remember: no screaming.”
“...no,” Noele said simply. “I will scream as much as I want after what you’ve done.”
Amelia snorted, and the blonde girl chuckled. And with that, they took off, returning to Wolfwater.
—--
“Thank you, Melissa. You are dismissed.”
Kallistus Kal waved a hand, and Melissa swept back. She smiled as she bowed low.
“Of course, my liege. I will send scouts to investigate the Breve Mountain Range, then I will contact them immediately.”
With that, she took her leave. He watched her go as the large double doors slammed shut behind her. The [Hero King] was left alone in the dimly lit throne room. He sat there as he closed his eyes.
And he tried to sense the source of power that had been so overwhelming just a few hours ago. But it was gone. It had surged to such an extreme level for a brief moment— one that eclipsed anything he could comprehend— before vanishing in an instant.
There was still some traces of the Void’s essence left in the air. However, it was such a minute amount that it was practically nothing. Especially compared to the extremity it had reached seconds before it dissipated.  
Melissa hadn’t noticed it— none of the [High Mages] in his court detected it. Of course not. They weren’t touched by the Void. They could not possibly parse its power. But they had noticed a bright light shining from the Breve Mountain Range.
Kallistus knew that the fight was over. Nothing remained of that power. However, he still sent scouts to investigate it just in case he could find anything that would be useful to him. He especially wanted to know what it was there that dispelled the Void.
He had his suspicions. He believed that it was very likely to be the Guardian Angel. But he needed confirmation to be sure. Because if the angel was truly capable of overcoming such power…
The [Hero King] needed to make preparations. He needed to concoct a plan for his inevitable second meeting with the Guardian Angel. And once that was settled, he’d finally be able to freely study the limits of the Void’s power.
And then with it, Kallistus Kal would seize its power to return back to his world.
But for now, he made his preparations. He schemed. He readied a trap.




Chapter 54

When we reached Wolfwater, Noele immediately retired to bed. She was far too exhausted to deal with my shit— I was paraphrasing, of course. But the meaning of the message was the same. She was visibly more tired than either of the other two adventurers who accompanied her to Arelioth’s Pass, even though they had all experienced mostly the same battles.
Garron escorted her back to her house, but Saros stayed behind. The Gnome Inventor wasn’t sticking around me because he wanted to… he made it abundantly clear multiple times as he followed me to my restaurant. Instead, he accompanied me because he still needed to write up a report about the incident at Arelioth’s Pass for the Adventurer’s Guild.
I ensured he omitted a handful of details, of course. For example— I made him remove any mention of my involvement at any level. In this… slightly revised version of events, Guardian Angel Z357 hadn’t betrayed the three adventurers. In fact, he was written to be the one who saved the day. After flying off to deal with an unseen threat, he returned just in time to confront the revived and Void-empowered Lich King. And after a hard-fought, he came out victorious.
Saros wasn’t too happy about making these changes to the story. However, he eventually acquiesced, even if he grumbled about it the entire time.
“Why must you even tell the Adventurer’s Guild about what happened, anyways?” I asked with a raised brow as he continued scribbling away at his notebook in the lobby of the restaurant.
It was still morning. So Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant was empty. Except for Bucky who was already awake. She ecstatically greeted me when I returned, not knowing what had occurred overnight.
I fed her a handful of seeds as I glanced up at the Gnome Inventor sitting atop a table.
“Over the last month, I have carried out an extensive investigation into the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns. They are growing bolder and bolder by the passing day, and their ideology is only spreading. But no one knows that. The current policy held by the Adventurer’s Guild is to ignore them. So this is my official petition to change that stance.”
Saros spoke softly, his gaze darkening as he slowed his writing. I drew back from Bucky and stared at him.
“Even an angel has descended from the heavens to fend off the Void. If the Adventurer’s Guild rejects my petition, then I know that it’s rotten from the inside…”
“Right.”
I watched as he sighed and lowered his head. The gnome looked tired— rightfully so. He had been desperately trying to prevent the revival of Ar’elith for a few weeks now. Or to be more accurate, he was incredibly relieved, which fed to his exhaustion.
Even if the First Lich King wasn’t technically dead since Arthur was still around. But I knew that the Gnome Inventor was glad he didn’t have to worry about a looming, impending apocalyptic event. He was still worried about the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns. But to a significantly less extent than he was about Ar’elith.
Although… Saros was still partially upset about that.
I heard a set of footfalls approaching the main lobby from the kitchen. I looked back as Bucky tilted her head, and the gnome scowled. Two figures emerged from the back of the restaurant, wearing identical clothing.
The first was Harlan. A former guardsman, and the first employee I brought into my restaurant. He was relatively young. Like he was in his mid-twenties at the latest. Broad-shouldered, tall. He had calloused, olive skin that made it evidently clear that he had spent a substantial amount of time laboring under the sun.
Meanwhile, the second figure accompanying him was quite the polar opposite. He was slender and pale-skinned. An inch or so shorter than Harlan, but clearly older. Not in an insulting way. He looked like he was perhaps in his early-thirties. And yet, he wore a timeless gaze on his face.
He was Arthur. Previously known as Ar’elith. The former Lich King, and currently my third employee.
Saros harrumphed, looking away. He disapproved of my decision to hire the former Lich King as my bartender, but we agreed to keep Arthur’s old identity a secret. So the gnome didn’t make any snappy remarks, even if he refused to hide his displeasure on his face.
I strode up to my two employees with a smile.
“Thanks for lending Arthur some of your clothes, Harlan,” I said as I nodded gratefully. “I’ll compensate you for it, I promise.”
“Happy to help, Amelia. And you don’t have to worry about paying me back— you’ve done more than enough for me by giving me a place to stay.” Harlan grinned, giving me a thumbs-up.
Arthur hesitated as he shifted uncomfortably. The former Lich King was very much outside of his comfort zone here. But he was ready to learn.
I chuckled as I patted Harlan on the shoulders. “Be sure to show Arthur the ropes, alright?”
“Will do!”
The two of them started to prepare the tables and chairs for today. Even though that wasn’t really necessary, considering that the restaurant was still closed. We were only going to be opening again tomorrow. It was still Harlan’s day off, so he didn’t even need to do this. But he insisted on helping since he didn’t have anything else he needed to do.
I had been slightly worried about Arthur earlier. I urged him to rest— maybe take a nap for a few hours before he pushed himself to do anything. But he said he was feeling fully refreshed. He didn’t even feel like sleeping… which after a moment’s thought, made sense to me since he had been ‘asleep’ for quite a while now.
By ‘asleep’, I mean that he wasn’t alive. He had literally been dead for ten thousand years before I killed him a few months ago. So he probably wasn’t going to be taking a nap anytime in the next day or two.
I watched as my two employees swept over the restaurant, and Bucky scampered over to follow. She was bored of me now that I was out of food to feed her, so she went to investigate the next most interesting thing. I shook my head as I turned to face Saros.
The Gnome Inventor was packing up his things, preparing to leave. He hopped off the table he had been sitting on, and I eyed him curiously.
“You’re going?”
“No, I’m getting up to stay— of course I’m going!” Saros snorted as he glanced back at me. “I finished my report, so I’m going to pass out for the next twenty-four hours. When I wake up, you better have some booze prepared for me here.”
“I’ll even give you a discount.” I smirked back at him. He rolled his eyes, shaking his head as he exited the restaurant. I could hear him grumbling about how I wasn’t even giving him free drinks, but the door closed behind him, and he was gone.
I settled back into a chair as the door swiveled open and close for a moment. And then it swung open as a figure hobbled into the restaurant. I blinked as Bucky clucked, looking back at our newest visitor.
“Oh, you’re finally here,” I remarked casually. “Welcome back, Dorien.”
I greeted the [Druid] as he just stared at me. His jaw dropped, before he blinked a few times and regained his composure. He approached me with wide eyes.
“How did you arrive back in Wolfwater before me? No— where did you even go? You disappeared without saying a word!”
I got back to my feet. “That’s not true. I said I’ll be right back.”
“And you didn’t return!” Dorien exclaimed. “You vanished, and I waited for you for over an hour!”
I just shrugged. “Sorry about that— but I had to deal with a few things. And apparently they were more troublesome than I thought they’d be.”
The [Druid] narrowed his eyes at me, peering suspiciously. But he couldn’t decipher the meaning behind my cryptic words. Not unless he could read my mind. I approached him as I waved a hand dismissively.
“Anyways, all that matters is you’re here now. So, where are the bees?” I asked as I tilted my head at him.
“They’re—”  he started.
But a voice interrupted him. We glanced back to stare at Harlan standing by the bar with a frown. Arthur stood by his side, looking just as lost as Dorien and I.
“Bees?” Harlan asked, furrowing his brows. “What bees?”
“Bees— you know, the one that makes honey?” I waved a hand dismissively. “We’ll be setting up one of their hives here right outside of the restaurant.”
“You’re doing… what?” Harlan stared at me in shock.
“And they’re no ordinary bees either— they’re bastion bees,” Dorien added as he rubbed his temples. “I have no idea how she did it, but she managed to convince Quebi to give her a few workers for their honey.”
Arthur looked as confused as ever. He didn’t visibly react beyond glancing around, puzzled. However, Harlan’s jaw dropped.
“Bastion bees? You can’t be serious, right? I thought they were on the brink of extinction!”
“They are,” Dorien said with a nod. “And they’re also waiting for you right outside of Wolfwater, Amelia.”
Harlan sighed as he murmured to himself. “This is insane— first an angel, and now bastion bees? At least you’re mostly normal, right Arthur?”
Arthur just winced at that. “I’m… uh…”
But before he could reply, I dusted my hands off as I turned to Dorien. I strode forward with a grin plastered onto my face.
“Well, let’s go fetch my bees— we don’t want to keep them waiting for too long.”
The [Druid] rolled his eyes in response. “And yet, you left me all by myself for over an hour…”
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I followed Dorien as he led me out of Wolfwater. Harlan and Arthur apprehensively trailed after us, and we came to a halt right before a thicket of trees. I heard the buzzing in the distance— it grew louder as I narrowed my eyes.
I could see the bulky figures of the bastion bees zipping between the leaves and hiding behind the tree branches. With each passing moment, they seemed to become more and more restless. Their movements more frantic. Their glowing eyes shining even in the sunlight.
“As you can tell, they are a tiny bit upset that you left,” Dorien said as he turned to face me. “They nearly stung me because of you.”
“Right…” I sighed, shaking my head. “I’ll deal with this.”
I strode forward as the buzzing of the bastion bees intensified. They spotted my approach, and they cast their angry gazes my way. I raised my hands in the air as I entered the thicket of trees.
“Sorry for leaving,” I said softly as I scratched my cheek. “I, uh, had to deal with some other issues. But I’m back now…?”
I hesitated— unsure if that would have pissed them off even more. Their bulbous red eyes flashed, and one of their figures darted up to me. Like it was trying to attack. But I didn’t flinch. I just stood there as the glinting stinger shot straight to my face.
I lowered my hands, and the charging bastion bee paused. It didn’t sting me. However, it got quite close. I watched as it drew back, before holding my gaze. I recognized it— I recognized her. She was the nursing bee who had been charged with carrying the eggs to Wolfwater.
Her wings fluttered as she glared at me. Her little appendages tightly clung onto the egg sac. I watched as her antennae twitched like she was gesturing down at the unhatched bastion bees— as if she was telling me that something could have happened to them.
“Hey.” I smiled reassuringly at her. “I’m not going to make any excuses— it’s my fault for abandoning you guys. I’ll make it up to you later, but for now let’s get your new hive situated first, alright?”
The nursing bee stared at me. She still looked upset, but she was calmer now. And the other bastion bees took notice of this. They emerged from the trees as their buzzing wings grew softer, and I nodded at them.
I stepped out of the thicket of trees as they followed after me. Dorien, Arthur, and Harlan watched as I coaxed the bastion bees out.
The [Druid] nodded approvingly at me. “I’m impressed— you managed to calm them down even without any [Animal Handling] Skills.”
“Those really are bastion bees…” Harlan whispered as he shifted back. “I can’t believe she’s bringing those monsters into Wolfwater.”
Meanwhile, Arthur didn’t visibly react. He just stared at me as I started past him. 
“Come on,” I said as I gestured for everyone to follow. “My restaurant is this way.”
And with that, I strode through Wolfwater with a dozen bastion bees in tow… which ended up drawing a little bit more attention my way.
—--
“Who is that?”
“What is she doing?”
“Wait, isn’t she the owner of Bucky’s?”
“Bucky’s? Don’t you mean Xakor’s Out of this World Restaurant? And I’m pretty sure she isn’t the owner— she’s just an employee.”
“Really? I didn’t know that…”
“That’s beside the point! What in the Thrones is she doing with those monsters?”
“Monsters?” Xakor frowned as he heard the commotion sweeping over Wolfwater.
He came to a halt, adjusting the cloak that hid his face. As a non-native to Vacuos, he’d normally stand out by quite a bit if he were out and about in public. He was a ragnarian. That meant he was tall, lanky, and had purple skin. To top it all off, he also had four arms and three fingers.
And considering that he was quite famous all throughout Vacuos, he would have been instantly recognized if he had been wandering about Wolfwater without his face hidden. So that was why he went out with a disguise, covering his face with an enchanted hood, walking with a hunch, and wearing thick robes to mask his features.
Xakor had been shopping for ingredients— he had been wanting to add a handful of his signature dishes to the menu at Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant, but he had been far too busy until now to acquire the various items needed to make them. With the restaurant closed for these last two days, he had managed to find time to get everything he wanted.
But now as he made his way back to the restaurant, he overheard the whispered voices talking about something Amelia had done. He didn’t know what it was, however he started to worry when he saw a crowd gathered around the small building up ahead.
“Excuse me,” Xakor said as he waded his way through the mass of people.
Many of them protested, but he ignored them. He reached the front as the susurration from the crowd grew louder, before he came to a halt. He rarely ever blinked because of his physiology— it wasn’t necessary for him on a biological level. But he was capable of it, and he would blink when he was in shock. Like right now.
Xakor blinked as he stared at the scene. He heard the loud buzzing— he saw the shadows passing him overheard. He caught a brief glimpse of the black and yellow stripes, but they moved fast, zipping through the village.
“Was that a… bee?” Xakor asked as he glanced back to the restaurant.
He spotted Amelia standing there right at the front entrance with Bucky at her side. She was staring at a protrusion coming out of the side of the small building— like a deformed tumor. It was made up of bits of rocks and wood that were haphazardly placed together to form what looked vaguely like the tower of a castle.
Xakor raised his head as he heard the loud buzzing return. He spotted the same black and yellow figures from before flying overhead, making their way back to the restaurant. They carried with them large bits of rock and other debris, before placing them around the protruding room of the restaurant.
They really were bees. But they were thick and bulky in size— each one about as big as Xakor’s head. He frowned, watching them work as the crowd continued to stare. The [Chef] finally strode forward, lowering his hood.
Amelia turned to face him as she blinked. “Oh, Xakor, you’re back.”
“Xrr, indeed I am.” He nodded, before looking at the bees as they continued constructing the stone room. “I know I will regret asking this question, but what is going on, Amelia?”
“This?” She cocked her head. “The bees are just building a new hive. According to Dorien, it will take them about a day to finish. So you can just ignore it until then.”
“I see.” Xakor scratched his chin in thought. Her response didn’t explain anything. So he pressed the question. “And why exactly are these bees… here?”
Amelia blinked. “That’s—”
“Because she’s insane!” a voice exclaimed.
Xakor turned around to face a young man walking out of the crowd. A familiar young man. One with a swollen face wrapped in bandages. Bucky immediately perked up when she saw him— she clucked in annoyance as he pointed accusingly at Amelia.
“Haven’t you all realized that this woman is utterly insane?” he said as he turned to the crowd. “Ever since she’s arrived in Wolfwater, she has caused nothing but trouble! We’ve been attacked by bandits and monsters all because of her!”
Amelia stared at him as he gestured wildly at her.
“How can we allow this insane woman to do as she pleases in our village? She’s constructing a damn hive for those monsters! They’re not bees, they’re monsters! Is that what we want? To let Wolfwater become some kind of Dungeon?”
The crowd grew silent at his speech. Amelia didn’t respond, remaining uncharacteristically quiet. Xakor pursed his lips, unsure whether he should try to placate them. Even though he was a celebrity, he wasn’t a resident of this village. He didn’t want to abuse his status and overstep boundaries— if the people of Wolfwater disapproved of this, he would have to convince Amelia to acquiesce to them.
The injured young man looked like he was garnering quite some support from the crowd. He sneered as he turned back to face the brown-haired woman. He waited for her response. And after a few moments passed, she finally answered.
“...do I know you?” she asked as she narrowed her eyes. “I feel like I recognize you from somewhere.”
“What?” he sputtered, taking a step back. “You don’t recognize me? I am Joseph Donovan! You nearly murdered me two weeks ago!”
Amelia frowned. “That doesn’t really ring a bell…”
“You—”  Joseph Donovan opened his mouth, about to snap at her. But he caught himself.
He took in a deep breath, realizing that the crowd was still ambivalent, and he needed to do more to convince them to join his side. So he crossed his arms and smirked.
“As expected from a fool such as you. You don’t even realize how much you’re endangering Wolfwater by bringing these monsters here, do you? Maybe they’re peaceful right now. But at any moment, they could attack any one of us without warning and without reason.”
The bees zipped past him ,and he flinched. But they completely ignored him. He steeled himself as the crowd whispered amongst themselves.
“That’s true…”
“What happens if those bees sting my daughter?”
“They’re massive! They can take off my head with a single bite!”
Xakor hesitated, watching as the crowd started to agree with Joseph Donovan. The injured young man grinned triumphantly to himself as Amelia just stared. It seemed pointless to argue at this point— there was nothing the [Chef] could say or do to change that public sentiment.
But a voice piped up. A gruff man stepped out of the crowd, clearing his throat. Xakor recognized him immediately. He was Lucas— Wolfwater’s top [Hunter].
“Actually—” he said as he gestured at one of the passing bees. “These are bastion bees. According to the Adventurer’s Guild, they are not classified as monsters. They’re called sacred monsters. And many sacred monsters are known to live within the confines of a city. Like pegasi, for example.”
Joseph Donovan blinked. The crowd paused. Amelia and Xakor stared at Lucas as he continued.
“Some bestiaries even classify bastion bees as animals. It is hotly debated, of course. But that doesn’t matter— bastion bees are incredibly intelligent, and they never attack unless they are provoked.” Lucas finished, before shrinking back as he realized that everyone was looking at him. He scratched his cheek sheepishly. “Sorry, as a [Hunter], I love learning about monsters, so I know a thing or two about them…”
It looked like this was the first time he ever had to make use of his trivia knowledge on monsters. Even his [Hunter] friends looked surprised by him. The crowd hesitated, glancing between each other.
And Joseph Donovan tried to work his jaw. “But… but what happens if a child accidentally attacks one of these bastion bees, huh?”
“As I said, they’re incredibly intelligent.” Lucas shook his head. “They know better than to harm a human child when they’re surrounded by a village of humans.”
Another susurration swept through the crowd, but this time, they looked approvingly at the half-constructed hive.
“If that’s what Lucas thinks, then it should be fine, right?”
“He’s our top [Hunter], he knows what he’s talking about!”
“I’ve heard that bastion bees are an endangered species. I never thought I would ever see one up-close before. They’re beautiful!”
“W-wait…” Joseph Donovan watched as the public sentiment rapidly shifted. The support he had garnered evaporated, and he clenched his teeth. He spun around and faced Lucas with an accusing glare. “You’re supposed to be on my side! What are you doing?”
But Woflwater’s top [Hunter] scoffed in response. “I’m not on anyone’s side, boy. I’m on the side of what’s right.”
“That’s…”
“There you have it,” Amelia said as she looked back at Xakor. She gave him a shrug. “It’s resolved.”
The [Chef] just sighed. “Xrr… you still haven’t told me why these bastion bees are here.”
“It’s a bit of a long story—” she started.
And he waved a hand dismissively, stepping back into the restaurant. “You can tell me what happened later. Come inside, I have a few new recipes I need to teach you before tomorrow.”
“Oh.” Amelia blinked. “Right.”
She followed after him, leaving Bucky alone outside to supervise the bastion bees as the crowd began to disperse. And Joseph Donovan stormed off as he cursed at Lucas for siding with Amelia. The injured young man vowed he would get his revenge for being humiliated once again.
…but he probably wasn’t going to succeed.
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Arthur closed his eyes.
While he looked like a relatively young man— somewhere in his early thirties or late twenties— he had experienced much in his lifetime. In fact, he had experienced multiple lives, having died dozens of times… maybe even hundreds of times.
He wasn’t entirely sure the exact number. But it was a fact that he was a wizened man who had accomplished a great many things in his various chances at life. At one point, long ago, he had been a [Priest]. Then he had become a [Necromancer]. After that, he had become the very first Lich King to walk Vacuos.
He had become a Level 75 [Archmage of Death]. He was the One Who Tamed the Five Great Revenants of Arelioth’s Path. He was the Lord of All Undeath. At the peak of his power, he had ten million undead soldiers under his command.
If that wasn’t enough, he had also become a Fledgling God Vessel. Even if it was against his will, he had harbored the power of the Void within his soul.
So Arthur had been through a lot in both his life and in his undeath. And yet, everything he had experienced would have never prepared him for this— for his greatest challenge thus far.
“C-coming right up!” he stuttered as he drew back from the bar.
He grabbed a mug and paused right before a pair of barrels. He hesitated, realizing had forgotten what had been ordered. He glanced back as he pursed his lips, staring at the young man waiting expectantly for the drink.
“Uh, sorry, you asked for a mug of ale… right?” Arthur asked apprehensively.
The customer blinked, before shaking his head. “No— I asked for a glass of lager.”
“R-right. Sorry!”
It was an embarrassing mistake. Arthur flushed as he filled the mug with the lager, before handing it to the young man. The former Lich king could make a lot of excuses— this was his first day working here at Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant, and he had been given the job of a [Bartender].
But… he wasn’t a [Bartender]. He lacked the Class for it. He didn’t have the Skills to pour a mug of ale, let alone mix a cocktail. That was why he was absolutely terrible at his job.
He sighed as he leant against the wooden counter of the bar. He looked up to face the busy room— it had only been three hours since he started working, and he already messed up three orders today. He had even spilled a drink on one of the customers at the very start of his shift. He closed his eyes as he turned away from the busy crowd. The hubbub of the restaurant seemed to quieten as he slowly immersed himself in his thoughts.
The noise of the room grew muffled, and Arthur very much wished the day would already be over. But according to Harlan, things were only just getting started. Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant often saw the bulk of their customers show up in the evening— when everyone in Wolfwater was getting back from work.
So that meant the worst was yet to come. And the former Lich King dreaded it. He gritted his teeth, and he heard the clinking of glass. A mug was set down in front of him, drawing his attention. He looked up to see a brown-haired woman standing before him, offering him a drink.
“Here,” Amelia said as she took a step back. “You looked tired— have a drink.”
“Oh, thank you.” Arthur shifted back, straightening as he accepted the mug. “Wait… what is this?”
He paused as he stared at the red liquid. It was translucent, and it was smudged with an orange smear from the ice added on top. He had never seen such a drink before. It was clearly not alcohol, but it didn’t look appetizing either with its blood-like texture. It was evidently a type of juice. However, he had never seen something like it before.
Amelia stared at him expectantly, and he apprehensively took a sip. He expected it to be a vile concoction. But he was pleasantly surprised to find that it was… sweet. And it was savory too.
It had a strange aftertaste— but not one that was unwelcome either. Like there was a tinge of vanilla added to it. It really wasn’t like anything he had tasted before. He took another gulp as he narrowed his eyes.
“What is this?” he asked as he turned to face Amelia.
“Malim juice,” she said simply. “Dorien gave it to me.”
Arthur frowned. “Dorien is… the [Druid]?”
“Yeah. He doesn’t really like sharing his malim juice around, so you’re the first person— other than me— who’s giving it a taste test. What do you think?” Amelia stared at the former Lich King curiously.
“I think I like it?” He took another sip, before shaking his head. “Although, it has a bit of a strong aftertaste…”
She rubbed her chin as she took a step back. “I thought so. It tastes like a soda— like coke or pepsi. But there is no fizz to balance the sweetness. I need to find a way to carbonate it somehow…”
“Uh, what?” Arthur blinked.
Amelia waved a hand dismissively as she nodded at him. “It’s fine— I still need to plant a few malim bushes around the restaurant to get a steady supply, so I don’t need to add it to the menu just yet.”
She was talking to herself. Arthur didn’t understand a single thing she had just said. He felt so completely out of his depth. He looked at her, then he swept his gaze over the busy room. He spotted a middle-aged couple dining and chatting in the corner of the room. He watched as Harlan swept through the room, somehow balancing four steaming plates and a glass of water with only two arms. An elderly man with a stained shirt gave the former Lich King a glare before exiting the restaurant.
Arthur winced. That accident had happened a while ago, and he had apologized profusely. But it didn’t matter. He finally sighed.
“...I could add the bastion bees honey—” Amelia started.
And he spoke over her. “I’m not sure if I’m cut out for this job.”
She paused. She faced the former Lich King with a raised brow. “What makes you say that? It’s your first day here, Arthur.”
“I…” He opened his mouth.
And he closed his eyes. He remembered the words of the World System— the blue box that flashed before his eyes when he was freed from the Void. At that moment, he had been removed from the World System. That was why he was no longer a Lich King. That was why he couldn’t use his magic.
And that was why he couldn’t learn the Skills needed to be a [Bartender].
Amelia stared at him as he mulled over this fact. He raised his head, opening his eyes. He looked at his employer— at his savior. She never should have given him a chance to do this. He should have just… he should have just…
“I should have just died—”
And she spoke before he could continue.
“Go and take a break for today. You’re probably still tired after everything that’s happened. I shouldn’t have made you work so soon.” Amelia patted him on the shoulder reassuringly.
“What?” He stared at her for a moment, processing what she said. Then he tried to protest. “But the customers—”
“You’re fine,” she said as she took a step back, gesturing vaguely at the room. “We have less customers than usual right now, anyways.”
Arthur looked between her and the crowd. He hesitated, but she gave him a soft push.
“Seriously, don’t worry about it, alright?”
“I… alright.” He nodded and slowly acquiesced.
—--
I watched as Arthur headed back into the kitchen to get some rest. He was currently sharing a room with Harlan at the back of the restaurant. But since Harlan was still busy working, the former Lich King would have some time for himself to rest. He looked pale. He was definitely tired. Maybe he was still acclimating to his current circumstance.
I was trying to be nice when I shooed him to his room, but also— what I said was true. The restaurant was empty today. Or at least, relatively empty compared to usual. There was still a crowd, but it was smaller than what I was used to for a couple of reasons.
I crossed my arms as I overheard the scattered conversations
“Seriously? The angel isn’t here today?”
“And did you see those monsters? They’re terrifying! Should we just leave?”
“The food’s good, though… as expected from Xakor!”
So without Guardian Angel Z357 working here, there was less novelty to my restaurant. And the bastion bees living next door were a bit of a deterrent to other customers too. I wasn’t surprised by this outcome.
Honestly, I expected business to slow down a bit eventually. My goal when I opened Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant was to have some customers. The fact that it was still the number one attraction in all of Wolfwater was good enough for me. So I wasn’t really bothered by the smaller crowd than usual.
I ignored the complaints and strode past Noele’s parents. They visited again today— as they usually did. They were some of my most frequent customers, and I nodded at them as they waved at me. I didn’t stop to chat with them because I had already greeted them when they arrived, and I needed to check up on the bastion bees anyways.
“Dorien said that they should be producing some honey by the end of today…” I murmured to myself as I stepped out of the restaurant.
The bastion bees had already finished building their hive. It was composed mostly of stone and rubble— like a small fortress with a hexagonal hole at the front as the main entrance. Supposedly, it would be expanded in the future. But for now, it was about the size of a large wagon.
I turned the corner, only to pause as I spotted a shadow passing over me. I raised my head with narrowed eyes. And up above the clouds, I saw a winged figure flying. Dove-like wings. A mechanical body. Twelve eyes. I recognized who it was in an instant.
“That’s… Z?” I blinked.
And the angel dove straight down to the ground, flying straight for me with his lance raised. I narrowed my eyes as I heard the buzzing of the bastion bees grow louder. In an instant, he landed right before me, sending a pillar of dust into the air. His rapid descent drew the attention of the patrons at my restaurant as well as a few other passersby.
He raised his head as the dust settled, and I stared at him with a frown. His twelve eyes flickered my way as I crossed my arms.
“Uh, is something wrong?”
I waited. And without a word, Guardian Angel Z357 took a step forward.
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Guardian Angel Z357 returned.
He had been missing for a full day and a half— ever since I had stopped him from killing Arthur. I thought he was mad at me. In fact, I was pretty sure he would have already killed me if he could. But since he couldn’t, he ran away… or more accurately, he flew off on his own.
I didn’t really think I would see him again. Not after our tense confrontation. But now, he was back. And it seemed like he was back with a vengeance.
I stared at Z as he looked back at me with all twelve of his eyes. He held his lance to his side— it was stained with blood and dirt. Like he had just returned from a slaughter. He took a step forward as the crowd of passersby watched on.
And a blonde girl made her way to the restaurant, panting as she raised both of her swords.
“Amelia!” Noeled called out, and I glanced towards her. “What’s going on? Why is he…?”
She stared at Guardian Angel Z357 warily. Understandably so— after he had betrayed her, before willingly leaving her for dead. Now, she no longer looked at him with awe and wonder. The reverence she bore was gone. Instead, she beheld him with distrust. 
In response, he fractionally craned his neck to face her. He took another step forward, walking past me, before I raised a hand.
“That’s enough,” I said as I caught him.
Guardian Angel Z357 came to a halt. One of his twelve eyes darted my way, and I shook my head.
“I’m not letting you pass until you tell me why you’re here.” I narrowed my eyes as I reached for the hilt of my blade. “You’re not here for Arthur, are you?”
There was a moment’s pause. Z didn’t give an immediate response. He tilted his head back, before speaking with his mind.
Negative. I am not here for Arthur.
I frowned. I didn’t lower my hand. I didn’t let Guardian Angel Z357 pass. He stared at his bloodied lance, then I looked up at his unchanging face.
“If you’re lying—” I started.
And he interrupted me. I am not lying.
“Then why are you here?” I studied his gaze. He refused to look back at me— not directly. He lowered his head as I pressed the question. “If you are not lying, tell me what you’re doing.”
Guardian Angel Z357 closed his twelve eyes. He took a step back as the lance in his hand vanished with a flash of light. Noele gritted her teeth as the onlooking crowd gasped. A susurration swept over the sea of faces, and I waited.
I am—
Z pivoted to face me. I listened, but he trailed off. He held my gaze, replying slowly. And my eyes grew wide.
I am late for work, Guardian Angel Z357 said.
“What?” I blinked.
“What?” Noele paused.
“What?” The crowd exchanged a confused glance.
But Z just strode past me as he produced an apron out of thin air. I apologize for my late showing, but I must get to work now.
I hesitated. I watched him step into the restaurant, before looking back towards Noele. I exchanged a glance with my apprentice, and she just shrugged. I scratched the back of my head.
“Well, uh, that’s that then, I guess.”
—--
“What’s he doing?” Noele asked with a frown.
She eyed the angel as he swept over the room, serving dozens of dishes to the hungry customers gathered in the room. I turned away from my apprentice and crossed my arms.
“He’s working,” I stated the obvious. “And he’s doing a pretty damn good job at that.”
Before Z had returned to the restaurant, we had maybe just about two dozen customers gathered inside. There were still a handful of empty chairs too, and we didn’t even need to set out the tables outside to increase our maximum serving capacity. However, since he caused that little scene, we have attracted a rather large crowd.
We now had over a hundred customers at a time, and I had to work overtime with Xakor to prepare all the orders. The sun was starting to set now. The evening rush was going to come in soon. So I was taking a brief break to chat with Noele for a few minutes before that happened.
The Noble Spellsword narrowed her eyes as she stared at Guardian Angel Z357. “But what is he planning? Is he seriously just here to work?”
“I mean, I guess?” I shook my head as I turned to face the blonde girl. “What are you worried about, anyways?”
“He tried to get us killed, Amelia.” Noele glared at me.
I nodded. “Fair— and I get that. But he’s… like a machine. Or a golem. So I highly doubt it was anything personal. Plus, you’re fine now, right?”
I tried to reassure her. But that only aggravated her even further. She harrumphed as she crossed her arms, sinking back into her seat.
“Only because you saved us,” she retorted. “But we don’t even know what he did while he was gone. Did you not see the blood on his lance? What did he do?”
“True.” I placed a hand on my chin. I looked towards Guardian Angel Z357 as he glided in and out of the kitchen. “We could always ask him what he did.”
“What?” Noele paused.
And I called out. “Hey, Z!”
He paused as he heard me. He was carrying a stack of empty, dirty plates, but he still marched up to me anyways. He held my gaze, waiting expectantly.
“What were you doing while you were gone?” I asked simply.
It was my day off, he replied without missing a beat. As such, I did as I was instructed by the World System.
“And what is that?” I tilted my head at him.
Guardian Angel Z357 didn’t look away from me. I interrogated a member of the Sect of Abyssal Thorns. They resisted, so I killed them.
I shrugged, turning back to Noele. “There you have it.”
She pursed her lips. And Z began to draw back. But she rose to her feet and called out to him.
“And that’s it? Is life that trivial to you? Are we all just tools for you to use and discard when we’re no longer useful?”
Noele posed the question to him. He cocked his head back at her, before he replied.
If the World System wills it, it shall be done.
And with that, he returned to the kitchen. Noele just looked on as she narrowed her eyes.
—--
He should have died.
Or at least, that was what Arthur told himself as he lay there in his bed. His eyes were closed, and he could hear the ruckus of the restaurant outside. The muffled noise only grew louder as the day passed. But he tuned it out.
Instead, he recalled the words of the World System— he still saw the red box telling him how he had lost his Class and his Skills. Now, he couldn’t even become a [Bartender] if he wanted. To And what was worse was—
He raised a hand as he opened his eyes. He took in a deep breath, reaching for a power that wasn’t there.
“[Frost Lightning],” he whispered.
But nothing happened. There was no flake of frost wisping off his fingertips. There was no flash of blue light as a blast of lightning struck his target. Because there was nothing left. Even if he wanted to, he couldn’t save a fly.
He couldn’t protect anyone even if he tried his hardest. He wasn’t capable of… anything. So how could he make up for all the terrible things he had done as Ar’elith the Lich King? What was he…
“What am I even doing?” Arthur asked himself as his eyes fluttered close once again.
And the door to his room swung open as he blinked. He sat up, blinking as he faced Harlan. The younger man strode in with a sigh, massaging his shoulders.
“Sorry for just barging in,” Harlan said as he shook his head. “Amelia told me you were resting, but I need a break too. It’s so busy out there. I am exhausted.”
He chuckled as he glanced back towards the kitchen. Arthur heard the clamor outside— the banging pots and the sizzling flames. Harlan closed the door, before taking a seat.
“Anyway, how have you been holding up?” he asked as he peered at Arthur.
The former Lich King hesitated. He looked back down at himself, before sighing. “I… I don’t know. I thought I could do this— I thought I could… but I can’t.”
He trailed off as he closed his eyes. It was more than just being a [Bartender]. It was about making things right— atoning for his past sins. But, of course, Harlan didn’t know any of that.
“It’s a tough job at first,” Harlan said reassuringly as he shook his head. “I can see where you’re coming from— I was fortunate in that I had some time to acclimate to things. We really didn’t have any customers at first.”
“R-right,” Arthur agreed, even if that wasn’t his main concern. It was certainly an issue. But the realization that he was helpless was far more pressing to him.
Harlan sighed, closing his eyes. “Actually, I was Amelia’s first customer. And I was completely lost when I first met her. I didn’t know what I was doing anymore at that point. I had hit rock bottom. But even though I was completely unqualified for the job— even though I didn’t feel like I was ready for it— she still gave me a chance.”
Arthur stared at the younger man. He had heard this before. He knew that Harlan was a former guardsman. But it was different from what the former Lich King was going through. After all, Harlan could learn and improve, while Arthur could not.
“Well, at least you’ve gotten the hang of it. What level are you now?” Arthur said as he shook his head.
“Actually, I’m still a Level 17 [Spearman].” Harlan grinned. “I don’t even have a Class as a [Waiter] or a [Server].”
And that made Arthur blink. “What?”
“That’s right— that’s what I realized ever since I met Amelia. You don’t need a Class to be able to do something.” The former guardsman waved a hand dismissively.
“But you need a Class to do it well,” Arthur corrected him.
“Not really. I’d say I’m pretty good at my job now.” Harlan shrugged as he got to his feet. “And I’m pretty sure that Amelia isn’t a [Chef] either. If I had to guess, she’s probably a [Warrior].”
“That’s—”
Arthur paused. He had tried some of Amelia’s cooking just yesterday, and he had to admit, she was a good cook. But was she better than Xakor who was a high-leveled [Chef]? No— she was not.
That was why Classes mattered. That was why the World System was important. Because it was what gave the people of Vacuos the power to fend for themselves. Without its influence, Arthur was nothing. Even Amelia, without her [Warrior] Class, was nothing… right?
Wrong. Arthur’s eyes widened as he recalled a faint memory. He remembered when he first encountered the brown-haired woman— back in that forest as he stared into her soul with his [Eyes of True Appraisal]. It had been a very brief meeting, and his recollection of the events that happened were vague at best. But one thing he knew was true… one thing he remembered for certain…
Amelia had no Class.
She had no levels either. Without the World System’s blessing, she had defeated him with a single swing of her blade. It was incomprehensible. Ar’elith didn’t understand it back then, and Arthur didn’t understand it even now.
He just stared blankly at Harlan as he processed this fact. And the former guardsman started back towards the doorway with a chuckle.
“I’m just saying, I know how you feel, Arthur,” Harlan said as he pulled the door open. “You may feel like you’re trapped— like you’re incapable of doing anything right. But when you’re at the bottom, you can only go up. So don’t be too hard on yourself.”
“I…” Arthur hesitated. He watched as the younger man left the room as he tried to work his jaw. He raised a hand, before balling it into a fist.
He was no longer Ar’elith the Lich King. He was no longer the Lord of All undeath. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t become something else— something more. He just had to take the first step.
“I must do this,” he said as he rose to his feet.
And with that resolve in mind, Arthur exited his room to get back to work.
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I didn’t know what happened, but some time in the evening, Arthur returned to his job without an issue. I tried to tell him to take a few days off and rest. However, he insisted on working throughout the rest of the evening shift.
He was still aloof— like he lacked confidence in what he was doing. But despite that, he was actually trying to learn the basics of his job. And he was improving. After only a week, the results were evident.
Arthur was actually capable of consistently serving drinks without messing something up. It had been three full days since he spilled a drink, and it had been over a day since he last served the wrong order. I was impressed.
Of course, not everything was smooth sailing at Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. Now that Guardian Angel Z357 was back, there was some awkward tension. Arthur was visibly nervous around the angel— especially during their first meeting a week ago.
“You’re…?” He froze when he saw the machine. “What are you…?”
Z didn’t respond. In fact, the angel just walked away, continuing with his work as the former Lich King stared.
“Don’t worry,” I reassured Arthur. “Z’s just working. He won’t do anything to you.”
“R-right.”
It would take a lot more than my word alone to convince Arthur that Guardian Angel Z357 wasn’t going to skewer him in his sleep. After all, there was clearly some trauma there— what with the angel having killed him at least a hundred times in a row when he was Ar’elith the Lich King.
But again, it had been a week since their first reintroduction as co-workers. Since then, they hadn’t really interacted much. They hardly even acknowledged each other. Arthur averted his gaze whenever he spotted Z, and conversely, Z didn’t even look Arthur’s way.
I was still surprised that Guardian Angel Z357 wasn’t causing more of a fuss— that he wasn’t upset at me for stopping him from carrying out his duties. However, I was currently far too preoccupied with my cooking lessons with Xakor.
“What do you think?” I said as I presented the bowl to him.
His beady, black eyes didn’t narrow. But judging by the expression on his face, he was quite suspicious of the concoction I had created. He peered into the bowl, seeing the little white blocks he had taught me how to cook.
Savis cubes.
It had been a week since Xakor had shown me the step by step process on how to make this alien delicacy. But even now, I struggled to make them. There were a lot of imperfections in both the taste and the texture of each savis cube. In fact, they weren’t even perfect cubes at this point.
Which was why I decided to embrace these imperfections and do a few experiments. I knew I couldn’t capture Xakor’s exactly cooking abilities— especially since this was a recipe from another world. But I could mix in what I knew from Earth with what I was taught here.
So even as the [Chef] inspected each savis cube with a frown, I produced a second bowl— one filled with a smooth cream. Like mashed potatoes. But with a different texture and color.
“And now you take those savis cubes and dip it in this,” I said simply.
Xakor paused. He looked down at the bowl, before accepting it. He eyed the contents within it— the white cream with a smear of golden brown at the top.
“This is… hummus?” he asked.
And I nodded. “Yeah, dip the savis cube in the hummus and give it a try. I’d say it’s pretty good.”
Normally, hummus would be eaten with something like pita bread. Maybe vegetables like carrots mixed well too. On its own, hummus had quite a distinct taste— savory and slightly sweet. It was a dip, but it could also be eaten on its own.
That was why I was a bit apprehensive about whether it would actually taste good with the savis cube. The taste of both dishes could be too overwhelming. But as Xakor took a bite from a hummus-dipped savis cube, he didn’t spit it out in disgust. Instead, he just blinked.
“This is… really good,” the alien [Chef] said as he turned to face me.
“I know, right?” I grinned back at him. But internally, I was sighing in relief.
He nodded at himself as he munched on another savis cube on its own. “Xrr… normally, I would say that this is not a good mix. The savis cube is meant to be eaten on its own with nothing else. No sauce, no dips. Nothing.”
I watched as Xakor lowered his head and chuckled.
“But with your savis cubes, I would say they’re too bland on their own— their flavor has been diluted just enough that mixing in the hummus makes it even better.”
“...I’ll take that as a compliment, I guess.” Even though the [Chef] was pretty much saying that my savis cubes sucked, it ended up working out in the end. I took a step back as I retrieved the bowls with the hummus and the savis cubes. “I’ll probably get a second opinion as well, but if I have your approval, let’s add it to the menu starting tomorrow.”
“Xrr, that sounds good.” Xakor agreed, before returning to his cooking. But right as I was about to leave, he called out to me. “And don’t forget to add the malim juice to the special item menu too.”
“Right, right.”
And I stepped out of the kitchen. I heard the bustling of the crowd from the moment I entered the large hall. Guardian Angel Z357 glided past me with a pile of dirty dishes. Arthur was standing at the bar, serving a mug of ale to a pair of elderly women. The rest of the room was quite busy. I could see Harlan dashing from table to table as he struggled to keep up with the deluge of customers demanding his attention.
They weren’t going to pester Z with their questions or requests. They held the angel in too far high of a regard to treat him like an ordinary server. And because of that, Harlan was swamped with work. Arthur was too— but to a lesser degree.
I was starting to think that having an angel as one of my main attractions as well as an employee was a bad idea. While Z did do the basic tasks of taking orders and cleaning up tables, no one would go to him to complain about the service or the food.
“Maybe I need to hire more employees…” I scratched my cheek, before shaking my head.
That was for another time. Right now, I strode past the bar, nodding at Arthur who smiled back at me. I spotted Noele in the crowd, sitting together with her parents. This was an expected sight at this point. Nolan and Nicole were here for the food. And Noele…
“What is he doing?” she murmured to herself as I came to a halt next to her. Her gaze was focused entirely on Guardian Angel Z357. She didn’t notice me, even as I greeted her parents.
“Hey.” I waved a hand in front of her, breaking her out of her stupor. “Earth to Noele, are you there?”
“Huh— what?” The blonde girl blinked as she turned to face me.
I rolled my eyes, before placing two bowls down before her. Nolan, Nicole, and Noele looked down at the savis cubes with round eyes, completely ignoring the hummus.
“Is that… a savis cube?” Nolan exclaimed. He raised a hand, reaching for one.
But Nicole slapped his hand away. “Don’t be rude, Nolan! You can’t just take them without asking!” She cleared her throat as she turned to me. “Amelia, are these savis cubes for us?”
“Yeah, I made them myself.” I nodded as I gestured at the second bowl. “The hummus too. It’s complimentary, so don’t worry about paying.”
“Oh, you’re too kind!” She clapped her hands together in delight, but I raised a finger.
I wasn’t done just yet. “However— you can only have them together. It’s part of a new dish I’m trying out. Savis cubes dipped in hummus.”
Nolan immediately deflated. “Wait, these weren’t made by Xakor?”
“Don’t be rude, dear.” Nicole scoffed as she reached for one of the savis cubes, before dipping it in the hummus. “Amelia is an excellent cook herself. Even if these… don’t look as appetizing as the ones made by Xakor.”
She eyed the savis cube hesitantly. I could understand her apprehension to a certain extent, but… appetizing? The savis cubes normally looked like the least appetizing dish I had ever seen— they literally reminded me of medicine pills.
But to the people of Vacuos, the design of the savis cube is a novelty. A minimalistic, sleek meal packed with all the best flavors in the world.
Nicole had to goad Nolan into dipping his own savis cube in the hummus. In the first place, he looked dejected knowing that it wasn’t Xakor who prepared the dish. And the fact that he had to ruin the flavor with some hummus made him all the more reluctant to give it a try.
They took a bite from the hummus-dipped savis cube as I turned to Noele.
“And what about you, Noele?” I asked the blonde girl. “You’re not going to have some?”
She bit her lower lip as she looked past me, eyeing Z at the other side of the room. “I’m… fine.”
“Are you seriously still worried about him?” I crossed my arms as I looked at the angel. “He isn’t going to do anything while he’s here. You should be more worried about what he does in his off time.”
Noele didn’t give an immediate response. She continued staring at him, before she finally sighed. “You’re probably right, but it is concerning. I just…”
She trailed off. And her shoulders sagged as she hung her head back.
“I don’t trust him, that’s all.”
And she said nothing more. I shrugged.
“Fair enough.” I turned back to face Nolan and Nicole as their eyes lit up.
The two of them had taken a bite out of the hummus-dipped savis cubes, and their jaws dropped. They exchanged a glance, before taking another quick bite, finishing their cubes in moments.
“This is amazing!” Nolan said as he reached for another one. “It’s not quite like the original, but this is… this is new!”
“You’ve really outdone yourself this time, Amelia.” Nicole wiped her mouth, before nodding at me with a smile.
I grinned to myself. “Success…”
Now if this took off, I would have another draw to my restaurant. I didn’t need to rely so much on either Guardian Angel Z357 or Xakor to bring in customers. Especially once they left, I was certain that I was going to struggle to attract even half the crowd I currently got.
That was… if either of them even left. Well, I knew Xakor needed to go eventually. But as for Z—
I followed Noele’s gaze, looking towards the angel as he swept across the room. He was cleaning three dirty tables at the same time. I thought he was very good at his job. However, there was always the chance that he would suddenly turn on us. I considered that a possibility from the very start, and after what happened back at Arelioth’s Pass, that could become a reality too.
Z was going to leave one day. Or he was going to try and kill us all, and I would have to put him down. Whichever option happened first… I didn’t know. I just knew that I didn’t look forward to either of them for different reasons.
I sighed. “...something to worry about later.”
And as I was about to draw back, a cluck drew my attention. I looked down to see Bucky standing right below me, staring up with an expectant and hungry gaze. When I didn’t react, she pecked my feet, before looking up towards the table with the hummus-dipped savis cubes.
I rolled my eyes. “You’re going to turn on us first, aren’t you?”
“Bawk bawk bawk!” she said impatiently.
“Fine.” I picked her up as I grumbled. “You can have one.”
And she clucked excitedly in response.  
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I left Nolan, Nicole, and Noele behind as I went outside to check on the bastion bees. Bucky followed me as I exited the restaurant. The hive stood right next to the small building, fully completed ever since a week ago.
Right now, the bastion bees were probably focusing on raising their young. I didn’t think that the eggs they’d brought with them had hatched just yet. So they kept to themselves, only coming out when they were in need of nectar.
They hardly even made a sound right now. I couldn’t hear their buzzing over the muffled clamor of the crowd inside. It was already late, and we were going to be closing soon for the night. That was why we were reducing capacity— hence the tables and chairs that had been set out here had been brought back inside.
It was a good thing that the bastion bees have been mostly inactive so far. They were… a bit of a repellant to customers as of right now. Maybe the people of Wolfwater— and the travelers who visited the large village— would warm up to the idea of these sacred monsters over time.
Certainly, after that brief commotion on the first day, the people of Wolfwater no longer bore animosity towards the bastion bees. But that didn’t mean that they could get over their fear of the sacred monsters. They were, of course, terrified.
Most of my customers were afraid to even get close to the hive. Many of them insisted on waiting to sit indoors even when they could get an outdoor seat at that moment. Funnily enough, it was mostly the children who were least afraid of the bastion bees. So during the day, the front of my restaurant would be filled with parents sitting down and eating as their kids ran around outside and having fun.
I considered building a playground— or something of the sort just to entertain the kids so that their parents would be forced to come back— but that was in the future. Once the hive was better settled, and the bastion bees were acclimated to their new home, I could carry out my future plans.
Right now, I just needed to check on the honey production of the bastion bees. I peered into the hexagonal entrance, seeing the luminescent green glow coming from the inside. But it wasn’t a lot. Not enough to harvest just yet.
The bastion bees buzzed inside of the hive as I leaned in. I watched as the nursing bee flitted out towards the entrance to greet me. Her bulbous red eyes peered curiously my way, and I shook my head.
“How’s everything? All good?” I asked.
And the nursing bee’s antennae twitched in response. I wasn’t a [Druid], but I could tell that that was a twitch of affirmation. I nodded back at her as I smiled.
“That’s good to hear.” I glanced towards a sack of eggs lying at the center of the hive. “And what about them? Are they gonna hatch soon?”
The nursing bee didn’t visibly react. She just looked back silently as she floated before me. If I had to guess, she was completely clueless as to when her new queen would be born. She only turned to face me once again when she heard a cluck coming from my side.
The both of us looked down to see Bucky standing right next to me. The chicken hopped up onto the entrance of the hive, bobbing her head at the nursing bee.
“Bawk bawk!” she said.
“Bzzz… bzzzzzz…” the nursing bee replied.
“Bawk?” Bucky asked.
“Bzzzzzzz.” The nursing bee drew back.
“Please speak English,” I said. They both glared at me, and I scoffed. “It was a joke. I don’t think anyone in this world even speaks English.”
Bucky waddled forward as the nursing bee led her further into the hive. Unlike my customers— and even some of my employees— the chicken wasn’t afraid of the bastion bees in the slightest. In fact, they even befriended each other somehow.
For the bastion bees, it was probably because Bucky was an animal. There had been plenty of animals and monsters back in the Vox Forest, so to them, she was something familiar in this unfamiliar place of humans.
As for Bucky, she probably just wanted to eat their honey.
I watched as the chicken strode into the hive and happily munched on the green honey as the nursing bee just looked on. I rolled my eyes, waving a hand at them.
“I’m going to go back now,” I said as I took a step back. “Don’t let Bucky eat too much of your honey— she’s going to get fat.”
“Bawk?!” Bucky spun around and snarled at me.
I just grinned back at her. With that, I returned back to my restaurant.
—--
I returned to work, but it was already getting late. So after an hour, most of the evening crowd began to leave, and we started to close up for the night. I stepped out of the kitchen, watching as the last of my customers finished their food as Harlan and Arthur cleaned up.
Guardian Angel Z357 was just standing silently at the entrance to the kitchen, and Xakor was doing the dishes. I greeted the leaving customers as I stood next to Noele’s table.
I turned to Nolan and Nicole as they got up to leave as well. “By the way, is Dorien back from the Vox Forest yet?”
“He is.” Nolan nodded with a smile. “He’s been planting those mailim bushes all around our farm— they’re growing quite quickly too thanks to our combined Skills.”
Nicole waved a hand dismissively at me. “And don’t worry about paying us for this. We’re doing you a favor, Amelia. After everything you’ve done for us.”
“Well, I can’t say I’ve done much for you… but thank you.” I gave them a grateful look.
Soon, I would be able to have a steady supply of malim juice for the restaurant. I could even use it in cocktails and whatnot if I really wanted. Right now, it was only in our special menu— meaning that there was a limited amount we could serve each day.
However, that would change once Nolan was able to grow enough malim fruits at his farm. Apparently, the malim bushes grew relatively fast, and compounded with both the Skills of a [Farmer] and a [Druid], I was pretty sure I was only a few weeks away from being able to serve those faux-soda drinks at my restaurant.
I watched as Nolan and Nicole took their leave. But Noele remained. She continued staring suspiciously at Guardian Angel Z357, and I rolled my eyes.
“Are you literally going to come here every day just so you can ogle at Z?” I said as I crossed my arms.
She glared at me. “I’m not ogling him— I don’t trust him. How could you let him continue working here at your restaurant after what happened?”
“Well…” I shrugged, gesturing vaguely at all my customers. “I like money.”
Noele scowled, and I shook my head.
“But also, I can keep a better eye on him here. We’ve already had this conversation, remember?” I said simply.
“It’s just…” The blonde girl pursed her lips. But she trailed off, not finishing her train of thought.
“Don’t worry about it,” I reassured her as I took a step forward. “Z isn’t going to try anything while I’m around.”
She knew that. But she still wore her apprehension on her face. I understood her concerns too. I was probably going to have to address the problem with Z soon enough. But for now, I just clapped my hands together as I called out to the remaining diners.
“Alright, finish your food everyone! We’re closing for the night!”
A susurration swept over the room as my last few customers hurriedly emptied their plates into their stomachs. I placed my hands on my hips, waiting expectantly. And as they finally began to take their leave as well, the door swung open.
And a cloaked figure stepped into the restaurant.
“Sorry, we’re closed—” I started as I turned to face the cloaked figure.
But then I paused. My eyes grew wide when I caught a glimpse of his face. He walked past the exiting customers as he lowered his hood, and I recognized him. Those pointed ears. The bow slung around his back. The wild look in his eyes. They were all too familiar.
Noele blinked as she stood up in her seat. She recognized him too. Of course she would. How could she forget him? How could I forget him? He wasn’t just memorable— he was… he was…
He was a major pain in the ass. I narrowed my eyes as I stared at the elf standing at the doorway. And he took a step forward.
“Jax?” I frowned, crossing my arms. “What are you doing here?”
“Amelia,” the Forsaken Archer greeted me as he held my gaze. “We need to talk.”




Chapter 60

Kallistus Kal raised his head as he heard the footfalls approaching the dark chamber hidden deep beneath the capital city of his nation. He lowered his hand, and the distorted figure standing before him collapsed into his shadow. He turned to face the robed man bowing at the doorway.
“Ammon. What news do you bring me?” the [Hero King] greeted his servant.
The Arcane Archsorcerer was not an official subordinate of the Kingdom of Kal. However, his allegiance still belonged to Kallistus. He smiled as he looked back up at his King.
“My King, I bring good news,” he said as he straightened. “We have found her.”
“Oh?” That made Kallistus pause. He tilted his head as a smile slipped into his face, and he repeated after Ammon. “You have found her?”
“That is right.” The Arcane Archsorcerer nodded eagerly.
And the [Hero King] closed his eyes. “Good.”
—--
I stared at the man standing before me. I recognized him. I would never forget that battle-scarred face— those pointed ears. The slight smirk he always wore, even when he was beaten to the ground and bleeding to near-death.
His name was Jax. He was an elf, and he was known as the Forsaken Archer because of how he was exiled by his people. Cast out of the elven continent of Drazyl, he found a life here in Laxo as an adventurer. When I met him, he was an S-ranked adventurer. One of the highest-leveled individuals in the world.
He was respected for his strength. But he was also feared because of his history. A savage hunter who never shied away from a challenge. But to me, he was just a major pain in the ass.
It had been very annoying— Jax had sought me out back when I was in Windrip to challenge me to a battle. And I indulged him the first time around, defeating him with ease. However, that only emboldened him.
And back then, I had begun my first foray into cooking. I had been trying to acclimate into this world— to live a normal life in Vacuos. Even though it wasn’t going great, Jax’s interference didn’t help. In fact, he had completely repelled any chance of me getting a customer with his antics.
At the end of it all, he had resolved himself to grow stronger, then come back to face me when he felt like he was ready. And that was why I shifted back warily. My eyes flickered as I spotted Noele gaping behind me. Arthur and Harlan both stared at Jax in confusion. Guardian Angel Z357 didn’t react.
The Forsaken Archer drew closer. He chuckled as he shook his head. “It took me a while to find you. I must admit, you are quite elusive. But I have finally found you…”
He took another step forward— and I unsheathed my blade. He blinked. He froze as I pointed the sword at his neck, softly pressing into the skin of his neck. He stared down at the rusty sword, before looking up at me in surprise. I glared at him.
“Don’t move,” I warned him. “You're not destroying this restaurant. I worked too hard on this for you to mess it all up again.”
The Forsaken Archer stepped back as he raised his hands. “What?”
“Don’t you ‘what’ me.” I crossed my arms. “You’re here because you want to challenge me to a duel again, aren’t you?”
He blinked a few times, before his eyes grew wide. He backed up as he shook his head vehemently. “No! That’s not why I’m here!”
“Then why are you here?” I frowned.
I didn’t really trust him— not after he indiscriminately attacked me at every waking moment he could back in Windrip. But I wasn’t just going to cut him down this instant. Not when he hadn’t attacked me just yet. I eyed him suspiciously as I sheathed my blade.
“Explain,” I said simply.
Jax sighed. “It’s… a long story.”
—--
I sat with Jax and Noele as Guardian Angel Z357 stood off to the side. Xakor, Arthur, Harlan, and Bucky headed off for the night, leaving only the four of us in the main hall of the restaurant. We listened to the Forsaken Archer as he told us his story— as he recounted everything that had happened ever since he left Windrip.
And I sighed. “Did you actually go to Mount Arkais to bother Grat-ra’zun?”
“Well, yes.” Jax nodded as he crossed his arms. “But only after I took on a handful of S-ranked missions first. And I never saw the Elder Dragon— not until I was already SS-ranked.”
Noele’s eyes grew wide as she rose to her feet. “You’re an SS-ranked adventurer now? You can’t be serious, right?”
“Why wouldn’t I be serious, girl?” he snorted, leaning back in his seat.
“There hasn’t been an SS-ranked adventurer in the last century!” she exclaimed. She pointed an accusing finger his way. “You’re lying!”
Jax just smirked back at her. “You have seen the boundless power of your mentor, and yet you question the feasibility of my own pitiful strength? I should be the one asking you if you’re being serious, girl.”
“That’s…” Noele hesitated. She pursed her lips as she took a step back. “You have a point, but that growth doesn’t make sense. How did you reach Level 70 in just a few months?”
“It is simple, really.” He waved a hand dismissively. “I trained in the deepest depths of Mount Arkais, pushing myself to my limit— extracting a heavy toll on my body.
“There were moments I thought I was going to die. When I was surrounded by monsters that could eat any lesser adventurer alive for breakfast. But I pressed on. I never gave up. I persevered all so I could become stronger. So I could remember the thrill of battle, and challenge the Elder Dragon of Mount Arkais to a duel!”
Jax regaled his tale as he gesticulated wildly— I could sense his bloodlust, even now. The savage look in his eyes did not lie. He wasn’t afraid of anything. Not even death.
I just rubbed my temples. “Poor dragon…”
I would feel bad for anyone who had to deal with the Forsaken Archer. And I felt slightly responsible too, since I was the one who made him seek out the Elder Dragon in the first place.
“So what?” I asked, looking back up at the elf. “Did you get beat up by Grat-ra’zun? Is that why you look like… that?”
I gestured vaguely at him. Jax was evidently not in the best condition— it wasn’t like he got beaten up, but he certainly looked exhausted. However, instead of the affirmation I was expecting, he closed his eyes as he sank into his seat.
“No,” he said simply. “I never even got a chance to face the Elder Dragon. Because they got there before me.”
“They?” I blinked.
I exchanged a glance with Noele, and she was as clueless as me. But Guardian Angel Z357 straightened, leaning closer as he listened carefully to what the elf had to say.
Jax’s gaze darkened as he explained. “It was just an ordinary day. I had woken up at the break of dawn to hunt down the elusive crowned gryphon— known as the King of the Arkais Forest. I had been tracking it down for a week at that point. I could tell by its movements that it was already injured… probably from a past battle—”
“Just get on with it already.” I rolled my eyes. “And then what happened?”
He scowled as I cut him off. But he obliged anyways. “That was when it happened— an eruption that destroyed Mount Arkais itself. An explosion that was so powerful, it completely tore off the mountain top.”
“I heard about that!” Noele’s eyes went round. She turned to me as I gave her a confused look. “We even felt some of the aftershocks here in Wolfwater!”
“We did?” I tilted my head back, trying to remember what she was talking about.
She nodded. “We did— our entire farm shook! But you were so busy cooking at the time, you didn’t even react to it!”
“Oh.” I tapped a finger on my chin. “That did happen, huh? I thought it was just an ordinary earthquake or whatever.”
“I did too… until I heard about what happened at Mount Arkais.” The blonde girl bit her lower lip. She turned to face Jax expectantly as he shook his head.
“At first, I thought it had been a natural eruption. But that was when I saw it. My target. Who I had been looking for the entire time— the Glorious Terror of Mount Arkais.” The elf held my gaze as he continued. “One of the last Elder Dragons left in all of Vacuos.”
“Grat-ra’zun destroyed Mount Arkais? But why?” I frowned as I sat up in my seat.
“Because he was under attack,” Jax explained without blinking. “Grat-ra’zun was locked in battle with opponents that could rival his strength— men and women whose power dwarfed even my own.”
“But how?” Noele asked, but I already knew the answer.
The Forsaken Archer chuckled as he leant back in his seat. “Because they drew their power from the Void.”
“What…?” The blonde girl looked towards me, before glancing back at Z.
The angel didn’t visibly react. But his interest certainly seemed like it was piqued. His arms were crossed as he stared intently at the elf, and Noele shook her head.
“Are you saying that the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns targeted Grat-ra’zun?” she asked as her brows creased.
“I do not know whether the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns was involved in the attack.” Jax raised his head, before tilting his head. “But I do know who it was who carried it out.”
“Who?” The Noble Spellsword drew closer, clinging onto the elf’s every word.
I narrowed my eyes as I waited for him to continue. Jax took in a deep breath, before rising to his feet, turning my way.
“The one who led the attack was Kallistus Kal— the [Hero King] from another world.”
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Kallistus Kal. I had heard that name repeated quite a lot ever since I arrived here in Vacuos. He was apparently a very important person— the King of the Kingdom of Kal. A [Hero] who had been summoned from another world.
He was an otherworlder just like me, and just like Xakor. Even if our circumstances were vastly different, Kallistus was still not a native of Vacuos.
And so far, I have yet to hear anything good about him— anything heroic about the things he had done. He sounded more like a warmonger to me. He invaded other countries to expand the borders of his nation, and I highly doubted he was going to even stop once he conquered all of Laxo. Whether or not he did it for power or for glory, I didn’t know.
I just knew that he didn’t conform to my own idea of what it meant to be a hero. In fact, he fit the classical definition of it— to be strong and courageous and whatnot.
So I mostly left him alone. Because… well, I wasn’t planning on getting involved with the wars of this world. The whole world was at war always, and I really didn’t want to have to deal with all that crap.
I just wanted to live a peaceful life. And I had finally succeeded in doing so— I opened up my own restaurant, and while things were rather… exciting from time to time, I much preferred dealing with my own problems than solving other people’s problems.
But now, Jax had hunted me down all the way to Wolfwater just to tell me that Kallistus Kal had been blessed by the Void’s power— that the [Hero King] was a member of the Sect of Abyssal Thorns. 
I sighed as I rubbed my temples. “Are you really sure it was him?”
“I saw it with my own eyes,” Jax explained as his gaze darkened. “I watched the battle play out between the [Hero King] Kallistus Kal and the Elder Dragon Grat-ra’zun. There is no mistaking it— he has been touched by the Void.”
“And he went after Grat-ra’zun too…” I murmured.
I felt bad for the Elder Dragon— first he had to deal with… me. Which, granted, we were both at fault for our brief altercation. I had been seeking him out for some advice, while he had assumed I was an intruder coming after his treasures. Fortunately, no one got hurt. But now, he had to deal with some insane, power-hungry idiot.
“Then what happened?” I asked as I crossed my arms. “Where’s Grat-ra’zun now?”
“I intervened, and we got out of there. But he’s hurt.” Jax lowered his head. “I don’t know what kind of power the Void granted the [Hero King], but his magic is cursed.”
“Cursed?” Noele frowned, speaking up for the first time in a while. “What do you mean by that?”
Jax shook his head as he leant back in his seat. “Grat-ra’zun hasn’t been able to recover from his injuries— all because of Kallistus Kal’s twisted Void magic. That is why it took me so long to find you.”
“I mean, I wasn’t exactly hiding or anything.” I gave him a shrug. “But what did you even want from me, anyways?”
He blinked, and I gestured vaguely at Guardian Angel Z357.
“If you want someone to deal with this [Hero King], Z’s your guy. Not me.”
“Z?” Jax asked with furrowed brows. “And what exactly is this… thing?”
In response, Z tilted his head back at the elf. My designation is Guardian Angel Z357.
Jax paused. “An angel? Are you kidding me?”
“Nope, Z’s definitely an angel.” I shook my head. “He’s also my waiter, though.”
“He’s your… what?” The elf blinked a few times. He stared at Guardian Angel Z357 for a moment— he looked up and down, studying the metallic, machine-like body. “That’s—”
And Jax caught himself. I watched as he took in a deep breath, steeling himself. Noele just rolled her eyes at his reaction, while Z remained unmoving.
The elf’s reaction was expected. At least, his current reaction. Everyone else reacted this way— after all, seeing an angel working at a restaurant was quite the surreal sight. But this was Jax. He was the Forsaken Archer. The very same one who had challenged me to a duel… about a hundred times, even when he knew he was thoroughly outclassed.
His eyes flickered as his lips curled up into a smile. He rose to his feet, taking a step forward as he peered at Z. “Very interesting. I have never seen an angel in person before. What do you think of doing a little spar?”
“Please don’t damage my restaurant,” I said flatly.
“Worry not.” Jax smirked as he thumbed towards the exit of the room. “I’ll make quick work of this tin can outside of your restaurant.”
“You’re supposed to be working together.” I pinched the bridge of my nose as I sucked in a deep breath. “Z’s literally here to help you deal with the Void.”
Jax snorted as he waved a hand dismissively. “That is why I offered to spar him, not to duel him to the death.”
“Well, Z will also probably kick your ass, so…” I grinned back at the elf.
“Oh, really?” Jax only seemed more interested in the idea now.
“Don’t encourage him, Amelia.” Noele closed her eyes.
“Anyways, you should deal with that,” I said as I turned to face the angel. “You’re going after the Voidgod, right? This is a lead for you to follow.”
Z didn’t visibly react. He just stood there as one of his twelve eyes flickered towards me. Jax just folded his arms simply.
“If you want to go after the [Hero King], you can probably find him at—”
No, Guardian Angel Z357 said abruptly.
“Wait, what?” I blinked. That took me by surprise. I would have expected him to jump on this opportunity right away. “Isn’t this what you’ve wanted the entire time?”
I shall pursue this lead later. He shook his head mechanically as he took a step forward. He stood a head taller than Jax, and he looked down at the elf as he spoke simply. First, tell me where I can find this Elder Dragon.
Jax exchanged a glance with me. He looked at me quizzically, and I gave him a helpless look. I didn’t know what Z wanted half the time— he was a literal enigma to me.
“Grat-ra’zun?” the elf asked. “I left him back at the Frozar Mountains. He is not in any condition to travel right now.”
Affirmative. Z raised his head. And where are the Frozar Mountains?
“It’s, like, to the northeast of Wolfwater,” I said as I gestured vaguely in the direction of the mountain range. “More north than east.”
I had been there once before. Back when I had saved Nolan and Nicole from the Fallen Wyvern’s Keep. That was where I met Saros, Deon, and Skye for the first time too. It was located at the northernmost territories of the Astrad Kingdom.
“You can probably find a map somewhere at the back—” I started, but Z shook his head.
There is no need. That is all the information I need to know. He strode past me as he walked towards the door of the restaurant.
Bucky perked up from the corner of the room. She tilted her head as she clucked. “Bawk?”
“Wait, where are you going?” I called out, echoing the chicken’s sentiments.
Guardian Angel Z357 spoke simply. I shall be taking my leave now.
He unslung the apron he had been wearing, before tossing it onto the counter of the bar. I frowned at him.
“You’re leaving?” I asked, and he glanced back at me fractionally.
I have upheld my end of our deal, and you have already employed a replacement worker. Our agreement has reached its conclusion. I will now resume my duties to the World System.
He pushed the door open as I watched him go. Noele blinked and rose to her feet. She turned to me, before looking back towards the angel.
“Wait, you can’t just—” the blonde girl started.
And Z took off. He spread his wings wide as he flew up into the night sky. I watched him go. Bucky got to her feet and ran up to the door. She looked on as she clucked dejectedly, and I pursed my lips.
“There goes my restaurant’s main attraction…” I muttered under my breath. I shook my head as I sank back into my seat. “Well, at least he’ll deal with that annoying [Hero King] for me. Now I don’t even need to get involved…”
It was a sudden departure, and I couldn’t lie and say that I wasn’t taken by surprise. But I had been expecting it for a while— I didn’t even think Z would have returned to the restaurant after I stopped him from killing Arthur back at Arelioth’s Pass.
“Unfortunately,” Jax piped up as he turned back to face me, “you are very much involved in this matter, Amelia.”
“What do you mean by that?” I narrowed my eyes at the elf. Noele blinked at the side, and even Bucky glanced back at him.
He took in a deep breath as he held my gaze. “Kallistus Kal has attacked Windrip— he has seized control of the city because of you.”
And I blinked. “What…?”
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Arthur was supposed to be sleeping. He had been sent off to bed with Harlan when that elf showed up in the main lobby of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. But he had seen the serious looks being exchanged, and he couldn’t help himself— he had to eavesdrop on their discussion.
It had to be something important. And he was curious to know if maybe he could help out. But when he heard what their conversation was about, he immediately regretted his decision. He wanted to slink away and hide in his room out of shame.
Because they were talking about the Void.
Apparently, a [Hero] had succumbed to the temptations of the Void. It made Arthur shiver in fear, knowing that even [Heroes] were not immune to falling into depravity. But it made sense— after all, even as Ar’elith the Lich King, Arthur had become a slave to the Fal-Deus.
It made him hesitate. It made him shy away as he wanted to escape from listening to this conversation. The shame of knowing what he had become— what he had fallen prey to… it weighed heavily on his chest.
But right as he edged away from the kitchen door, he paused. He blinked as he watched the entrance of the restaurant swing open, and a winged figure took off into the air. Guardian Angel Z357 flew into the distance as Arthur just stared on.
Where…? he wanted to ask the question. But he caught himself.
He looked down at himself. Where Guardian Angel Z357 was going didn’t matter— what mattered was where Arthur himself went. He clenched a fist as he refused to back away from this discussion. Because he was the First Lich King. There was something he could have done to help. And he wasn’t going to run away… not out of shame.
As Arthur resolved himself, a flicker of electricity sparked out from his fists.
—--
“That is right,” Jax said as he lowered his head. “Kallistus Kal is after you, Amelia.”
I blinked a few times as the elf’s words echoed in my mind, before I finally steeled myself. I sat up and frowned. “What did you just say?”
Noele glanced towards me with a worried look, and Jax sighed.
“It’s… complicated,” the Forsaken Archer said. “But Kallistus Kal believes that you can—”
“No— not that part,” I immediately cut off the elf. “I meant the other part.”
I spoke seriously as I held Jax’s gaze. He furrowed his brows, before placing a hand on his chin.
“What other part?” he asked quizzically.
I gritted my teeth and rose to my feet. Bucky blinked as she looked my way, and Noele pursed her lips. They were all concerned about me. Jax, Noele, and Bucky. They thought that I’d be worried about myself if the [Hero King] was after me.
But I didn’t care about that. That was not what caught my attention. It was what that threat entailed that made me shake my head and turn back to the elf.
“You said that the [Hero King attacked Windrip— tell me what happened there.”
I spoke in a low voice, and Jax blinked.
“Oh.”
—--
So the Forsaken Archer explained what happened. I listened as Noele took a seat once more. The blonde girl bit her lower lip as the story came to an end.
“And that’s why Kallistus is after me, huh?” I sighed as I closed my eyes.
“That’s right.” Jax nodded. “He doesn’t know it’s you, but he’s searching for the one who opened the rift in Mount Arkais. And according to Grat-ra’zun, that person is you. So you’re the [Hero King]’s target.”
“But he doesn’t know who I am, and that means I should be fine here in Wolfwater,” I murmured, before I looked up towards the ceiling. “But Windrip is still…”
“It’s not destroyed— it’s just under the control of the Kingdom of Kal now,” the elf said.
That was a relief to hear. But that didn’t mean there weren’t casualties from the attack.
“And its people?” I asked, cracking an eye open.
“Other than the city guards? They’re mostly fine.” Jax paused. He took in a deep breath as he crossed his arms. “Except for Guildmaster Evan.”
My brows snapped together. “What happened to Evan?”
I knew him— he was the Guildmaster of the Adventurer’s Guild of Windrip. He was a bit of an oddball at times, and he had even sold me out to Jax the Forsaken Archer at one point. But still, Evan had been quite helpful at times, especially with information.
Probably because he worked as an informant of sorts too. And, apparently, that was why Kallistus Kal was after him.
“I arrived too late to stop the attack. I only saw the aftermath.” The Forsaken Archer shook his head. “But when I got there, I saw the [Hero King] standing over the ruins of the Adventurer’s Guild of Windrip.”
“Wait, did he slaughter everyone there?” I asked with wide eyes. I had friends in the Adventurer’s Guild— or, well… a single friend.
Justyn the [Receptionist]. He was a bit of an asshole at first, but we warmed up to each other over time.
Jax lowered his head. “No, the [Hero King] spared most of their lives. But he had Evan apprehended and taken away.”
“But why?” I blinked.
“Because Evan is the only one who could potentially know your whereabouts,” the elf said. “At least, as far as Kallistus is concerned, no one else but an [Informant] could help him.”
“I… see.” I wanted to sigh in relief.
While I felt bad for dragging Evan into this mess, I was glad to hear that he was probably still alive. After all, he wouldn’t have been killed if he was the only one who could lead the [Hero King] to me.
I looked down at the palm of my hand, before making a fist. Noele’s voice drew my attention, and I turned to face her.
“Amelia,” the Noble Spellsword said my name. “What will you do now?”
“What will I do now?” I repeated after her.
She held my gaze. “Windrip has fallen to the Kingdom of Kal, and Guildmaster Evan is in trouble. So what will you do?”
“I…”
I closed my eyes. I just wanted to live a normal life. I never wanted to be a hero— I didn’t want to deal with any of this shit caused by the [Hero King]. But sometimes there were things I had to do, even if I didn’t want to do them.
“Arthur,” I called out without even turning around.
And I heard a shuffling come from the kitchen. Jax and Noele looked past me as a figure emerged from behind the bar. I didn’t even look back as I addressed the former Lich King.
“You knew I was eavesdropping, didn’t you?” Arthur chuckled as he shook his head.
“I’ll be heading out for a day or two,” I said as I got to my feet. “And Z’s gone now, so you’re going to have a higher workload until I’m back. But just listen to Xakor, and everything will be fine, alright?”
Arthur nodded. “Right.”
And I turned to Jax. “You’re tired— rest up. Because we’re going to be leaving first thing in the morning.”
“Oh?” The elf looked at me as a smirk slipped onto his lips. “Am I finally going to see the Unranked Adventurer in action again?”
“Don’t call me that.” I gave him a flat stare as I got to my feet. I turned around and paused as I saw Noele staring at me. I shook my head. “I’m just going to do what’s right— I’m going to save Guildmaster Evan.”
The blonde girl gave me an approving look as Jax just grinned in amusement. Bucky tilted her head, and I strode past Arthur. With that declaration made, I returned to my room to prepare.
And by that, I meant I went to take a nap.
—--
Finally, Kallistus Kal had found his target. It had taken him so long, but his informants had located just who he was looking for. Evan— the Guildmaster of Windrip’s Adventurer’s Guild— had refused to crack even under brutal interrogation.
It would have been much simpler had the [Hero King] been able to use his Void powers to compel Evan to speak. Unfortunately, Kallistus had been busy hiding from the angel. But now, he had set a trap. He was confident it would work.
He shook his head as he turned away from a figure shrouded in darkness standing right in front of him. 
The [Hero King] was pleased to see that the pendulum was swinging his way once again. With this trap set, and the identity of the girl he was searching for revealed, he now could spring his plans into action once again.
He had already sent some… outsourced individuals to pursue the girl. Kallistus was certain they were capable enough of apprehending her. After all, she was but a mere A-ranked adventurer.
It surprised him to learn of that. But the information lined up— she had been someone who had just recently visited both Windrip and Mount Arkais. In addition to that, she had suddenly gained a lot of notoriety recently, alongside climbing up the ranks of the Adventurer’s Guild. The only explanation was that she had been blessed by the Void, and that was how she was capable of opening those rifts.
She was his target. She was the key to unlock Kallistus Kal’s return to his home world. She was—
“Noele the Noble Spellsword,” the [Hero King] whispered her name as his lips twisted into a smile. “I will be seeing you soon enough.”
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A figure lay slumbering in the darkness.
It remained still like a boulder— despite having lain idle for a month, it still had yet to move. Dust was now collecting on its crimson scales, masking the dark blotches splashed across its body. And despite looking like a statue with its dull colors, it was actually alive.
He was an Elder Dragon. One of the majestic beasts that once ruled the skies, the earth, and the seas. With scales so vibrant, even the colors of the rainbow were sickly pale in comparison to their scales. But despite his status and statute, he lay there caked in dirt, mud, and blood.
His name was Grat-ra’zun, and he was injured.
He had been known as the Great Rakaarzun. He was the Glorious Terror of Mount Arkais. In the past, he had also been called Igniz’s Arcane Champion, and he had been crowned the King of the Crimson Flame.
To think that he would be reduced to such a state, all because of a human…
His eyes fluttered open and close for a moment. He caught a glimpse of the gray walls of the cavern. He saw the rocks and pebbles lying on the ground. He stared out the mouth of the cavern, seeing the undulating mountaintops stretching out over the horizon.
It had been months since he had first been injured by the [Hero King] Kallistus. And yet, his wounds refused to fade away. He would have died, but he was fortunate enough that he had been saved by Jax the Forsaken Archer.
Grat-ra’zun was grateful to the exiled elf. Unfortunately, even with their combined strength, they wouldn’t have been able to fend off the [Hero King] and his minions. So they fled together. They flew halfway across the continent to seek out Amelia.
But the Elder Dragon hadn’t been able to complete the entire flight. Not with his injuries. So they had to continue on ground— they had to trek across the remaining distance to Windrip. And because of that, they had arrived too late.
They reached the fortress city when it had already been overtaken by the [Hero King]’s forces. And perhaps if Grat-ra’zun had already recovered at that point, they would have been able to intervene once Kallistus Kal was gone. However, the Elder Dragon’s injuries persisted.
He was still hurt, and that was why he remained inert. Even until now.
And that was how he ended up here in the Frozar Mountains. In a futile attempt to track down Amelia, they had come here. But she had already been long gone by the time they arrived.
Grat-ra’zun had wanted to press on— to continue his search for the brown-haired human. However, he had already exerted himself to his limit, and that was when he collapsed here in this cavern. And since then, he hadn’t moved. He had barely even been able to lift his head and speak as Jax looked after him.
But fortune favored the duo for a brief moment. The sky lit up one night as the Void’s essence permeated all throughout Vacuos. And they knew that only one person could have been at the center of such a calamitous event.
Jax left the Elder Dragon alone to pursue this lead. He hoped that he’d be able to find a way to get to Amelia if he followed the trail she had left behind. And Grat-ra’zun agreed that it was a good idea, even if it meant that he was left alone back here in this cavern all by himself.
He waited in the darkness and the solitude for the elf’s return. He remained silent. And he heard the rustling of the wind as a cool breeze washed over the entrance of the cave.
Grat-ra’zun’s eyes cracked open as he raised his head. He saw a bright figure shining in the darkness. He saw the white feathers gently drifting to the ground at his clawed feet. He groaned as he looked up, seeing a familiar figure descending from the sky.
“You’re…?” the Elder Dragon whispered softly. “Guardian Angel Z357?”
Greetings, Great Rakaarzun, the angel said as he landed at the mouth of the cave. He raised a hand, and a lance flashed into existence in his palm.
“What are you—” Grat-ra’zun started.
And Guardian Angel Z357 swung down with his lance. He struck his weapon against the Elder Dragon’s skin as there was a bright light. Grat-ra’zun winced as a searing pain washed over his body, but he caught himself from screaming.
Because it was not an attack. A moment later, the intensity of the light dimmed, and the Elder Dragon was bathed in a comforting warmth.
Dispel Depravity, the angel said as he lowered his lance.
Grat-ra’zun looked down at his crimson scales, watching as the curses marking his body slowly faded away. His wounds remained, but the dark blotches that had prevented him from healing was gone. He blinked, before looking up at the angel.
“It has been a while, oh holy one,” the Elder Dragon said as he bowed his head. “Thank you for curing me from this wretched curse.”
Guardian Angel Z357 nodded mechanically as he lowered his lance. We need to talk.
—--
“I’ll be back soon,” I said as I patted Bucky on the head.
The chicken clucked, shaking her head. She looked upset— well, she looked as upset as a chicken could be. And while I couldn’t understand her words, I knew what she was upset about.
I had only just returned to the restaurant, and now I was heading out again.
“I know, I know.” I smiled softly at her. “But don’t worry, this time Noele will look after you. So don’t worry, alright?”
I drew back, and Noele blinked. The blonde girl had been carrying the chicken, but this was the first she had heard about this arrangement.
“Wait, why me?” she asked with a frown.
“You’re my apprentice, aren’t you? This is your next lesson— keep the chicken well-fed while I’m gone.”
“How is that part of my curriculum? How does that even relate to teaching me anything? This is the first lesson you’ve given me in months and—” the blonde girl started to protest.
And I waved a hand off dismissively. “See you in two days’ time, Noele. Say bye to your parents for me too!”
I started walking away from the restaurant as the blonde girl harrumphed. But Bucky began to whine. And Noele cradled the chicken in a comforting way. I just smiled as I turned away from her.
It was dawn— no, it was before the sun had even begun to rise over the horizon. I could see the fringes of the orange glow lighting up the sky, but the crimson ring of light had yet to show itself to the world. I had already told both Xakor and Harlan about what was happening.
Well, I just told them I had to go and deal with something for a little bit. I didn’t go into too much detail. However, the both of them recognized Jax, so they knew it was something important. And while Arthur knew about the full details, I just reassured him that things would be fine.
Sure, Kallistus Kal was after me, but I wasn’t too worried about that. Firstly, I highly doubted that the [Hero King] would be able to do anything to harm me in any way. And secondly, even if he could, it was not like he knew who I was in the slightest.
From what I’d been told, he was just searching for the one who had opened up the rift back at Mount Arkais. There really was no way to trace me back to that. The only real way for the [Hero King] to track me down was if he was searching for a really amazing restaurant with a chicken for a mascot.
And if he did come, it would be as a customer, not to hunt me down.
Anyways, I was just going to return to Windrip to save Guildmaster Evan. I was certain that he was still alive because he was needed by the [Hero King]. So I could just break him out of his prison or whatever and leave as soon as that was done.
If Kallistus Kal was there too… well, I didn’t actively want to deal with the consequences of killing a literal king, but I would if I had no other choice.
“Are you ready?” I said as I walked up to Jax.
The Forsaken Archer nodded back at me. “I was under the impression that you were the one who was nervous considering how long you were taking to get ready.”
I rolled my eyes and spoke simply. “Just do me a favor, and don’t scream.”
Jax scoffed as he crossed his arms. “Me? Scream? Please, I don’t—”
He blinked as I scooped him right up from under his feet. He stared at me for a moment, completely confused. And then I leapt into the air, shooting through the morning sky as Jax…
Well, he screamed, of course.
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Jax screamed.
Then he stopped screaming. After about half an hour, he had gotten used to the speed. Which was as expected. He was an S-ranked adventurer— actually, he was an SS-ranked adventurer now.
He was quite competent. And he was very smug about it too.
“Hmph,” the Forsaken Archer harrumphed. “You simply caught me by surprise, that’s all.”
I gave him a flat stare, even as I leapt through the sky while carrying him in my arms. I sighed as I looked towards the forest expanding over the horizon.
“Whatever you say,” I murmured.
“Please, are you even trying to make me scream?” he chuckled.
“No, I’d prefer it if you shut up—” I started.
“This is hardly even a challenge!” Jax smirked at me. “Are you even trying? Come on, now! Make me scream!”
I landed right in the middle of a clearing of trees, before staring down at the elf’s smug face. He looked at me challengingly, and I opened my mouth. But I caught myself. I didn’t want to argue. So I acquiesced.
“Fine.”
I took a step forward, still carrying him in my arms.
“Oh? Are you finally going to give me a challenge—” the Forsaken Archer began.
And I shot through the air, crossing a hundred miles in seconds as Jax screamed again. But this time, he screamed much louder too.
—--
We arrived at Windrip a few minutes later. I had to slow down because Jax passed out for a few moments. And when we finally landed, the Forsaken Archer was drenched in sweat. He collapsed onto the grassy ground, panting as he stared up at the sky in a daze.
“Is that… all you… got…?” he mustered up.
I rolled my eyes, before looking away from him. I had already indulged him once, so I was going to ignore him now. Instead, I swept my gaze over my surroundings. I took in the lush green forest surrounding me.
The trees were tall and dark. Many of them stood at a hundred feet tall, creating a thick canopy overhead that cast a dark shadow over the underbrush. But somehow, the foliage down here was thick, even with the sparse light that leaked below.
It was unlike the area around Wolfwater which looked like an ordinary forest I’d see back on Earth. With the colorful mushrooms and the vibrant flowers sprouting from the trees and the bushes, this place almost looked like a magical land straight out of a fairy tale.
And it was a familiar sight to me. After all, I had been here before. In fact, it was the very first place I had found myself in when I first exited the Fractured Realm and entered Vacuos.
It was Briar Glenn. A B-ranked region. One full of dangerous monsters and plantlife. And just up ahead, located right in the very fringe of this forest was the city of Windrip.
Well, it was a city in name, but it was built like a fortress. Although… most of its defenses had been torn down when Glutaz the Goblin Lord attacked.
I had specifically chosen to land a few miles outside of Windrip to not draw too much attention to myself. I wanted to go in, grab Guildmaster Evan, and get out. I was here to make things right, but I also wasn’t going to get involved in this war between the Astrad Kingdom and the Kingdom of Kal. That was why I wanted to get this over with as fast as possible.
“Come on,” I said as I glanced back down to Jax.
He rose to his feet, still looking sickly. But he forced a grin back at me. “I’m… completely fine…”
“Then let’s get going.” I strode past him, heading for the city in the distance.
The Forsaken Archer stumbled after me. Evidently, he was not completely fine just yet.
Not much had changed since I had last been here. Some colorful flowers had sprouted on the leaves of the trees in Briar Glenn, but it was mostly the same forest I remembered. And when I got to Windrip, I expected there to be significant changes to the city since Kallistus Kal attacked.
But there was no substantial change— the populace wasn’t enslaved, and there weren’t legions of guards marching down the city streets. It… looked just like it did before. Except in a state of disrepair.
The only real difference was that there was now an encampment of soldiers located right next to Windrip. A small fort had been erected at its very center, probably built out of magic by some [Geomancer].
They flew the banner of the Kingdom of Kal— a crescent moon hanging high over a pyramid. I narrowed my eyes as I stared at the fort in the middle of the encampment.
“Think Evan is in there?” I asked as I turned to Jax.
The elf just shrugged. “I don’t know. We’ll have to poke around and find out.”
A savage smile spread across his face as he unhooked his bow. I stopped him from reaching for his quiver. I sighed as I gestured at Windrip.
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I said, taking a step forward. “Let’s ask some questions first, alright? I don’t want to storm that fortress if Evan is not in there. It would just be embarrassing…”
“Hmph. Very well.” Jax lowered his bow as he slumped his shoulders, following me as I walked up to the city.
He pulled his hood over head, and I did the same. My jacket had a hood— it didn’t mask as much of my face as the elf’s since mine wasn’t enchanted. But it was good enough for me.
Windrip wasn’t in the best of state right now. But that was true from when I had last been here. The only difference was that a few more streets had burned down, and the makeshift walls covering the perimeters of the city had been destroyed.
Most of the rubble and the wreckage had already been cleared away. But there hadn’t been any repairs made to the infrastructure since the city had been attacked. And the mood hanging in the air reminded me of what I had seen right after the Goblin Lord’s attack.
The streets were mostly empty. Everyone kept to themselves. Jax barely paid any attention to the state of the city, but I noticed that we were drawing a little bit of attention to ourselves. I heard a handful of voices whispering as figures pointed at us from the dark alleyways.
“Are they…?”
“They look like adventurers, so maybe...”
“We should stay away.”
“They would only cause trouble.”
“Let’s go—”
I watched as those who had been watching us began to slink away. I narrowed my eyes.
“What’s going on?” I whispered.
It was strange. Most of the passersby would shy away from us too, and parents would bring their children into their houses.
“Are we just going to wander around aimlessly, or do you actually have something in mind?” Jax asked as he crossed his arms.
I glanced back at the impatient elf, before sighing. “Come on.”
I led him down another street corner, before coming to a halt right before a ramshackle building. Jax looked it up and down, inspecting the damaged brickwork. The sign that had once been hanging from the front door was gone, but it was evident even to the elf that this was an inn.
It was the inn I had stayed in when I was living here in Windrip.
“Brynn’s inn,” I said its name. “We can ask her some questions. She’ll help us out.”
Jax just shrugged and followed me as I pushed the door of the inn open. But right as I took a step in, a trio of hooded figures made their way out.
“Watch it,” a gruff voice said as the first man brushed past me.
His companions trailed after him, and I stepped out of the way. The second figure just silently followed him, while the third figure turned to face me. I caught a brief glimpse of her face— she looked like a young woman, about Noele’s age.
“Sorry about him,” she said as she nodded apologetically at me. “He’s an idiot.”
Jax glared at them, but I waved a hand off dismissively.
“It’s fine.”
I watched them go, before I turned back to the lobby of the inn. There were hardly any customers here— which was unexpected. I had thought that Brynn would be offering her establishment to house those who had lost their homes during the attack.
But it was mostly empty. There were only a handful of slumped figures sitting at the tables and chairs of the inn, passed out from drinking too much.
I strode up to the bar as I heard a voice calling out from the kitchen.
“We’re closed!” Brynn emerged from the kitchen, carrying a steaming pot with both her arms. She was paler and thinner than when I had last seen her, and she wore a disgruntled look on her face. “If you want a room to stay, you can go to Jesper’s place. You just have to fork up the right price.”
She shook her head as she set a pot of soup down on the bar, and I came to a halt right before her.
“I’m not looking for a room,” I said simply.
“Then what do you want?” The [Innkeeper] narrowed her eyes. “If you’re here to rob me—”
“We’re not.” I pulled my hood back as I cut her off.
I smiled at her, and her eyes went wide. She stared at me, taking a step back.
“Hello, Brynn,” I greeted the [Innkeeper]. “It’s been a while.
Brynn tried to work her jaw. Then she leant forward, pointing at me in shock.
“You’re— Amelia the Unranked Adventurer!”
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“You’re— Amelia the Unranked Adventurer!” Brynn exclaimed.
I frowned and glanced back at the rest of the room. Most of the patrons to the inn were still passed out. Which was good because I was trying to keep a low profile, and no one overheard the [Innkeeper]. I just shook my head.
“Please don’t call me by that Title. Just call me Amelia, Brynn.”
“R-right.” She took a step back as she stared at me for a long moment.
I watched as she looked me up and down like I wasn’t actually real. As if I was a figment of her imagination. Once she was certain that I was actually standing right in front of her, she took in a deep breath and closed her eyes.
“You… you shouldn’t be here, Amelia,” Brynn said in a low voice. She looked past me, before gritting her teeth. “Things have changed since you’ve been gone. Our city has been taken over by the [Hero King]’s forces, and—”
“I know all that,” I cut her off. I gestured vaguely towards the outside of the inn. “I kind of noticed all that when I was on my way here.”
The [Innkeeper] blinked. Then she shook her head. “That’s why you should go— leave Windrip. Things will be… rather messy over the next few days.”
I raised a brow. What did that mean? I exchanged a glance with Jax, looking if he knew what Brynn was talking about. But he was hardly even paying attention to the conversation. His gaze was sliding off the walls of the room as he wore an incredibly bored look on his face.
I sighed as I turned back to face the [Innkeeper]. “Messy how? What’s been going on since I’ve left? Is the Astrad Kingdom going to be retaking the city or something??”
“I… no— not much has happened after the [Hero King] attacked.” Brynn pursed her lips. “Many of the Kingdom of Kal’s soldiers garrisoned here are at least C-ranked. I’ve heard there are even a few A-ranks amongst them. And with Windrip’s proximity to Briar Glenn, the Astrad Kingdom can’t send a large army here to liberate us without losing a lot of their forces along the way.” 
That was expected. I was told when I first arrived in Windrip that the city was less of a strategic importance for warfare, and more of a necessity because of the threat of monster attacks. It started out as a fortress at first, but eventually grew into a city, especially when Briar Glenn’s most dangerous threats were culled out.
So retaking Windrip was hardly on the list of things to do for the Astrad Kingdom.
“I know that the Kingdom of Kal has mostly… left us alone, but I wish King Jalen Astral does something about them soon.” Brynn sighed as she lowered her head.
“I see.” I nodded slowly at the [Innkeeper]. “Well, I’m not here to get involved in the war, anyways. I’m just here to find Evan.”
And that made her pause. “Evan? You mean Guildmaster Evan? The head of Windrip’s Adventurer’s Guild?”
“Uh, yeah?” I tapped a finger on my chin. “He went missing— or he was taken by the Kingdom of Kal as a prisoner or whatever.”
“That… did happen.” Brynn hesitated. “But how did you know…? No— why do you even care that he’s gone?”
“He’s a close acquaintance of mine.” I shrugged, before narrowing my eyes at her. “Why? Do you know something about what happened to him?”
The [Innkeeper] shifted back, clearly wearing an apprehensive look on her face. “I…”
“I’m just here to help,” I said as I dug into my pockets. I produced a handful of gold coins, before nodding at her with a small smile. “Tell me everything you know, please.”
Still, Brynn didn’t immediately accept the coins. She stared at the glinting metal, before looking back up at me. She chewed her lower lip as I waited. And finally Jax scoffed, speaking up for the first time since we entered the inn.
“Your persuasion skills are lacking, Amelia. Actions speak louder than words. You cannot talk these fools into listening to you, you have to show them why they should listen.” The Forsaken Archer reached for a shortsword at his side.
“What…?” Brynn blinked as she saw what he was doing. She backed up with wide eyes as he smirked, drawing the blade. “What are you doing?”
He took a menacing step forward. “I could extract the information out of this [Innkeeper] in a second—”
And I glared at Jax. “Please stop.”
“Fine,” he harrumphed and crossed his arms. “But just know that I believe that your methods are slow and wasteful.”
I rolled my eyes as Brynn sighed in relief. She steadied herself against her bar, shaking her head.
“Who is this man, Amelia?” she asked, looking at me in horror.
“He’s just an idiot.” I waved a hand off. “Ignore him.”
“I…” The [Innkeeper] glanced between me and the hooded elf. She pursed her lips, before sighing exasperatedly.  “You can’t tell a single soul about what I’m going to tell you, alright? I’ll get into a lot of trouble if you do.”
“Don’t worry.” I spoke reassuringly. “You have my word.”
She slowly slid the gold coins into her pockets and took in a deep breath. “Did you… did you happen to see those three folks who were leaving my inn as you entered?”
“The ones who nearly bumped into me? Yeah— what about them?” I raised a brow.
“They were sent by the Adventurer’s Guild to free Guildmaster Evan,” Brynn said in a low voice. “I’ve been housing them for the last few weeks as they made their plans.”
I frowned, glancing back towards the doorway. “They were adventurers?”
“No— not adventurers.” The [Innkeeper] shook her head. “Mercenaries.”
That made me pause. I crossed my arms in thought. “Wait, why send mercenaries? Why can’t the Adventurer’s Guild send… adventurers?”
“Because—” she started.
And Jax spoke for her. “The Adventurer’s Guild doesn’t want anyone to know that they’re involved.”
I blinked. I turned to the Forsaken Archer, before glancing back at Brynn. “Is that true?”
“It… is.” She exhaled heavily. “It’s a very complex situation, and I didn’t even want to be a part of it. But I had no other choice. I was forced into it by Giles.”
“And Giles is…?” I asked.
“He’s in charge of the mercenaries hired by the Adventurer’s Guild,” Brynn explained. “Giles and his men were sent here to discreetly free Guildmaster Evan. And no one can know about any of this— not even that our city’s guildmaster has been captured by the Kingdom of Kal. That’s why the Adventurer’s Guild has been keeping a tight lid on this whole ordeal.”
I eyed the [Innkeeper] curiously. “But why all the secrecy? Why doesn’t the Adventurer’s Guild want anyone to know about what happened to Evan?”
“Because they do not want to be forced to take action against the Kingdom of Kal.” She shook her head.
“Typical,” Jax snorted. “What a bunch of spineless cowards.”
“It’s not cowardice—” Brynn gestured vaguely at our surroundings. “This war is already bad enough for Laxo. If the Adventurer’s Guild is forced to partake in it too…”
Her gaze darkened, and I watched as she closed her eyes. I could now see why she looked so sickly and thin compared to when I last saw her. I took a step forward as I placed a hand on her shoulder.
“Well, don’t worry about it. I’ll help free Evan, so that won’t happen.” I drew back as I pointed a thumb back towards the doorway. “And if you really want, I can bring you back to Wolfwater with me when that is all over.”
Brynn blinked a few times as she raised her head. She stared at me for a moment, before smiling. “I appreciate the offer, Amelia. I truly do…”
She raised her head as she stared at the ceiling with a soft gaze. Her eyes fluttered open and close, before she looked back down at the palm of her hand.
“But Windrip is my home— it’s my community. I grew up here in this city. I cannot just leave my friends and family behind…”
“I understand. That’s completely fair.” I took a step back as she shook her head.
Brynn steeled herself before pointing past me. “Anyway, if you follow Giles, he’ll lead you to Guildmaster Evan. They’re going to break him free today.”
“Today?” I looked back at Jax. “As in right now?”
The [Innkeeper] nodded. “That’s right. You should hurry because—”
And I heard the blast echo in the far distance. Like it was miles away at the very least. The ground shook for a moment— a brief tremor that jolted one of the unconscious customers awake. I glanced back as the Forsaken Archer furrowed his brows. He turned to me, and I swept past him as Brynn looked on.
“Alright,” I said as I reached for my sword. Jax trailed after me, unslinging his bow. “Let’s get going.”
With that, we headed out to save Guildmaster Evan.
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They were mercenaries. But they were not a part of a large organization— they were a small, elite group typically hired to carry out high-leveled missions. They didn’t have much of a reputation, because the jobs they were given required a certain level of secrecy. Only those in the know knew about them.
They were called the Clawed Hands. And Giles was their leader.
Kings and queens and lords and ladies and politicians sought to employ them for their expertise. Even across the seas— they had been hired by prominent gnomes and powerful dwarves for jobs that required them to sail to the other continents. But this was the first time they had ever been hired by the Adventurer’s Guild.
It surprised them when they received this request. After all, the Adventurer’s Guild was a reputable institution. While they weren’t supposed to be a bastion of justice or ethics, they very rarely acted outside of the law. Their acts always complied with the domestic rules and regulations set in place of each individual country. That was how they managed to span far and wide in their influence. That was why they were ubiquitously accepted throughout all of Laxo.
And now, they were coming to Giles with a request— to carry out acts that would circumvent the laws of the Kingdom of Kal. Although… to be fair, it was the [Hero King] who first went against the conventions of war in place and seized a Guildmaster of the Adventurer’s Guild.
It was funny. Giles found it amusing, to say the least. But just with every other job he was given, he could not speak about his clients… not to anyone… not even to—
“I can’t believe the Adventurer’s Guild is actually hiring us to clean their dirty laundry,” a young woman said, drawing his attention back to her.
He frowned as he stared at his carefree companion— Sylvie. She walked with a slant posture, leaning back as she held her hands on the back of her head.
“Are you sure the guy you spoke to was actually from the Adventurer’s Guild, Giles?” she asked casually.
And that made the leader of the Clawed Hands click his tongue. But before he could reprimand her, another voice spoke up.
“What are you saying, you idiot?” the third member of the group sputtered.
His name was Jaden. He was young too— even younger than Silvie. He claimed to be about twenty years old, but he looked like he was seventeen at most.
Giles was more than certain that he was lying about his real age.
Jaden gestured towards the passersby in the street as he exclaimed loudly, drawing their attention. “What would you do if someone overheard you saying that we were hired by the Ad—”
“Shut up, both of you,” Giles snapped.
Jaden and Sylvie both paused as their leader turned towards them. Giles swept his gaze over the mostly empty street. Fortunately, there weren’t that many people out and about. And those that were slinking around didn’t look like they even heard what either Jaden or Sylvie said.
“We have a job to do, so that’s enough chatting. Or we’re going to be late for our rendezvous.” Giles drew his dual dagger as he strode forward with haste.
The trio of mercenaries made their way out of Windrip as they started to head northwest. They passed the encampment erected right next to the city— they ignored the tower that rose up to the sky, overseeing everything in the area.
They had a job to do, and it didn’t lead them to that fortress of soldiers. They had arrived here in this city weeks back, and they were only acting now for a reason. They hadn’t been making plans or scheming on how to complete their mission. Their job was simple. They were supposed to save a guildmaster of the Adventurer’s Guild.
But the reason they had refused to act for weeks was because they had been waiting. They had been biding their time for the right moment to break the guildmaster free without attacking the encampment. After all, there was no way they could take on an entire fort full of soldiers.
Not when Captain Rokh the Bludgeoning Striker was in charge of the garrison. He was an A-ranked [Fighter]— supposedly around the same level as Giles. And it wasn’t just him. There were a multitude of other high-leveled individuals present here in Windrip.
While Giles himself was a Level 57 [Daggermaster], Jaden and Sylvie weren’t A-ranks just yet. They were close though. But they weren’t enough to battle against a garrison of thousands of relatively high-leveled soldiers— not when the lowest-leveled soldiers were D-ranks, with many C-ranks and even a handful of B-ranks added into the mix.
Of course, the Clawed Hands were comprised of more than just the three of them. But only a dozen of the highest-leveled members embarked on this mission. The others just weren’t here because they had other roles to carry out.
“Kristen and her team should already be at the meeting point,” Giles said simply as the three mercenaries stalked through the tall trees of Briar Glenn. “Because you idiots took your damn sweet time getting out of bed, we’re going to be arriving late.”
“Hey, it’s not my fault!” Jaden protested. “Sylvie’s the one who forgot to set the [Wake Up] spell last night!”
Sylvie just casually tilted her head. “Whaaat? I forgot? But you’re the one who told me to disable it last night so we could get an extra hour of sleep—”
“Wait, you’re not supposed to tell Giles that!” Jaden quickly cut her off as he covered her mouth.
Giles sighed in response. But he didn’t even bother to indulge them with a response. He raised his head as he saw the thick forest of trees begin to peel back, revealing a winding road leading away from Windrip. Up ahead, it cut across a valley in between two tall hills. And a small convoy of troops bearing the banners of the Kingdom of Kal were making their way down to that valley.
This was the opportune moment that had been given to the Clawed Hands.
Their target— Guildmaster Evan of the Adventurer’s Guild— was locked up there at the very center of the convoy. He was being transported out of Windrip, presumably to be brought back to the Kingdom of Kal. And it was the job of the Clawed Hands to rescue him.
There was only a small legion of about a hundred or so soldiers escorting him out. They didn’t want to make a show of it, so they transported him discreetly along with a cargo of supplies. Which was why this was the perfect moment for the Clawed Hands to intervene.
Not only was it far safer to extract their target here than in the city, it could also be disguised as a bandit attack. Or maybe the blame could even be pinned on the Astrad Kingdom— an assault on the supply lines of the Kingdom of Kal.
Either way, the Clawed Hands had to get to work. Giles, Sylvie, and Jaden made their way to one of the hilltops as they waited for the convoy to sluggishly rolled across the gravel path.
“Good— we weren’t too late.” Giles perched himself atop a rock as he eyed the armored wagon at the very center of the convoy. “And Kristen is…”
He swept his gaze to the other side of the valley. He spotted a group of shadowed figures waiting there. He nodded at one of them, and they began to move. They slunk into the shadows as they made their way down to the bottom of the hill as the convoy reached the valley.
Meanwhile, Giles turned back to Sylvie. “Now it’s our turn…”
He waited. But there was no response. He narrowed his eyes as he stared at the young woman. She was distractedly staring at a butterfly as it fluttered around a tall flower. His brows snapped together as he gritted his teeth.
“Sylvie— Sylvie!” He snapped his fingers, drawing her attention back to him. “Focus.”
“Huh? What?” She blinked as she looked up at her leader.
“Were you even paying attention?” Jaden snorted. “It’s your turn to do your thing.”
“My thing?” Sylvie pointed at herself. “What are you talking about, Jaden?”
He opened his mouth, before pausing. He tried to work his jaw, only to slump his shoulders and turn to Giles. “...uh, what was she supposed to do again?”
“Were either of you idiots listening when I told you my—” Giles started. Then he looked between the clueless duo. He pinched the bridge of his nose as he sighed. “Nevermind.”
He looked back down at the convoy as it fully entered the valley. He took in a deep breath, before pointing down at them.
“Sylvie— cast [Landslide],” he said simply.
The young woman blinked, before grinning back at him. “You got it, boss.”
And with that, she slammed a fist down onto the ground as the valley shook, before the cliffside began to collapse down the convoy.
The closest soldiers to the landslide screamed as they were crushed by the falling rocks. But before the main bulk of the cascading cliffside could crash into the convoy, a group of [Mages] dashed out of their wagons, raising their staffs.
A tall stone wall rose from the ground, stopping the landslide before it could crush the convoy. The first [Mage] lowered his staff as he let out a sigh in relief. Then he spun around and called out.
“We’re under—”
But he paused. He stumbled forward before collapsing onto the ground as a dagger protruded from his back. And Giles lowered his empty hand.
The leader of the Clawed Hands still stood atop the hill as he looked down at the convoy. There was a flash of light, and his dagger vanished from the [Mage]’s back, reappearing in his palm. And as that happened, a group of shadowed figures emerged from the other side of the valley, flanking the panicked soldiers down below.
Giles turned back to Sylvie and Jaden as he heard the shouts and screams coming from the valley. And he nodded at the both of them.
“Now let’s do this.”
With that, the Clawed Hands descended on the convoy to rescue Guildmaster Evan from the Kingdom of Kal.
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The Clawed Hands got to work.
Giles could already see Kristen and her team doing their part and engaging with the convoy from the flank. Spells and arrows were being flung across the valley as voices shouted and screamed in the distance. But the soldiers from the Kingdom of Kal could barely put up a fight, even though they outnumbered their opponents.
Because Kristen was A-ranked, just like Giles. And the rest of her team were low B-ranks at most. Even if there were only a handful of them, they were more than enough to deal with the first wave of guards protecting the convoy.
Not that they needed to engage in combat for long. Because they were meant to be a distraction— to lure the main bulk of the soldiers from the convoy away from the armored wagon carrying Guildmaster Evan.
“We just have to watch out for Seth the Battlemage,” Giles said as he hopped off a rock, before sliding down the hill. “He’s an A-rank [Mage]. If you see him, just back off. I’ll handle him.”
Both Sylvie and Jaden followed right behind him. Sylvie seemed to glide on the earth as the ground shifted beneath her feet— a result of her spellcasting. Meanwhile, Jaden ran down as fast as he could… only to trip and tumble all the way down.
Giles paused to stare at the boy as he crashed at the bottom of the valley. Sylvie also came to a halt right next to the leader of the Clawed Hands.
“Are you alright, Jaden?” she called out.
And Jaden groaned as he picked himself up from a small crater on the ground. He dusted himself off as he shook his head.
“I’m fine—” he started.
Only to be interrupted as an arrow flew into the back of his head.
“Take this, you brigand!” a soldier shouted as he loosed another flurry of projectiles at Jaden.
But as the second and third arrow landed on Jaden, the soldier paused. His eyes went wide as one after another, the arrows shattered upon impact.
“What…?”
Jaden stumbled back as he spun around with an annoyed look on his face. “That hurt you asshole!”
He picked up one of the broken arrowheads as the soldier turned to run. But before the soldier could get far, Jaden hurled the broken arrowhead with all his strength. And the broken arrowhead short forward so fast like it had been fired from a crossbow.
The soldier slumped over with a gaping hole in his chest as Giles and Sylvie came to a halt right next to Jaden.
The leader of the Clawed Hands smirked as he nodded at the boy. “Good work.”
That was why Jaden was called the Titanium Brute. Thanks to his Skills, it was like his skin was made of metal. He could tank most attacks by lower-leveled individuals unscathed. Even if he did feel a little bit of pain from them.
“Remember, our target is that armored wagon,” Giles said as he nodded up ahead past a group of running guards.
The convoy was in a panic. And the soldiers escorting it were thrown into disarray. Most of them were distracted by Kristen and her team as they took out guard after guard. Only a handful of them even noticed the trio of mercenaries standing at the other side of the convoy.
A group of soldiers paused as a [Mage] raised a wand and pointed at Giles. They let out a war cry, before charging forward as the [Mage] supported them with a volley of spells. Giles took a step forward as he nodded at Sylvie.
“Do your thing,” he said.
“Right— [Mass Sleep]!” She pointed at the charging soldiers.
She was a [Sorceress]. That meant she was capable of casting rather unusual spells that weren’t typically suited for dueling. But right now, her magic sufficed in distracting the soldiers. That was why she was known as the Diverting Dandelion.
Their movements slowed. They grew sluggish, before collapsing on the ground, completely unconscious. But the [Mage] was still awake. He screamed as he hurled a fireball straight at Giles.
The explosion rocked the ground as Sylvie and Jaden winced. However, Giles was no longer standing there. He appeared right next to the [Mage] with a grin plastered on his face. The [Mage] blinked, before spinning around.
And Giles just shook his head. “Don’t even try— you’ve already lost.”
With that, the [Mage] crumpled silently to the ground as blood spurted out of his chest. Giles twirled his dagger in hand as he looked back up to the armored wagon just up ahead. The convoy was starting to take notice of him. Dozens of soldiers moved to intercept him as he started to sprint forward.
“Sylvie, Jaden!” he called out to his companions. “Distract them!”
“Yes, boss!” they replied in unison as they hurriedly trailed after him.
Despite being a pair of young troublemakers who were normally a pain in the ass to deal with, they were very competent in the battlefield. Sylvie slammed a fist onto the ground, causing a localized tremor that shook the landscape. The group of soldiers stumbled and staggered, only for Jaden to ram into them a moment after.
He tore their numbers apart as Giles leapt into the sky. The leader of the Clawed Hands nodded approvingly at the two of them, taking a moment to survey the battlefield. Everything was going according to plan. Now it was up to him to complete the mission.
The [Daggermaster] tossed his dagger down onto the ground right next to the armored wagon. There was a flash of light. Just like when he had recalled the weapon into his hands. But this time, it wasn’t his dagger that was teleporting. It was him.
Giles appeared right next to his dagger as he shook his head. It was an enchantment on the dagger that allowed him to teleport to it, or to teleport it back to him. It was a powerful artifact. And it had earned him the Title of the Flying Blade.
He raised his head to look at the enchantments protecting the armored wagon. It was not going to be easy to break through. Not with his Skills at the very least. But that was why he came prepared.
He produced a scroll from his side as he nodded. He unfurled it, watching as the runes etched on its surface shone. Giles pointed it at the wagon.
“Dispel M—” he started.
And his eyes flickered as he saw a glint coming from the side. Giles leapt back just in time to avoid a blast of frost. He spun around to face a figure clad in ice. His eyes narrowed as he watched the figure step forward.
“Seth the Battlemage,” Giles said as he twirled his dagger. “So you’ve finally decided to join the fray.”
Seth shook his head, raising his staff as it was wreathed in ice. A broadsword of frost was formed at the very tip— about the size of the Battlemage himself. He slowly drew forward, dragging the weapon behind him.
“Oh? It seems you’ve done your research on who I am…” He tilted his head, peering curiously at Giles. “You’re no ordinary brigand, are you?”
The [Daggermaster] just licked his lips in response. “Perhaps— but it does not matter. Because you die here.”
And with that, Giles lashed out with his dagger. He was fast. He reached the Battlemage in an instant, slicing down with a flash of light. It was a Skill— a piercing attack that could have torn apart even titanium.
But the ice armor Seth wore took the brunt of the attack. He stumbled back, grunting as his ice armor collapsed around him. He hefted the frost broadsword and swung it down at the [Daggermaster].
But Giles deftly deflected the attack as he stepped forward. He thrusted out with a flurry of strikes, and the Battlemage raised the broadsword of frost.
The broadsword of frost began to break apart as the attacks whittled it down. Seth was A-ranked, just like the [Daggermaster]. However, the fact was that he was barely into A-rank, and those few levels separating them made a massive difference.
Giles laughed as he swung out once more. This time, he gripped his dagger with both his hands, and he felt a surge of strength flow through him. He slammed the blade against the frost broadsword— and the ice shattered.
Seth staggered forward as his weapon was destroyed. Giles just kicked the Battlemage back against the armored wagon, before striding forward.
“Come on, is that all you’ve got?” the [Daggermaster] asked. “Did you really think you could beat me with that pathetic display?”
The Battlemage chuckled as he looked weakly back up to Giles. “No— but that was enough to distract you.”
And that made the leader of the Clawed Hands pause. “Distract me…?”
Right as the words left his mouth, a powerful explosion rocked the valley. Giles was thrown back from the shockwave, seeing a pillar of smoke rise into the sky. He steadied himself as his brows snapped together.
“What is that?” he asked as he looked up in horror.
“Did you really think we didn’t expect the Adventurer’s Guild to strike back?” Seth asked, getting to his feet.
The dust and smoke began to clear as Giles swept his gaze over his surroundings. He looked on with narrowed eyes, seeing a massive crater just up ahead. Kristen and her team were lying bloodied at the very edge of the blast zone.
“Kristen…?”
“We expected adventurers— but mercenaries like you?” the Battlemage said as he shook his head. “It makes no difference.”
Giles blinked, before hearing a voice cry out in pain behind him. He spun around, watching as both Jaden flew through the air and crashed right at the [Daggermaster]’s feet.
“Jaden!” Giles called out as he rushed to the boy’s side. “What happened?”
“Sorry, boss,” another voice came in reply. Giles glanced back to see Sylvie stumbling forward, clutching her bleeding shoulder. “But I couldn’t distract her…”
“Distract who?” the [Daggermaster] asked as he took a step forward.
But Sylvie collapsed. Giles blinked. He cast his gaze over the battlefield as the realization settled in. The Clawed Hands were defeated with ease— quickly and swiftly, before he could even notice it.
He took a step back as he gritted his teeth. “We’re the Clawed Hands… we’re elites! We’re specialists at our jobs! How…?”
“Well, maybe you aren’t as good at your job as you think you are,” a burly figure said as he walked past Jaden’s fallen body.
“You’re…?” Giles stared with wide eyes. “Rokh the Bludgeoning Striker?”
The [Daggermaster] recognized the burly man in an instant. He was the one who had been placed in charge of the fortress back in Windrip. An A-rank captain who was renowned for his physical prowess.
Giles shook his head as he exclaimed. “That… makes no sense! You shouldn’t be here!”
“Oh? And what made you think I would stay in that backwater city?” Rokh said with a smug look on his face. “I left my lieutenant in charge of that shit place. I’m never returning back there ever again.”
“That’s ridiculous!” Giles snarled. “You’re abandoning Windrip just to transport a single man
out of the city?”
Rokh shook his head. “That man is the reason why we’re here in the first place. Unfortunately, our King had other matters to attend to, so he took his leave. The only reason we took so long to follow after him is because we were waiting for her to arrive.”
Giles narrowed his eyes. “Her? Who is—”
And there was a flash of light. He leapt back as he dodged a black beam that cut the ground open. He frowned, looking up at a black-haired girl as she descended from the sky.
The leader of the Clawed Hands paused as he saw who it was. His eyes widened, and his legs shook. He took a step back as he said her name.
“Eloise the Dark Wizard,” he whispered. “S-rank mercenary— what are you doing here?”
She just smiled at him in response. “I have been hired by the [Hero King] himself to ensure that his cargo is safely transported back to his nation. It is a pleasure to meet you, Giles the Flying Blade.”
“That’s…” Giles hadn’t even known that she had been in the city. If he had known that she’d be involved, he wouldn’t have taken this job. He pursed his lips as she glanced dismissively at Jaden and Sylvie.
“I have heard so much about the Clawed Hands— I was excited to see you in action. But…” She shook her head as she covered her mouth. “I must say, you have been nothing but a disappointment.”
Giles ground his teeth together. “Why would the [Hero King] hire an S-rank mercenary to transport a damn guildmaster? Just what is going on?”
“I do not know why my clients hire me,” Eloise said simply as she took a step forward. “I simply complete my task. I am sure you understand that as much as me. That is why—”
She raised a hand, pointing straight at him as his eyes went round. Her fingers cracked with a black electricity as she spoke simply.
“As much as I would love to continue this conversation, I have to annihilate you.”
“No—” Giles protested.
But a blast of dark lightning shot forward as he opened his mouth. He couldn’t even react in time. He winced, raising his dagger protectively. He knew it wouldn’t save him. He knew he didn’t stand a chance against her.
He closed his eyes, waiting for the searing pain. Giles knew that he was as good as dead. He accepted this outcome. He wanted to get over it as quickly as possible. But… death never came.
Giles blinked as he heard the thundering crackle of the dark lightning come and go. He saw the flash of light flicker and dissipate. He looked down at himself, seeing that he was still in one piece.
And he sighed in relief. “I’m… alive? But how—”
He looked back up to see a figure standing before him. A brown-haired woman dressed in strange clothes. His eyes narrowed as he saw an impossibly torn and tattered cloak blowing with the wind behind her. She held a rusty sword in the air, and Giles couldn’t help but stare at her in awe.
Because she deflected the attack with ease. Even Eloise looked on with a surprised look on her face as the brown-haired woman just lowered her blade. Seth frowned, and Captain Rokh peered at her suspiciously.
“Who are you?” Giles asked with wide eyes.
“I’m Amelia,” the brown-haired woman said simply. “And I’m here to save Evan.”
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Her name was Amelia. Giles had never heard of her, but he could tell that she was strong. With a single swing of her rusty blade, she had easily deflected Eloise the Dark Wizard’s black lightning.
Giles himself could barely even react to it— despite his speed and agility as a Level 57 [Daggermaster], he had only been able to gape in awe as the dark spell shot through the air at him. And yet, Amelia had somehow been able to stop it.
No— she didn’t just stop it. She did so much more. She had intercepted the black lightning bolt, before cutting it in half with a decrepit sword that looked like it could shatter at any moment.
The Flying Blade didn’t comprehend. He couldn’t comprehend it. How did she get here? Did she teleport in with a spell while he was distracted? That was the only explanation.
He rose to his feet as she swept her gaze over her surroundings. The entire battlefield came to a halt to face this third party— every soldier in the convoy had their sword and their bow and their staff aimed at her. Rokh the Bludgeoning Striker raised a pair of metal gauntlets, and Seth the Battlemage conjured another frost broadsword.
The Clawed Hands had been thoroughly defeated— except for Giles himself. Nevertheless, it was not like there was anyone else for the legion of soldiers from the Kingdom of Kal to turn their attention to; they focused their gaze on their lone enemy.
Even Eloise tilted her head curiously to face the brown-haired woman.
“Who are—” the Dark Witch started.
And Amelia blinked as she looked down at Giles. “Wait, you’re not Evan.”
“Evan? You mean the guildmaster?” He stared at her, taking a step back in confusion.
“Yeah— you’re Giles, right?” she said as she helped steady him. “Where’s Evan? I’m here to free him.”
Giles shook his head, glancing back at the armored wagon at the center of the convoy. “He’s locked up over there. But…”
He pursed his lips as he watched Seth take a step forward. The Battlemage was bruised— hurt from the brief scuffle with Giles. And yet, despite the injuries he had sustained, Seth looked ready to go for a round with Amelia.
An armor of ice began to form around him as he grinned. “I have been entrusted by my King to protect the cargo with my life. I will not let you even get close to—”
And Amelia appeared right next to him, with a finger raised to his chest. Seth blinked. Giles stared in shock. The legion of soldiers looked on with wide eyes as she poked his ice armor. 
Seth took a step back as his ice armor began to crack— and a moment later, it shattered into thousands of pieces. He looked down in horror as his staff too began to crumble.
“What?” He stared at himself for a moment. And his clothes fell apart next, leaving only his underwear to cover his privates. “H-how…?”
“That was a warning,” Amelia said as she drew back from him. “I’m not going to hold back if you guys get in my way.”
Giles couldn’t believe his eyes— it took some of his best Skills to break through Seth’s ice armor. And yet, she was able to shatter it with just a finger.
Was this an illusion? A trick? Did Giles die, and was he imagining this whole situation up? He couldn’t believe it. But it was happening.
“T-t-that was my [Armor of the Frost Lord]!” Seth exclaimed. He looked down at his shredded robes and broken staff. “And those were A-grade artifacts… how did you…?”
The Battlemage couldn’t comprehend it either. But Amelia didn’t seem to care. She rubbed her chin in thought as she murmured to herself.
“...well, alright, maybe I’ll hold back. I don’t want to accidentally kill everyone, you know?”
Seth gritted his teeth. He raised a hand as a ball of mist coalesced in the palm of his hand. He unleashed a blast of frost at Amelia— the spell engulfing her point-black.
“Take this, you monster!” he screamed. “[Frost Wyvern’s Breath]!”
Giles staggered back as he felt the chilly winds reach him. Even from a distance, he could feel the intensity of the spell that was unleashed— a powerful attack for an A-rank. But as the dust settled, Amelia stepped out of a small crater, completely unscathed.
Eloise narrowed her eyes. Seth stumbled back in horror. Because the brown-haired woman suffered not a single scratch— even her clothes escaped unharmed.
“Are you serious?” she said flatly. “I gave you a chance to give up, and you try this shit? Are you an idiot?”
Giles himself winced from her words. Even though they weren’t direct to him, it still stung— because he knew he would have tried the same thing out of pure disbelief or what was happening.
Seth tried to work his jaw as he stared at her. But nothing came out. She just sighed as she took a step forward.
“Look, if you get out of the way now, I’ll—”
But a booming voice interrupted her. “Oh? Very interesting!”
Rokh laughed wildly as marched forward. He slammed his gauntleted fists together, and a sharp metallic sound rang out. A crimson aura overcame him as he smiled savagely. Eloise just looked on.
“I am Rokh the Bludgeoning Striker!” He smirked as he walked straight up to the brown-haired woman. He raised a fist, ready to swing down at her. “I am going to enjoy pummeling you to death—”
And he was cut off. Quite literally. His head was cut cleanly off in an instant. Blood splattered on the ground as Amelia lowered her blade.
“Must I literally kill every single one of you here to prove my point?” She shook her head as she swept her gaze over the legion of soldiers. “No more warnings— I’m freeing Evan. Don’t get in my way.”
Amelia spun around to face the armored wagon. Seth stumbled back away from her. He looked like he wanted to run— Giles himself wanted to run too in the face of this overwhelming power.
She had killed Rokh the Bludgeoning Striker just like that.
He was a high-leveled captain. He had been the one in charge of the small army Kallistus Kal had led to Windrip. Giles had heard of his fighting prowess. Even though they were of similar level, the [Daggermaster] hadn’t been sure if he could defeat the Bludgeoning Striker.
But Amelia defeated him. She killed him before he could even react. He didn’t even put up a fight. He lay slumped over on the ground, headless as his legion looked on. A susurration swept through their numbers. They whispered amongst themselves.
They looked like they didn’t know what to do. Their leader was dead, and they were lost. They exchanged nervous glances as Amelia strode forward to the armored wagon. She walked past Seth as he gritted his teeth.
And he spun around, raising a sphere of frost. “Don’t let her—” he started.
But Amelia swung back with her sword, cutting his head off without even looking his way. Giles flinched at the suddenness of it. The watching soldiers winced too— reaching their wits’ end. And she glanced dismissively at them.
“I suggest the rest of you run away,” she said simply.
And with that, they shattered. The legion of soldiers ran for it as they cried out in terror. Giles wanted to join them, but he was petrified. He couldn’t even move. He watched as they fled into the distance as the brown-haired woman just sighed.
“Good,” Amelia whispered to herself. “At least those guys have common sense. Now—”
She paused when she saw a figure descend from the sky just before her. Eloise landed right on top of the armored wagon, raising her staff. Amelia massaged her temples.
“Oh my god, please just stop…”
Giles blinked, looking between the Dark Wizard and the brown-haired woman. Neither of them attacked each other. Not just yet.
“I have to admit, I am impressed— no, I am not impressed.” Eloise tilted her head back. “I am absolutely terrified by what I have just witnessed. You slew both Rokh the Bludgeoning Striker and Seth the Battlemage with ease. I can’t lie and say that I am looking forward to facing you in battle.”
Amelia just looked back at her with a deadpan expression. “Then… why don’t you just not do that? It’s very simple— you step to the side, and we’ll all be happy.”
“Unfortunately…” the S-rank mercenary said as she shook her head. “Even if you are quite the monster, I have no choice but to stop you. My contract demands it so.”
“That’s really fucking stupid,” the brown-haired woman sighed, unsheathing her blade once again. “Are you seriously going to be risking your life because of a contract?”
“Yes,”came the response.
Giles watched on as Amelia continued to walk forward, while Eloise raised her staff. He pursed his lips, not knowing what was going to happen next. After all, the Dark Wizard was S-rank in level.
But Amelia? Well… Giles just didn’t know.
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Amelia was fast.
Jax couldn’t keep up with her. The moment she stepped out of Brynn’s inn, she vanished. He was certain that it took her longer to walk out of the room from when she first heard the aftershocks of the explosion than it took her to arrive at her destination.
Even the Forsaken Archer hadn’t yet reached the battlefield. He could see the smoke rising up ahead in between the two hills. The valley had been torn apart— an armored caravan had been stopped by a landslide, and a large crater had been burrowed open right next to it.
A legion of soldiers fled the scene, running away as fast as they could as they screamed in terror. Jax leapt over them. He barely paid them any mind. That was the expected reaction when faced with someone as insanely overpowered as Amelia.
And he was in a rush. He didn’t want to miss out on seeing her in action. After all, he had only seen her in battle against him. He never had a chance to observe and analyze the brown-haired human in a fight against someone else.
“Perhaps I can use that information to defeat her in a duel one day…” Jax whispered softly to himself.
He knew it was a day that was far off. In fact, he was very much aware that it might not even ever happen. Still, it was good to dream— to strive for greatness.
He chuckled to himself as he landed right before the valley. He saw the recognizable, billowing cloak Amelia wore just ahead. She was facing down a high-leveled [Mage] standing atop an armored wagon. Jax shook his head.
“Perhaps one day…”
—--
I stared at the woman dressed in dark robes standing before me. She looked like a wizard of sorts— she even had a long pointy hat that sparkled in the darkness. It was morning, but the column of smoke rising to the sky blotted out the sun, casting a dark shadow over the caravan.
Unlike Rokh the annoying dead guy and Seth the other annoying dead guy, I didn’t know this woman’s name. She hadn’t introduced herself. But even after seeing what I did to the both of them, she still insisted on stopping me from freeing Guildmaster Evan.
I sighed as I raised my sword. “Let’s get this over with…”
But before I could do anything, a voice cried out. I glanced back, looking at Giles— the man I had just saved. 
“B-be careful!” he said as he stumbled forward. “Eloise the Dark Wizard is incredibly powerful. She’s an S-ranked mercenary— she doesn’t even work with a group because of her overwhelming magical prowess!”
Eloise and I both looked his way. Giles gritted his teeth, averting his gaze.
“I know you’re a strong [Warrior], but you must always be careful of these tricky [Mages]...”
“A tricky [Mage], huh?” The Dark Wizard tilted her head curiously. “My, my. I am surprised that that is the reputation I have gained. I am quite a direct combatant if I must say so myself.”
I narrowed my eyes as I stared at her. “You’re S-ranked?”
“Indeed, I am.” She nodded in response. “I am surprised that you could not infer that yourself. Is this your first time meeting an S-ranked individual like me?”
“No,” I said as I shook my head. I took a step forward, gesturing vaguely at her. “I’ve fought some S-ranked guys before— but you’re just…”
I paused. Eloise raised a brow. She peered curiously at me as I scratched my chin. I thought about all the S-ranked threats I had fought. I thought about the black lightning bolt she had conjured earlier— the one which I deflected to save Giles.
And I shrugged. “You’re just so much weaker than them. I thought you were only A-ranked, to be honest.”
And that made the Dark Wizard blink as Giles physically recoiled. He pointed at me, trying to work his jaw.
“W-w-what do you mean by that?” he asked, gesticulating wildly at me. “Eloise is the Dark Wizard! I’ve heard that she’s at least Level 63—”
“Well, I have no idea what level Jax was at when I fought him,” I cut him off as I cocked my head back in thought. “But he was way stronger than this.”
Eloise frowned as she hopped off the armored wagon. “Jax? Do you mean the Forsaken Archer?”
She looked me up and down suspiciously. I nodded casually, waving a hand off.
“Yeah, that’s him,” I said simply. “I mean— he’s kinda weak too. But compared to you? He’s way stronger.”
“That’s because he’s one of the highest-leveled adventurers in the entire world.” Eloise pursed her lips as she stared at me in disbelief. “Some even say that he is the highest-leveled adventurer. How could you have possibly defeated him…?”
I waved a hand dismissively at the Dark Wizard. “It was easy. I just punched him in the face, and it was over.”
“That’s it?” she asked, wide-eyed.
“That’s it,” I repeated after her.
Giles rubbed his temples as he collapsed back to the ground. He stared at me, a shell-shocked expression on his face. “You can’t be serious… right?”
“If you really want to—” I started as I glanced past the abandoned convoy. “You could ask Jax about it yourself.”
“What?” Giles blinked.
Eloise’s eyes went round as she spotted the figure standing at the very edge of the battlefield. He wore a hooded cloak, but the hood was down, revealing his pointed ears. He had a bow slung around his shoulders as his arms were crossed over his chest.
“That’s… Jax?” she whispered softly.
And the Forsaken Archer clicked his tongue. “Oi, Amelia! I came here to watch a fight, not to listen to you run your mouth!”
Eloise took a step back as she stared at him. “Impossible…”
Meanwhile, Giles just lowered his head. He looked back, before walking slowly away from me.  “I… I should go check on my team…”
“Yeah, you do that,” I said flatly. I turned to face Jax as he harrumphed in the distance. “Anyways, I kicked your ass, right?”
The elf held his chin high as he scoffed. “It was a grueling and hard-fought battle. A legendary duel between the two strongest individuals in all of Vacuos! Both sides incurred grievous wounds, and it was looking like it could be anyone’s victory. But at the very last moment, I—”
“Jax.” I glared at him, and he flinched.
He cleared his throat, looking away from me. “...and Amelia prevailed in the end.”
Well, while he embellished the story somewhat, he ended up telling the truth in the end. So I nodded— not approvingly, but accepting that that was the best I could get out of him. I turned to Eloise as I gestured at him.
“See?”
“I… I…” The Dark Wizard just stared as she tried to work her jaw. Even just earlier, after seeing me defeat a pair of high-leveled soldiers with ease, she still wore a calm look on her face. But now, she couldn’t even find the right words to say.
I crossed my arms at her as I waited expectantly. “So are you still going to get in my way? Or are you actually going to do the sensible thing and step aside?”
“But my contract…” Eloise hesitated. She glanced between me and the Forsaken Archer, before pausing. For whatever reason, she seemed to stare at him longingly— as if she knew him.
However, Jax didn’t return that gaze. He just wore the same disgruntled look he always wore when he wasn’t fighting. He noticed the way she was staring at him, before his brows snapped together.
“What?” he asked.
Eloise winced. She looked away from him as she bit her lower lip. I didn’t know what was wrong with her, but that seemed like it was enough to convince her. She finally raised her hands in the air, defeated.
“I surrender,” she sighed.
“Thank you.” I nodded at her as I sheathed my blade.
I wasn’t going to question it. I was just glad that she wasn’t going to get in my way too. I walked past her as she hung her head, and I came to a halt right before the armored wagon. I glanced back once. I could see Giles in the distance, applying healing potions to his injured men, and Jax just milling about with a bored look on his face.
I turned back to the armored wagon and reached out for the enchanted metal doorway. I ripped it right off with ease as a sliver of light poured into the dark room. A figure shifted within— chained and ragged.
A bloodied face peeked out of the shadows, staring up at me. But despite the state he was in, I still recognized him. His eyes went wide as he saw me, and I proffered him a hand.
“Amelia…?” Guildmaster Evan asked.
“Hey,” I said as I nodded at him. “I’m here to save you.”




Chapter 70

Kallistus Kal had been patient.
He had bided his time— he had learned, and he had grown. He did everything right. But in return, he had only been tormented even further. He was never rewarded for his actions.
So now, he set out to seize his dreams. To take hold of his destiny. He was no longer going to remain idle. His plan had been set in motion, and now he waited. But he didn’t wait for everything to fall into place by chance.
Instead, he was going to ensure all the cascading pieces fell into place by force. If they weren’t going to fit together, he was going to make them fit together. He waited. And he plotted.
The [Hero King] raised his head as a smile spread across his lips.
“Soon, I shall see them again…” he whispered as he heard the clamoring coming from before him.
He swept his gaze over the bustling hall, and he saw the twisted figures moving. Creatures of the dark. Shadowed beings conjured from his will.
Voidlings.
And there were hundreds of them— no, thousands.
They waited with Kallistus Kal as he settled back into his seat.
“Soon, I shall return home.”
—--
But even as the [Hero King] made his plans, the world continued to move.
The Archmage King of Scholus called for a secret conference, and the Merfolk Empress began her final siege of Drazyl. A cowardly dragon hid beneath the earth, while the successor of the Grand Sage of Imbel Forest was forced to flee her home.
In the Frozar Mountains, an angel and a dragon sat down in a cold cavern and spoke for the first time in ten thousand years. They discussed things which had transpired since they had last seen each other— they talked grimly of the problems plaguing the planet, and they agreed that action had to be taken.
In Wolfwater, a blonde girl and a burly man sparred with each other on a farm as a chicken looked on. But unbeknownst to them, the blonde girl was being hunted down due to a case of mistaken identity.
And at the edge of Briar Glenn, a prisoner of war was freed from his captivity. After surviving weeks and weeks of torture, he could finally see the light of day again. All thanks to the help of a brown-haired woman. A… hero.
But, of course, she wasn’t actually a hero despite her heroics. Her name was Amelia, and she was just an ordinary restaurant owner.
Or at least, that was what she told herself. 
End of Book 2
You can preorder Book 3 here, or read the first draft of Book 3 on my Patreon now!




Author's Notes:

End of Book 2 of Amelia the Level Zero Hero!
This book focused more on the slice of life aspect of the story which I feel like was lacking in Book 1. But... in retrospect, I think I leaned too hard into the slice of life this time around. I'll try to find a better balance in the next book which I am really looking forward to.
As always, you can subscribe to my patreon to read the first draft of Book 3 here :)
Also, I have a webcomic that's out for one of my stories! It's called Salvos, and if you love amazing high quality art action scenes, you can check it out on Tapas!
https://tapas.io/series/Salvos-comic/info
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Also, if you're interested in reading other stories, you can check out my good friend Azrie's books here:
For example, check out Sybil, an action-packed survival LitRPG!
Magic is fading, and humanity is at the brink of extinction.
Sybil lived and breathed the life of a miner, delving deep into monster-infested caverns and perilous shafts, risking her life to unearth Relics of an ancient past for food and shelter. That is until one day, she discovers a Relic that would change her fate from a simple miner to an Ascended — a Relic that connected her to the magic that was once lost.
[You have acquired the aspect of Fallen Flames.]
A Relic that gave her freedom.
You can read it here


She also wrote and published a litrpg apocalypse called Blair! It’s also really good IMO!
An Action-Packed LitRPG Apocalypse!
The elves took everything. Following a bloodied slaughter of her whole race, and struggling to stay alive, she had no choice but to survive on her own. That was until the world changed. Her entire planet; a whole cluster was introduced to the vast universe by The System, or perhaps God. A universe filled with endless beings and civilizations that fought for power and dominance.
After the integration, Blair finds herself in a forest surrounded by unknown beasts, peril lurking, alone. Alone and with nothing but the mentality to survive, she will have to get stronger in this new unforgiving world of numbers and power.
With nothing but the capability to get stronger, her distant dreams of revenge might just become a reality.
You can read it here




Read More of my Stories

Salvos: A Monster Evolution LitRPG
Follow the evolution of a Demon girl as she learns to survive in a fantasy world!
The life of an Infant Demon is a bloody grind to the top. For Salvos, a curious newborn Demon with a penchant for making friends, surviving the swarms of wild Demons in the Netherworld was always going to be a difficult task. She will adapt, gain experience, and evolve to survive this hellish landscape with the help of her sole companion.
But when her companion's life is threatened by a mysterious Demon King, she'll have to do what it takes to save him. Even if it means separating from him and being tossed into an unfamiliar world with Humans, monsters, and a bright blue sky where she is scorned for being born a Demon.
The law of evolution is survival of the fittest, and Salvos will survive.
You can read it here
Melas: A Reincarnation Isekai Progression Fantasy
Make me the most powerful spellcaster in the entire world.
A young woman is killed and is given the chance to reincarnate in another world with cheat-like magic powers. She accepts, only to find that this world treats magic users the same way hers did— by hunting them down for heresy.
She will be hunted by the Church, shunned by her peers, having to fight both people and monsters to survive. When faced with inquisitors, slavers, terrorists, and more, Melas will have no choice but to overcome them to seize her own destiny, or fail and run from it all.
You can read it here
Thera: A Monster Evoluton LitRPG
The Mystic Turtle.
They stand with the Elder Dragons and the Spirit Dryads as creatures of legend. Timeless. Immortal. They live solitary lives, drawing power from their own soul. They are the hermits of the sea, their power unmatched in the ocean. Yet, this power is not attained easily, for as Thera will learn, the life of a baby Mystic Turtle is full of trials and tribulations...
She will scour ancient sunken ruins, face the dangers lurking in the depths of the sea, and, perhaps one day, grow to become a Mystic Turtle that surpasses even legend.
You can read it here
Trace: A Young Adult LitRPG Apocalypse
The world falls into chaos. Earth is integrated into the multiversal System. And all Trace has is a gun.
Trace Taylor was at a shooting range when the world was kidnapped by the alien species called the ‘Esvol’ to begin humanity's integration with the System. Each individual person is given a femtochip implant and a class to fend for themselves before being sent back to Earth. Once Trace returns, she finds that the planet too is left scarred by this encounter.
Faced with monsters, dungeons, an annoying AI, and a lot of insane idiots, how will Trace come to survive this newly-changed planet?
You can read it here
Tian: A LitRPG Cultivation Isekai
Death is a disease, and there is only one cure.
Tian, a Cultivator at the precipice of ascension, is thwarted in her quest for immortality. Defeated, she escapes to another world with Levels, Classes, magic, and monsters. She becomes a Lost Soul. Her core begins to dwindle, but she does not abandon her goal.
Working with a group of rebels in this new world, she opposes the unkillable tyrant Galgom to learn his secrets. Against his army of machines wielding laser guns and laser swords, she will cultivate her new powers, achieving Feats as she seeks her antidote:
Immortality.
You can read it here
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