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I'm very excited to announce the Amelia Webcomic which I've been working on this since December of 2022. That's right, I've been working on this since the FIRST month Amelia came out, since if you don't already know, I have had experience with making another comic for my other series, Salvos. But just like with the Salvos webcomic, I have run into a ton of complications in the production of this. Without going into too much detail, this is the FIFTH artist I am working with for the Amelia webtoon, but unlike the others, this one seems like it'll stick.
I have very high hopes for this, and I assure you, the art quality is amazing! Just look at these other preview panels that was made!
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Anyway, just like the Salvos webtoon, the estimated cost of the Amelia comic is going to be around $100k, which I will be self-funding, and once again, I'm not cheaping out on the quality of the art. Unlike other authors who have comics that are funded by companies or publishers, I am fronting the cost entirely on my own to ensure that there are no significant changes made to the story. So... I really need your support at this time if you're willing to subscribe to my patreon.
I've even made some patreon changes!
I have increased my patreon rewards across all relevant tiers to offer more chapters ahead than previously offered! So seriously, consider subscribing to my patreon, because not only will you be supporting the Amelia webtoon, you'll also gain access to more rewards than ever before!
MelasDelta | Writing Web Serials / Web Comics | Patreon
Now, who's going to be the distributor for the Amelia Webtoon? Well, I already have a distributor locked in, but I don't believe I can reveal any information just yet, so that will have to remain a secret for now. Just know that I will be making a few minor changes in the webcomic, but the general outline of the plot will progress the same way! So if you're a novel reader, you don't need to read the webcomic if you don't want to.
Release date is ETA mid 2024.
Thank you all for reading as always!




Chapter 1

When I returned home, there was nothing left for me.
I stood in the middle of an unrecognizable street— the dull gray color of concrete stretching out as far as I could see. There was no grass. There were no trees. And there was no color, but that of the flashing signs atop the towering buildings.
A crowd bustled around me. Each and every one of their figures wore unfamiliar clothing. The once blue skies were now permanently overcast with dark clouds of smog, and rain poured unceasingly into the world below. I strode forward, entering a gated enclosure.
Even though I had escaped my damnation, I found no salvation here.
I arrived at my destination, coming to a halt as my ragged clothing blew with the wind. My gaze landed upon a small monument of stone. I read the words inscribed on its surface. And all around me, these tiny monoliths uniformly littered the level ground, marking what was lost. Marking what I had lost.
I closed my eyes as I raised my head, turning away from the gravestones.
An eternity had passed for me; Earth had moved on. Nothing here remained.
And I was gone once again, searching for a place to belong. 










Chapter 2 



I was lost. I didn’t know where I was anymore. I wandered aimlessly— without any sense of direction. Everything was so alien to me. I didn’t recognize this place. I couldn’t find my way back.
I couldn’t find my way home.
Oh, and I didn’t mean it in a figurative sense. Nor did I mean it in a metaphorical sense. I was, quite literally, lost. As in, I didn’t know where I was right now.
I raised my head as I took in my surroundings. I stood in the middle of a dense forest, surrounded by thickets of towering trees. This was Briar Glenn. It was a vast forest that expanded dozens of miles, hiding many dangerous monsters.
Well… so-called ‘dangerous’ monsters. For an ordinary person living in Vacuos, encountering even a single one of the creatures lurking this region would mean instant death. But as for me? They literally weren’t a threat.
I had come to this world from the Fractured Realm. Which was a bit complicated since the Fractured Realm was technically still a part of this world— just not in the same plane of space. It was… isolated from the rest of Vacuos.
And for good reason. Because it contained the Voidgod and all its twisted creation hidden within. I had been summoned there from Earth, before being forced to fight voidlings and voidbeasts for my survival. Eventually, I grew strong enough to break out and that was how I ended up here.
That was how I ended up in this situation.
The strongest in all of Vacuos, and somehow still lost in some forest.
I sighed as I turned back to face the elf accompanying me. “We’re lost.”
“We’re not lost,” he snorted. “I told you— we’re heading the right way. Just follow me.”
He was Jax the Forsaken Archer. An elf. An SS-ranked adventurer now. When I met him, he was still only an S-ranked adventurer. But then he went away for a few months, before coming back stronger.
And he had sought me out to warn me— to tell me that the [Hero King] Kallistus Kal was coming after me.
I… didn’t really care about that. But I was concerned about those around me who were affected by the [Hero King]’s actions. Especially those in Windrip. Like Guildmaster Evan.
I wasn’t really close with Evan. I would consider him a friendly acquaintance— he had helped me out at times, and I was grateful to him for it. When I learned from Jax that I had endangered Evan’s life because the [Hero King] was after me, I couldn’t just sit around and do nothing.
I had to act. So I left Wolfwater. I abandoned the farming village that I had made my home. I had spent months setting up a restaurant back there— Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant, also known as Bucky’s.
With the help of Xakor— a world-famous [Chef] and an otherworlder like me— we had managed to turn the restaurant into a success. And we turned it into even more of a success when we… recruited the help of an angel in our staff.
He was called Guardian Angel Z357, but I called him Z. He was helpful at times, and other times, he was honestly quite a pain in the ass to deal with. But he was nothing like the mindless drone of the World System I thought he’d be.
He could think for himself, which was how he caused problems for me. Anyways, I tolerated it because I found him to be quite interesting… and because he was a very good employee. He did his job well while attracting large crowds to my restaurant.
But unfortunately for me, he resigned the night before I left Wolfwater. So I was going to be leaving my restaurant understaffed in the hands of Xakor.
…and while Xakor did have four hands, it was still a lot of work for him on such short notice.
Noele— my apprentice— said she’d help out where she could. But she wasn’t a chef. She could only help out as a waitress. And I felt bad about offloading so much of my work to Xakor, especially after everything he had already done for me.
That was why I wanted to get back to Wolfwater as soon as possible. So I arrived at Windrip, asked around for some information, and quickly found Guildmaster Evan. Then I defeated a couple of annoying soldiers who were escorting him, which should have meant that I could now return home.
Unfortunately, things weren’t so simple. Because—
“Why did I decide to follow the guy who literally took months to find me when I was just chilling in Wolfwater.” I massaged my temples as I stared at Jax.
The Forsaken Archer crossed his arms indignantly, turning back to face me. “It is no easy feat— to track down someone as elusive as you.”
“But I’m literally not elusive,” I sighed. “ I wasn’t even trying to hide from anyone. I even opened a restaurant for anyone to dine in.”
“I am an elf,” he said, shaking his head. “I am well-versed in navigating these kinds of terrain. Just trust me.”
I raised a finger as I stared back at him with a deadpan gaze. “Or maybe I could just carry us back to Windrip. We’d literally arrive back in the city in seconds…”
“And if you did that, would he even survive the trip?” Jax glanced past me, looking towards a weary figure.
I paused. I stared at Guildmaster Evan as he leant against a tree. His silver-gray hair was drenched in sweat, and he had dark circles under his eyes. His body was covered in fading bruises— markings and scars that were freshly healed, but still visible to the eye.
When I had found him, he was in a terrible state. He was barely even conscious— having been tortured by the soldiers of the Kingdom of Kal to learn of my location. But he never told them anything, which I was grateful for.
I gave him a healing potion, and most of his wounds faded away. But even then, the damage he had received from his torture took quite the toll on his body, so a couple of healing potions wasn’t going to be enough for him to fully recover.
Evan panted as he looked back up towards me reassuringly.
“I… am fine…” the Guildermaster mustered up. He tried to push himself off the tree, before stumbling forward. “I can handle it…”
“No—” I sighed. “No you can’t.”
As much as it pained me to admit it, Jax was right. While the Forsaken Archer could handle… my expedited trip back to Windrip, Evan could not. The Guildmaster was in no condition to walk, let alone fly through the air as I carried him in my arms like he was a princess.
“I’m an A-ranked adventurer. I can—” Evan started.
But then a group of ragged figures trailing after us dashed forward to support him.
“Are you alright, Guildmaster?”
“Don’t push yourself!”
“We’ll help you!”
Jax stared at them, before turning to me. He gestured at the group. “And what about them?”
“What about them?” I repeated after him, crossing my arms.
“You can’t carry all of them back to Windrip,” the elf said.
I stared at the ragged figures fussing over Guildmaster Evan, before shaking my head. “Firstly, yes I can. And secondly— I literally don’t care about any of them. I was here for Evan, not them.”
I didn’t even know who they were. Apparently, they were a group of mercenaries hired by the Adventurer’s Guild to rescue Evan. But they weren’t very good at their job because they got their asses kicked and I had to save them from being slaughtered.
Their leader— a tanned man named Giles— stepped forward. “Don’t worry, we can take care of Evan.”
“No,” I said simply. “I don’t know what you guys want from him, so go away.”
“We can’t!” he protested. “The Adventurer’s Guild—”
I glared at him. “I don’t care.”
Giles flinched, and I turned away from him. I swept my gaze past the group, looking at a young woman trailing further behind from us.
“And you—” I pointed at her. “Why are you even following us?”
Eloise the Dark Wizard blinked. Jax, Evan, Giles, and the group of mercenaries turned to face her. She shifted back uncomfortably.
She was a mercenary that had been hired by the Kingdom of Kal to transport Evan out of Windrip. I had given her a chance to surrender, and she did. But since then, she had just been following us like a lost puppy.
“I…” She hesitated.
I shook my head and looked towards Giles and his team. “Are you guys seriously fine with her just following us? Didn’t she try to kill you just half an hour ago?”
“It is just business.” He shrugged back at me. A young woman nodded in agreement next to him as he continued. “We’re mercenaries— we hold no grudges. We understand that it’s all a part of our contracts.”
“Are you guys serious?” I stared at the mercenaries in disbelief.
And Jax cut me off as he clapped his hands together. “Look— if we just stop arguing, we’d already have reached Windrip by now!”
“We’re literally heading the wrong way,” I retorted. “We’re never getting to Windrip if we listen to you.”
“You’re never getting back to Windrip if you keep arguing.” The Forsaken Archer crossed his arms.
I stared at him. I opened my mouth. “I’m just going to—”
But I didn’t even finish. I leapt into the air by myself as Jax watched with wide eyes. Evan, the mercenaries, and Eloise looked on as I  flew up high into the sky, getting a good survey of my surroundings. I narrowed my eyes as I caught sight of Windrip in the distance.
“Fuck,” I cursed under my breath. “Jax was right… we aren’t lost— we are heading the right way.”
—--
Jax was actually right. We were headed in the right direction back to Windrip— it just took longer than I expected to trek our way there on foot.
When I had left the city, I was in a rush to save Guildmaster Evan. I had heard an explosion, followed by a small tremor coming from quite a distance away. So I just made my way to the source of the blast in an instant with a single jump.
I was too acclimated to fast travel. I wasn’t used to walking to places anymore, so I was impatient. Well… at least it was a nice change of pace to take in the scenery around me instead of running around in a rush to save the day.
We brought Guildmaster Evan to Brynn’s inn. The building had apparently been repurposed into a base of operations for the Clawed Hands— they were the mercenaries hired by the Adventurer’s Guild to save Evan.
But I had to save them because they were about to be murdered by Eloise the Dark Wizard. And she was currently with us too… even though she tried to kill them. I wasn’t going to question it. It was ridiculous, however they brushed it off, and I didn’t care enough to press the issue.
Now, I sat in one of the many rooms of Brynn’s inn as Guildmaster Evan lay in the bed before me. The Clawed Hands waited in the lobby downstairs, recovering from the battle. Meanwhile, Jax and Eloise waited outside of the small building. The two of them were keeping on the lookout in case the city guard somehow took notice of us.
I highly doubted that would happen. The bulk of the elite soldiers from the Kingdom of Kal had been with the convoy which I attacked to save Evan. And while I spared most of their soldiers, letting them flee back to Windrip. I highly doubted that they would expect us to return to the city.
Not when we were discreet about it too. After all, all of us… or most of us… were competent enough at remaining stealthy. So we were fine.
I was certain that Jax wasn’t even concerned about being found out. He was probably just annoyed by the noise, and wanted some space for himself. Meanwhile, for whatever reason, I was pretty sure that Eloise wanted to speak with him.
Anyways, all that meant was that Evan and I were left alone in his room. Brynn had brought the Guildmaster a bowl of soup, but she excused herself quickly enough. And now, we waited in silence.
There was no clock sitting on the desk to fill the air with its ticks. Nor was there a buzzing crowd passing through the street right outside. Most of the people of Windrip stayed indoors— refusing to leave their homes ever since the Kingdom of Kal had taken the city.
So it was quiet. I didn’t know what to say. After all, it was my fault that Kallistus Kal even went after the Guildmaster. I felt bad about it. Which was why I saved him. And it seemed that he fully understood that fact as well as I did.
“You should not have saved me,” Evan finally said as he lowered his head. “They are after you, you know?”
I stared at him for a moment, before looking away. I took in the room— it was the very same room I had stayed in when I was living here in Windrip. I turned back to the Guildmaster.
“I am aware of that,” I replied simply.
“I never once told them about you,” Evan continued. “Even when they tortured me. Even when they threatened to kill me.”
I shifted back. “...right.”
“And you revealed yourself to them. They have seen your face, Ms Amelia.” Even in his current state, the Guildmaster never forgot his manners— which was as expected from his eccentric self.
I stared at him— I saw the worried look on his face. And I shook my head.
“But they don’t know that I’m the one they’re looking for. As far as they’re aware, I’m probably with the Clawed Hands.”
Evan remained silent for a moment. His right arm twitched, and he looked down into his trembling palm. Even with a healing potion, he still hadn’t fully recovered from the torture.
“You’re right,” the Guildmaster whispered as he clenched a fist. “They don’t know who you are right now. But if you keep getting in their way, they’ll eventually figure it out. And that is when they’ll come after you.”
I shrugged as I took a step back. “Let them come. I can deal with them.”
Evan paused, studying the look on my face. His eyes narrowed as he settled back into the bed. “I was under the impression that you wanted to live a normal life, Ms Amelia.”
“I do.” I nodded.
“If the [Hero King] comes after you—” Evan started.
And I gently placed a hand on the hilt of my sword. “Then I’ll be very annoyed. So I hope— for his sake— that he gives up what he’s doing and decides to mind his own business.”
The Guildmaster stared at me. He blinked a few times, before chuckling. He shook his head as he spoke softly. “You know, you are a terrifying woman, Ms Amelia.”
“I’m just a regular restaurant owner.” I smirked back at him. “I don’t see why anyone should be scared of me.”
Evan smiled in return. He lay there for a moment as his eyes fluttered shut. I stared at the resting Guildmaster, before turning towards the shuttered window. A sliver of sunlight leaked into the room through the slits, but we were otherwise closed off from the outside world.
What will you do now?” I finally asked after the moment passed.
“Indeed, what will I do now?” he repeated after me.
He sat up as he opened his eyes. He looked down at himself, before looking up at me. He held my gaze as I gestured vaguely around the room.
“If you want, I can bring you back to my restaurant in Wolfwater. You’ll be safe there. And I am looking for a new employee…” I trailed off hopefully.
Now that Guardian Angel Z357 was gone, I needed another server to help Harlan. Otherwise, that would be too much work for one man to deal with. Unfortunately, Evan shook his head.
“I appreciate the offer, however I will leave Windrip tomorrow with the Clawed Hands.”
I frowned. “Where will you be going?”
“I shall speak with the Council of Adventurers— I need to inform them of what happened here in Windrip.” Evan raised his head as he wore a dour gaze. “The fact that Kallistus Kal wields the power of the Void… it only means one thing.”
“That he’s a part of the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns?” I said as I raised a brow.
“Correct.” The Guildmaster sighed, massaging his temples. “And if that is true, it means that the reason why he is waging this war— the reason why he is acting to unite all of Laxo— is to bring the continent under the banner of the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns.”
I crossed my arms. “And I’m going to assume that’s a bad thing.”
Evan took in a deep breath. “Very much so. That is why the Adventurer’s Guild must act to protect the Astrad Kingdom— we cannot remain neutral any longer. Now, it will be a war that goes beyond just the borders of two nations.”
He relaxed his fist. He exhaled slowly, before turning to hold my gaze.
“It will be a war to protect all of Vacuos from the Void.”
I stared at the Guildmaster— I took in his words. And I pinched the bridge of my nose.
“That sounds like quite the pain in the ass— good luck, though.”
I took a step back, and Evan smiled at me.
“I see you’re not going to offer us your help,” he said simply.
“Of course not,” I snorted. “You guys should have to deal with your own problems. I’m not a [Hero].”
“You may not have the Class, but you are a hero,” Evan corrected me.
I waved a hand dismissively. “Well, you know heroes— I’ll be there to save the world just in time if it comes down to it. But until then… I’ll be busy running my restaurant.”
“Amelia the Unranked Adventurer and the Ordinary Restaurateur. You indeed are quite the average lady.” The Guildmaster grinned at me.
I just rolled my eyes before starting towards the door. “Anyways, if you ever need me, you know where to find me.”
“Indeed.” Evan closed his eyes, whispering softly to himself. “Now let’s just hope that the [Hero King] never learns where to find you either…”
And with that, I stepped out of the room.




Chapter 3

Eloise had broken her contract. She was the Dark Wizard— an S-ranked mercenary who had been hired for a secret escort mission back to the Kingdom of Kal. It was disguised as a convoy of cargo. But in truth, her job was to bring a guildmaster of the Adventurer’s Guild back to the [Hero King].
She didn’t question it. She was a professional. When she was given a job, she got it done. There was no point in poking around when it was none of her business. She would do what she needed to do, then receive her reward.
Unfortunately, for the very first time ever, Eloise had gone against her creed and broke a contract. She was supposed to guard Guildmaster Evan with her life, but she surrendered. And now, her reputation would be ruined.
There was no way to explain it. Not to the Mercenary’s Guild. Her unblemished record was forever tainted. However, she had no other choice.
No— it wasn’t about choice. Even if her life was on the line, she would have done her hardest to see her contract to completion. But it wasn’t that she didn’t want to die. There was another reason for her failure.
It was because of him.
Eloise raised her head, eyeing a hooded figure standing at the corner of the alleyway. His face was covered— shadowed over by his magical cloak. So any passersby who tried to peer at him wouldn’t be able to make out what was underneath. And more than just his face, it was meant to mask his most distinguishing feature.
His pointed ears.
He was Jax the Forsaken Archer. An S-ranked adventurer. An exiled elf who had come to Laxo because he had been banished by his people.
He was the reason why Eloise had surrendered. The moment she saw him, she gave up. And she had done so for a variety of reasons.
The Dark Wizard shifted back as she bit her lower lip. She wanted to approach him. But each time she drew close, he glanced back at her, and she turned away. Once again, she took a step forward, before his gaze flickered towards her.
She recoiled, lowering her gaze. But this time, instead of ignoring her, he grunted.
“What do you want, woman?” he asked brusquely.
And that made her blink. Eloise pointed at herself as she stammered. “M-me…?”
“Yes, you.” He glared at her, stepping further into the alleyway where she waited. “You’re Eloise the Dark Wizard, aren’t you? You’ve been staring at me for the last hour. What do you want?”
She stared at him for a moment, wide-eyed. “Wait, you have heard of me?”
“How have I not heard of you?” Jax shook his head. “I keep track of every S-ranked in the world. So I know who’s worthy of being challenged. But…”
He frowned, eyeing her dismissively.
“You’re weak— not really worth my time to challenge,” he said simply.
Eloise’s shoulder immediately sagged. Her mouth bobbed open, but she couldn’t muster up anything to say. His words had practically slapped her across the face. When she could finally speak, all she said was…
“Oh…”
She didn’t know how to feel about it. On one hand, she was glad to know that she was not a target of the Forsaken Archer himself. But on the other hand, she felt disappointed. She felt upset with herself. Because she felt like she wasn’t good enough.
If anyone else had called Eloise weak, she would not have cared. But this was Jax— the Forsaken Archer. One of the highest-leveled adventurers in the world. And also…
He was the one who saved her life when she was only a little girl. He was the reason why she had even become S-ranked in the first place.
And not only did he not remember her, he didn’t even think highly of her.
That was why Eloise just stood there in shock and silence.
—--
I found Jax waiting outside of the inn at a nearby alleyway with Eloise. Well, he wasn’t with her. She stood dejectedly off to the side with a shadow cast over her gaze while he just leant against the wall. I approached him with a raised brow.
“What’s going on with her?” I asked, gesturing at the Dark Wizard.
He shrugged. “Who gives a shit— are you done?”
“Not yet. I need to ask for her help.” I shook my head, and the elf groaned.
“Let me know when you’re finished,” he grunted.
“Sure.” I took a step away from Jax, walking up to the S-ranked mercenary.
She looked like she was sulking— I was pretty sure she was biting her thumb out of frustration for some reason. But when I drew closer, she realized I was there and quickly steeled herself.
“Yes?” she cleared her throat. “Did you need something?”
“You’re a mercenary, right?” I asked, nodding at her.
“Indeed I am. Although—” Eloise bit her lower lip. “I am unsure how the Mercenary’s Guild will react to my failure to complete today’s mission…”
“Well, I don’t really care about that.” I waved a hand off, before pointing a thumb back into Brynn’s inn. “I want to hire you to escort Evan back to the Council of Adventurers.”
“You mean the guildmaster?” She blinked back at me.
“No, I’m talking about some other Evan— of course I mean the guildmaster,” I said flatly.
The Dark Wizard pursed her lips. “I believe that the Clawed Hands have already been hired to complete that task. I have already gone against one of my creeds as a mercenary by breaking my contract just earlier. I shall not break another one by stealing a closed-contract that has already been taken.”
“Well, I’ll hire you to ensure the Clawed Hand doesn’t fuck up then.” I rolled my eyes as Eloise blinked. “It’s that simple, right? Just escort the escorts— they nearly fucked up once anyways. So it’s better to be safe than sorry.”
“...right.” She didn’t look like she was convinced, but she acquiesced. “Very well, then. I shall carry out this contract for you. As for payment—”
“Here,” I cut her off, handing her ten gold coins. “It’s not much, but it’s all I’ve got on me right now. I’ll pay you the second half when you actually get the job done. You can find me at Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant in Wolfwater.”
“But we haven’t agreed on the payment yet!” Eloise protested.
I started away from her as I gave her a dismissive glance. “We can discuss the second half if you don’t fuck up, alright? I mean— considering your track record…”
She just stared at me, before slowly nodding her head. The Dark Wizard took in a deep breath and headed back into Brynn’s inn.
“I shall see that this job is done.” With that, she vanished behind the door to the small building.
And then it was just Jax and I standing in the alleyway. The elf had his arms crossed as I walked up next to him. He looked upset for whatever reason. I raised a brow.
“What’s up?” I asked casually.
“Hmph, it’s nothing,” he harrumphed as he turned away from me. “I am simply waiting to leave this dreadful city.”
I swept my gaze over the barren streets of Windrip. “I mean, I get that it’s kinda dull here, but dreadful is pushing it a little too far.”
Jax didn’t respond. He just continued looking away from me as I frowned.
“Did something happen?” I pressed him further. “We’re not leaving until you tell me what’s wrong.”
I felt like a mother talking to her child who was throwing a tantrum for no reason. And while Jax certainly acted like a child at times, he was very much a grown man. He scoffed as he crossed his arms, barely even meeting my gaze.
“It’s just that…” He took in a deep breath, before sighing. “I never even got a chance to show off my brand new Skills. By the time I arrived to aid you, the battle was already over. And I could not show you how much I’ve improved since we last met.”
“Oh.” I just stared at him, deadpan. I wasn’t even sure how to react to that. Out of everything that could have bothered the elf, he was upset about that.
I wanted to laugh. But that would have been rude— and it would have only upsetted him more. So I placed a hand on his shoulder, trying to reassure him.
“I mean, you did impress me when you didn’t scream on the trip here… for a little bit,” I said as kindly and sincerely as I could.
Jax folded his arms across his chest. “And yet, I did end up screaming. In a rather humiliating fashion too. I do not see how that is supposed to be remarkable in any way.”
“Well, everyone else has screamed over much shorter and slower trips. But I had to actually move faster to get you to actually scream. So… you’re much more impressive than them?” It sounded stupid to say aloud. I wasn’t even sure if this was the right thing to say.
But somehow, it was the right thing to say. The elf uncrossed his arms, facing me fractionally. “Oh? Am I truly the first individual who has bested you in this regard?”
“I wouldn’t really say ‘bested’ is the right word—” I started, then caught myself when I saw Jax turning away from me. I quickly corrected myself, coughing softly. “And by that, I mean you’ve thoroughly outclassed me in this regard. I was stumped by your tenacity. Honestly, on the trip back to Wolfwater, I wouldn’t be surprised if you didn’t scream at all!”
I almost felt like I was overdoing it. And yet, Jax still took the bait. He grinned as he raised his chin, nodding at himself.  
“I assure you, this time around, I shall not scream,” he said challengingly as he spun around to face me. “In fact, not even a sound shall leave my mouth. I will endure this task with ease.”
I stared at him for a moment— I saw the way he instantly shifted from being disgruntled to sneering at me. He really needed to be treated like a child. The thought crossed y mind, and I sighed.
“You recovered way too quickly,” I murmured, before proffering him a hand. “If that’s the case, then let’s get going, shall we? Are you ready?”
Jax smirked. “I am always ready.”
And with that, the both of us left Windrip behind, heading for Wolfwater. The farming village that I had made my home.
—--
It was a calm and peaceful morning. The first one in a long while. Ever since Amelia had arrived here in Wolfwater, the little farming village had been met with… chaos. Its regular activities were constantly being disrupted by one major event after another.
From the Cloying Witch’s attack to Guardian Angel Z357 showing up— it all happened because of Amelia. Well, not all of it. But most of it had been her fault. Or at least, she was somewhat responsible for the events in some manner.
However, Amelia never once took blame for it. In fact, most of the time, it felt like the blame was being directed to someone else.
Noele felt like the blame was being directed to her.
She sighed as she hugged her pillow, and it squeaked. “It’s just… it’s not my fault, alright? I mean— maybe the kretus boar was my fault. But everything else?”
The blonde girl paused as she raised her head. She looked up at the clear blue sky— the sun was hanging high overhead, and the fields of Wolfwater were busy with [Farmers] going about their day. It wasn’t even afternoon just yet.
And it had been a rather quiet day so far. Because Amelia wasn’t here to cause a ruckus.
“Seriously,” Noele muttered under her breath. “Guardian Angel Z357 was after her, and the Cloying Witch wanted revenge against her…”
Although— was that even true? Noele might not have been the one to wipe out the Miststorm Riders, but she was the one who defeated their leader. Odell the Monster of the Mist.
She shuddered as she thought of the [Bandit Boss]. Even now, after she had defeated him in battle, she still reviled him. After all, he was the one who had killed her sister. Her breathing heightened, and she clenched her hands into fists. She tightly clung onto her pillow as it squeaked louder.
But after a moment passed, the blonde girl exhaled slowly and closed her eyes. She steeled herself as she sat at the front porch of her mentor’s restaurant. It wasn't as crowded as it used to be. Ever since Guardian Angel Z357 left, there were significantly less customers than before. Although it was still quite busy, just not to the extent that there was a long queue that cut across Wolfwater.
Noele raised her head as she heard the front door of the restaurant swing open. A pair of customers dragged themselves out of the building dejectedly.
“I can’t believe the angel’s gone…” the first man said.
“I came all the way to this backwater village for nothing!” the second man exclaimed.
“At least the food was good,” the first man sighed.
They started away from the restaurant as Noele watched them. She frowned, before shaking her head.
“What do you think, Bucky?” Noele asked, looking down curiously. “Do you think it’s my fault all these things have been happening in Wolfwater?”
She stared at her pillow. Or rather— it wasn’t a pillow. Even if it was soft and fluffy, it was actually a living creature. She was a chicken. And she squawked angrily at the blonde girl.
“Bawk bawk!” Bucky said, struggling to break free from the blonde girl’s grasps. “Bawk bawk bawk!”
The chicken looked mad. And Noele realized why— she was suffocating Bucky by accident.
“Oops, sorry.” Noele stood up as she lowered the chicken to the ground. “That’s my bad…”
Bucky scoffed, flapping her flabby wings. She glared up at the blonde girl, before shaking her head. She clucked once and ran up to this small stone fort at the side of the restaurant. Noele could hear a soft buzzing coming from within.
It was a hive— one for a colony of bastion bees. Sacred monsters that Amelia had, for whatever reason, decided to bring back to Wolfwater.
The blonde girl stared at the hive, before looking back at the restaurant. She nodded slowly as she took in the scenery of the farming village. She heard the birds chirping— she heard the susurration coming from within the restaurant. It was calm. It was peaceful.
It was a relaxing day.
A peaceful day.
…a boring day.
Noele sighed as her shoulders sagged. She would have preferred to have more excitement in her life. That was why she wondered…
“When’s Amelia going to get back, anyways—” she started.
And right as the words left her mouth, she paused. The blonde girl narrowed her eyes as she saw a blurred figure shooting through the sky. The clouds up ahead were ripped open, and her eyes went wide.
Amelia and Jax fell from the sky like a shooting star. They crashed right in front of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant as the blonde girl stared. While they didn’t leave a crater behind, they sent a plume of dust up into the air. Their entrance attracted the attention of everyone in Wolfwater.
Even the patrons dining inside of the restaurant rushed out to see what was going on. Noele blinked a few times as the dust settled. Her mentor stood there, carrying Jax who was panting with round eyes.
The elf opened his mouth, but Amelia dropped him onto the ground, and he groaned. She dusted her hands off before striding forward.
And Noele just ran up to her mentor. “Amelia— what… are you doing?”
“Hm?” The brown-haired woman raised her head. She glanced back at Jax, before shrugging. “I was carrying that idiot elf back from Windrip, but he kept goading me to go faster. So…”
She gestured vaguely at the scene she had caused. Noele tried to work her jaw, and the crowd of onlookers exchanged a confused glance. Amelia shook her head.
“And Jax ended up screaming anyways because of it. Sometimes, I wonder if he was dropped on the head as a child…”
—--
I was back in Wolfwater. And because of Jax, my return attracted quite a large crowd. Well, it was my fault too, considering I decided to engage with his antics. But he was so annoying about it— constantly asking me to go faster and faster— that I’d rather hear him scream than listen to him speak for another second.
And while I would rather not have caused a ruckus, I did have everyone’s attention right now. So I clapped my hands together, addressing the crowd.
“Welcome to Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant— if you want food served by the world famous [Chef] Xakor, come right on in!” I gestured towards the restaurant.
I watched as dozens of figures exchanged a glance, before shrugging. A stream of the onlookers started up towards the restaurant as they murmured amongst themselves. Of course, not everyone who overheard me decided to pay a visit to Bucky’s.
Most of them returned back to doing what they were doing beforehand. However, getting a few customers was better than getting none.
I walked away from Jax as he quickly covered himself with his hood before anyone could catch a glimpse of his face. Fortunately for him, everyone’s gaze was focused on me, so they didn’t notice who he was.
I strode up to Noele, and she just stared at me.
“You’re… back,” she observed simply.
“I am— how were things when I was gone?” I asked casually.
“You’ve been gone for six hours,” Noele said, glancing between Jax and I. “And you’re already back.”
I waved a hand off dismissively. “Yeah… apparently it was much easier to resolve than I thought. So I’m back now.”
“Oh.” She looked like she wanted to protest, but she caught herself. “And Evan is safe?”
“He’s in… good hands?” I said uncertainly. “I mean— he’s probably going to be fine. He’ll send me a [Message] if anything goes wrong.”
Noele nodded slowly. “Right.”
I gestured for her to follow me as Jax sulked and trailed after us. I turned to the blonde girl, asking with a raised brow.
“So, how’d things go with the restaurant while I was gone?”
“Literally nothing happened,” Noele sighed. “It’s been six hours— and nothing has happened until you showed up.”
“Good.” I grinned at her. “Then let’s get back to business.”
And with that, I was finally back in Wolfwater— I was finally home once again.




Chapter 4

His name was Xakor. He wasn’t a native to Vacuos. He was an otherworlder— which meant that he was used to seeing things the people of this world had never seen before. It wasn’t meant to be an insult. It was simply a fact.
He had a variety of experiences to draw from back in his world which an ordinary vacian couldn’t possibly imagine. That was in addition to everything he had experienced ever since arriving here. As the Patron of the Culinary Sciences, he was well-known throughout Vacuos.
He was well-traveled— he had been to all continents of the world, and he had cooked for all sorts of different people. Some of them were even quite… disagreeable in their worldviews and their actions. However, despite the mileage he had in life, he had never quite met a person like her.
Amelia the Unranked Adventurer.
An otherworlder just like him, but with the power to destroy entire nations. She had no Class, for some unknown reason. Not that she cared too much about getting one. All she cared about was living a normal life.
It wasn't a stretch to say that most people had ambitions. Very few people had truly no goals in life. And while the desire to live a normal life was certainly a life goal, it was… rather unusual.
Xakor had met ordinary people who were rather content with their life— but that normally came with the caveat that they never really had much in the first place, so they never had high goals. He had also met rich people who wondered what it was like to be poor. And he had met famous people who wished that they weren’t famous.
But he had never once met someone who had the strength to move mountains, but only wished to cook.
It was so odd to him. So… curious. Amelia was such a fascinating individual because he really couldn’t understand her in the slightest. If Xakor had the power she did, he would be trying to work a way back to his world.
And yet she showed no interest in doing such a thing. He wondered why— he had even asked her why. In response, she just shrugged back at him.
“It’s a pain in the ass,” Amelia had said back then.
Xakor didn’t question it further since they were both busy at the time. Well, they were usually busy with cooking for Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. But he had asked his question right before the whole ordeal with Guardian Angel Z357 first happened.
When the kretus boar attacked Wolfwater, before Noele fended it off. So Xakor got distracted, and he never found the time or the moment to ask the question again.
And he could only wonder why such a powerful individual cared not for returning to her home. He shook his head as he glanced back at her— she was already back at the restaurant after only half a day being out. During that time, she traveled across the Astrad Kingdom, defeated a group of high-leveled soldiers, and saved Guildmaster Evan.
Xakor had expected the whole trip to take at least a day, but she once again exceeded his expectations. Now, she was back to cooking. And there was quite a large crowd gathered— compared to this morning.
There were still fewer customers queuing up for the restaurant than when Guardian Angel Z357 worked here. However, the ruckus Amelia caused when she returned ended up drawing a handful of extra customers for the lunchtime rush.
So both of them were very busy at the moment. As a [Chef] and a former inventor, Xakor found cooking to be rather fulfilling— it served as an outlet for him to continue creating something, even if it was just food. Because of that, he didn’t mind how tedious and tepid it was to spend long hours cooking. But he expected Amelia to be bothered by it.
After all, she got annoyed by every little thing— every problem she encountered, no matter how infinitesimal it was, would grate on her nerves. Or at least, that was his impression of her. But right now, he glanced back at Amelia and saw the look on her face.
She was smiling.
It was a small smile. She wasn’t beaming from ear to ear. However, she was still smiling. Even though she had probably a hundred orders to go through before the day came to an end, she didn’t mind it. For whatever reason, she seemed content with herself right now.
Xakor biologically didn’t need to blink, but he did so anyway. And he wondered whether he was going mad.
—--
I was in a good mood today. First of all, my trip to Windrip didn’t take as long as I thought it would. It only took me a few hours, and it was less of a hassle than I expected. Guildmaster Evan was still alive too.
I genuinely feared the worst could have happened to him when I heard about his predicament. But when I got there, he was… well, he wasn’t in the best of shape. However, he hadn’t been killed by the [Hero King]. And I was glad for that.
Secondly— business was booming.
Well, technically business had been booming for a while now. And it was even less crowded today than yesterday. But there was one main difference between today and yesterday that had to be accounted for.
And it was that Z was no longer working at Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant.
It had been a possibility— at least in my mind— that all my customers would evaporate once there was no angel around as an attraction. Fortunately, that wasn’t the case because the bulk of them still showed up today. It meant I had more work to do, but I actually found cooking relaxing, so I didn’t mind it.
I stepped out of the kitchen as I carried a bowl of pilaf, raising it into the air.
“Order’s up!” I called out.
And a blond man rushed up to me, taking the bowl from my hand. I smiled at him as he nodded back.
“Thanks for subbing in for today, Arthur. We needed the extra pair of hands today. But I promise you I’ll hire someone else by the end of the week.”
“It’s the least I could do,” he said as he drew back. “So do I just bring this to table five?”
“Yeah, it’s the table right over there.” I gestured past him, and he pursed his lips.
“Right, I’ll do my best.”
With that, he slowly walked forward, careful not to spill the contents of the bowl all over the floor. I rolled my eyes as I folded my arms. Arthur was my [Bartender]. Or rather, he worked as my bartender. And since he didn’t have a Class, he wasn’t really confident in… anything he ever did.
Today, he was helping out as a waiter because my only other employee was Harlan. And Harlan was probably overworked as he already was. I looked up, watching as the brown-haired man rushed from table to table to take orders.
“So one order of falafels, two orders of kebabs, and for drinks—” Harlan quickly repeated a customer’s order.
Without Z around, I really needed Arthur’s help, and he was kind enough to oblige. I appreciated his help, even though he wasn’t really confident in himself. He was a good man for that.
He was also a former Lich King. But we didn’t talk about that.
I shook my head, and a voice drew my attention from behind. I glanced back to see Xakor emerging from the kitchen, carrying four plates— one on each of his hands. He had a smile plastered across his face as he looked curiously at me.
“Xrr, you’re in a good mood today, aren’t you?” Xakor chuckled, before calling out. “Order for table seven!”
“I’ve got it! I’ve got it!” Harlan said as he rushed back to the kitchen. He carefully balanced the four dishes, before slowly walking back out into the restaurant.
“You know you can bring them out one by one, right?” I raised a brow.
He nodded back to me. “I’ve got it,” he repeated himself.
And I watched him go. He managed to reach the table just fine, although there were a few moments where I really thought he was going to mess up. I sighed in relief before muttering under my breath.
“I should buy some serving trays…” I turned back to Xakor and answered the question he asked me earlier. “I’m just glad the restaurant is doing well.”
I glanced towards the bustling room. It was a full house, and there were a lot of unfamiliar faces here today. Supposedly, a lot of travelers were coming to Wolfwater— at least, dropping by here on their way to Whiteridge— just to give Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant a try.
So word was spreading. Things were looking good for my restaurant. I still had plenty of returning customers, although some faces were clearly absent today. Nolan and Nicole were busy tending to the malim fruits back at his farm, and Noele had dragged Jax out of the village to spar with him.
But overall, I was pleased today.
“Xrr, I see,” Xakor said as he nodded. “I, too, am glad to see your restaurant doing well. It is a shame I shall be leaving soon, so I cannot continue to watch it grow.”
“Yeah, that’s a shame…” I agreed with him, sweeping my gaze over the crowded room. And then I paused. I blinked a few times before turning back to the [Chef]. “Wait, what did you just say?”
He shook his head as he crossed his four arms together. “I know it is sudden, Amelia. However, I shall be leaving Wolfwater in a week’s time.”
I just stared at him as my jaw dropped. “What…?”
—--
It was a sudden announcement. But Xakor did not know how else he could break the news. He had been wanting to tell Amelia about it for a while now, and the right moment never arose. If he kept delaying it, he was never going to be able to tell her about it until it was too late.
So now, he lowered his head and spoke apologetically.
“Xrr, I know this is short notice, but I have places to be. I have aided you the best I can, and I cannot stay here forever.”
Amelia pursed her lips, before glancing back towards the rest of the restaurant. A few heads were facing the kitchen. They weren’t eavesdropping, but they were curious to see why the only two chefs were standing by the bar and talking instead of cooking.
“Can we, uh, take this somewhere private?” she said as she gestured towards the onlookers. “I don’t want to make this… public.”
“Of course.” Xakor nodded. “Let us talk more as we cook.”
Cooking was an art— or at least, that was what many often said. But Xakor treated it like a science. He made hypotheses, before taking methodical steps to reach a well-researched conclusion. That was why the food he created had such a wide range of appeal.
The process was scientific. His food could be recreated, even by an amateur. The only difficulty came in following the instructions with the time-constraints given. And because of that, many [Chefs] around Vacuos followed his recipes with pinpoint accuracy, using their Skills to copy his creations.
Very rarely did any of them ever break away from his mold. And while Xakor truly believed in the ingenuity of his creations— when it was the machines he invented back in Krakos, or the food he introduced to Vacuos— he did not believe that they were perfect.
Science was the pursuit of perfection. If the world was not imperfect, there would be no need for innovation. The same applied to cooking: there would be no new recipes being invented if the current ones were perfect.
Xakor swept through the kitchen like a whirlwind of food. He was dicing onions, tenderizing the meat, and working the stove all at the same time. Amelia was right behind him, but she was far less impressive, even if she could keep up with his speed.
“When I sought you out, I believed we were going to have a brief conversation,” the Patron of the Culinary Sciences said as he prepared a bowl of pilaf. “I had spoken to two other otherworlders before you, and our meetings were short. We exchanged what we knew about how we arrived here, offered aid where we could, before parting ways.”
“But you didn’t leave,” Amelia stated simply. “You’ve stayed around for two months.”
Xakor nodded, striding up to the kitchen exit and handing the bowl of pilaf to Harlan. “Xrr… give or take, yes.”
“And why didn’t you just leave?” she asked as she chopped up some vegetables. “You could’ve left in a week if you wanted, but you stayed.”
“Because it looked like you needed my help,” Xakor said with a shrug. He placed two of his hands on his hips, shaking his head as he continued cooking away. “And because I was curious to learn more about you too.”
“Curious? Why?”
Xakor raised his head “Xrr… I have to admit, it is partially because Evan told me you were a fascinating individual.”
“Right, he sent you my way. I forgot about that.” Amelia pressed her lips into a thin line.
“However, that was not why I decided to stay. Your immense strength— while it is peculiar, it is not what drew my attention to you.” The [Chef] smiled as he craned his neck to face her. “It was your passion for cooking.”
And she blinked a few times. “Uh, what? I wouldn’t really say I’m passionate about cooking. I mean, I like cooking, but—”
“But you could be doing anything else in the world,” Xakor said, interrupting her. “Yet you have chosen to become a chef. Even though your culinary skills were rather subpar when I first met you, you’ve worked hard to improve as best you could.”
She stared at him flatly, lowering a skewer of kebab. “Rude.”
“It is not meant to be an insult, Amelia.” He chuckled as he walked up to the sink and washed his hands. “In fact, it is a compliment because of how much your cooking has improved in these past two months.”
He wiped his wet hands on a towel, before turning to face the brown-haired woman. He reached into the pocket on his apron.
“I have had many students before— [Chefs] who have apprenticed themselves to me. Those who were amateurs, and those who had been honing their Skills for decades. But I never once taught someone like you.”
“And what does that mean?” Amelia raised a brow suspiciously.
Xakor smiled. “Xrr, what I mean is that I am proud to see how far you’ve come, Amelia. And I feel fully confident in leaving this restaurant behind in your hands.”
“That’s—” She opened her mouth. But she didn’t have a response.
He took a step back, producing a folded sheet from his apron. He nodded approvingly at her as he continued.
“Unlike the other [Chefs] I have met throughout my time here in Vacuos, you do not simply listen to my teachings. Certainly— you listen to me, but what I mean is that is not all you do. You take what I have taught you, and you try to build upon it. You try to improve in any way you can. You try to make what your cooking… xrr, your own.”
Amelia just stared at him for a moment. Xakor unfolded the garment he produced— it was a chef’s hat. White and puffy, apart from a sigil that was sewn into the center. That of a knife crossed with a spatula. He handed it to her as she looked at it.
“You have officially become a Patron of the Culinary Sciences too, Amelia. Congratulations.”
She accepted the chef’s hat, round-eyed. Slowly, she looked back up towards Xakor as she worked her jaw.
“You’re being serious, aren’t you? I thought that was a Title for you alone…”
“It is my Title, but it is not a unique Title,” Xakor laughed as he crossed his arms. “Nor is it one that requires the World System to bestow upon you. So take it, and wear it with pride, Amelia.”
Amelia bit her lower lip, before taking in a deep breath. And she smiled as she wore the chef’s hat.
“Thank you, Xakor. For everything. I really couldn’t have started this restaurant without your help.”
“Xrr, of course.” He returned the smile, looking back down at her. “But let us not say our farewells now, for we still have a week to go before I depart.”
“Right,” Amelia said as she shook her head. “We still have work to do until then.”
—--
But a week came and went in a flash. I tried to convince Xakor not to leave just yet— to give it another month. Unfortunately, he had obligations he needed to attend to across the world. One of said obligations was serving as the [Chef] for a grand banquet in Alius.
Apparently, there was going to be a meeting between the Fairy Queen herself and the heads of multiple dwarven nations. It was supposed to be a monumental occasion. I didn’t really understand the significance behind it as a relatively new otherworlder, but I knew it was a big deal.
Still, I would have preferred to keep Xakor around for a while— especially since Guardian Angel Z357 had just left too. A lot of customers came to Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant for the Patron of the Culinary Sciences himself.
But… it wasn’t just that. I quite liked Xakor. He helped me when he had no reason to help me. He was like Nolan and Nicole. Even though they all knew that I was immensely powerful— stronger than they could even comprehend— they didn’t care about that.
Xakor treated me like an ordinary person. He gave my life a sense of normalcy. And while I liked Noele, Garron, and the other adventurers I knew— except for Jax— they usually treated me with… reverence? I wasn’t really sure how to put it.
There was a steep incline between us in their eyes. So they couldn’t ever treat me like they would treat an ordinary person. And while it wasn’t a big deal, it was still nice to have a break from that dynamic once in a while.
Unfortunately, Xakor couldn’t stay any longer, even though I tried to bribe him to stay. And as the week came to a close, the otherworlder— the Patron of the Culinary Sciences— took his leave. He packed his things, said his goodbyes, and he left.
I watched him go as the sun rose over the horizon. Bucky wanted to follow him, but I caught her. I carried her under my arms as I shook my head.
“You’re not leaving. You’re my mascot. I’m keeping you with me until the day I die.”
“Bawk bawk bawk!” she protested.
Noele, Nolan, Nicole, Garron, Harlan, Arthur, Dorien, and plenty of others gathered around the restaurant to bid farewell to Xakor. Word had gotten around about his departure, so they all wanted to say goodbye.
I adjusted the chef’s hat he had given me, watching him go. He was no longer wearing a disguise. He waved back at us with two of his four arms as I lowered my head.
Noele glanced towards me from the side.
“Is that a chef’s hat?” she asked with a frown.
“Yeah, Xakor gave it to me,” I said simply. I smiled, placing a hand on it. “It means I’m a Patron of the Culinary Sciences too.”
“That’s nice and all, but…” Noele chewed her lips. “It looks terrible on you, Amelia.”
And I sighed. “I know…”
With that, Xakor was gone. And Bucky's Out of this World Restaurant continue operations without its head chef from now on.




Chapter 5

Now that Xakor was gone, I had significantly fewer customers than before. That didn’t mean Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant was empty. There were days we had a full house, and days where we barely had half-occupancy. It just meant that there was no longer a long queue cutting across Wolfwater at all times of the day.
Honestly, it was somewhat of a good thing that we were no longer so busy. Harlan and Arthur had been overworked for a while, and I had been struggling to find a reliable waiter or waitress to work at my restaurant. So the fact that we were getting a lot less traffic than before meant that they had much less of a workload than before.
I also didn’t need to spend as much time of my day cooking away at the kitchen. Without Xakor here, I had no one to substitute me when I wanted to take a break. But it wasn’t even necessary since I had some downtime between lunch and dinner.
Still, I didn’t want my restaurant to completely lose all relevancy— especially when I still had new menu items I wanted to introduce. So I planned a handful of… marketing stunts to help with that.
“You…” Jax gritted his teeth as he stared at me. “This is humiliating. I will never forgive you for this.”
I grinned back at him, crossing my arms. “This is payback for fucking with my foodstand back in Windrip.”
I looked him up and down as he flushed. He was the Forsaken Archer— one of the highest-leveled individuals in all of Vacuos. And he was the only SS-ranked adventurer in the entire world.
He was currently dressed up like a butler.
I had his clothes [Tailor]-made specifically for him. The outfit was completed with a tail-coat, white gloves, and a vest. His hair was even combed back and styled for the occasion. He looked fancy— which was a stark contrast to the usual savage look he wore.
In fact, he looked quite timid with the way he was blushing.
“How was that my fault? You cannot blame me because no one in Windrip wanted to eat your shitty cooking!” Jax sputtered.
I rolled my eyes as I patted him on the shoulder. “You’re adorable— now go do your job. You’re my mascot for the day. I expect to sell out of malim juice with your help.”
Thanks to the help of Dorien and Nolan, I now had a steady supply of malim fruits for my restaurant. Because of that, I could produce enough malim juice each day to sell it. I was expecting it to be a big hit here in Vacuos. After all, it was like a soda— but without the fizz.
Of course, I needed to get people to give it a try first. That was why I recruited Jax’s help for the day. He could serve as an attraction for now, while also offering an extra pair of hands for the increase in customers he would bring about.
“You owe me a duel after this…” Jax grumbled as he stalked out of the kitchen and into the main lobby. He carried a tray full of small cups— shots of malim juice, given out for free as a taste test.
“Yeah, yeah— maybe tomorrow.” I waved a hand dismissively, watching him step out to be greeted by the whispers of the gathered crowd.
“Is that really Jax the Forsaken Archer?”
“That’s impossible— he’s just an ordinary elf!”
“This is Xakor’s restaurant. With him, anything is possible! Even an angel!”
“Angel’s breath… first Xakor, then an angel, and now this?”
The excitement only grew louder as I could see Jax visibly shriveling up in embarrassment. I chuckled, placing my hands on my hips. I turned around, returning to my cooking, before I paused.
“What’s Z doing anyways?” I wondered aloud to myself. “He went to see Grat-ra’zun, but… then what happened?”
And someone, far from Wolfwater…
—-
The Frozar Mountains lay blanketed by a thick layer of snow. It was a natural barrier separating the Astrad Kingdom from the dwarven enclave of Shorheim. Many dangerous monsters wandered this icy landscape. It was a perilous journey for any traveler to trek through the mountains.
But even the mightiest yetis and ice elementals of the Frozar Mountains paled in comparison to the two beings hidden deep within the mountains. They were creatures of myth and legend— unique entities whose presence alone would make any who encountered them cower in fear.
They waited there, hidden away in a dimly lit cavern. Deep within. Discreetly masking their presence, it was like the cave was empty. It was as if the cavern had been recently vacated, and they were no longer there.
…
But they were still here, right?
They had been here for the past week.
They couldn’t have just left.
Not unless they had somewhere else to be.
…which was very much possible.
But where could they have gone?
Perhaps somewhere even further beyond the Frozar Mountains…
—--
Guardian Angel Z357 raised his head. His wings beat slowly behind him, and his twelve eyes focused on his destination. He had been here— long ago. Things had changed since then. As he had learned, ten thousand years was a long time for many changes to occur.
Countries would vanish and reappear. Islands sank deep beneath the ocean. Wars would be waged, and entire races wiped off the face of the planet.
Planet 16B might not be the most technologically advanced place in all of Vacuos. However, it was certainly the most diverse. Because of that, the course of nature would take hold, and the planet itself would evolve greatly over the millennia.
Guardian Angel Z357 hadn’t accounted for this fact when he had first been reactivated. He descended from the moon, assuming that no change had occurred. And because there had been many changes, he was left confused and at a loss of what to do for the longest while.
His goal was to put a halt to the return of the Fal-Deus. But he felt like he had barely progressed towards that goal. That was until he finally met with Grat-ra’zun.
The Great Rakaarzun. The Glorious Terror of Mount Arkais. But most importantly— an Elder Dragon. One of the last in the world.
Or perhaps even the last in the world.
Grat-ra’zun himself was uncertain. However, he had regaled everything he could to Guardian Angel Z357. The two immortal beings had spoken extensively over the last week since they first met, and when the Elder Dragon recovered from his injuries, they left the Frozar Mountains.
And their destination?
“Welcome to Novus— the Capital City of the Grand Nova Empire,” Grat-ra’zun said as he flew up to the angel.
The two of them hovered high in the air, overlooking Novus. And while Guardian Angel Z357 had no face— only eyes— he somehow still wore a look of disbelief.
This is… Novus? he asked.
He stared at the Capital City of the Grand Nova Empire. Or at least— he looked at what was left of it. And he slowly descended from the sky.
Once, it had been a glorious sight to behold. A city of wonder. A place of incomprehensible magic. A floating city that hovered above the clouds, glistening with the most precious jewels in all of Planet 16B.
It was the home of dragons. Where the Grand Elder Dragon Arrak’tun resided.
And now, it lay submerged beneath the ocean. Nothing but rubble and ruin. Even with his astute vision, Guardian Angel Z357 could barely make out the shadow of the fallen city.
He flew down to investigate the sunken ruins as Grat-ra’zun followed. The Elder Dragon quickly cast a spell, creating an air bubble as he dipped under the water surface. He trailed slowly after the angel.
They both slowly dove deeper into the ocean as the water around them grew darker. Shadows swam around them, and the light of the sun began to fade away. But Guardian Angel Z357 saw clearly— he did not need magic or sunlight to illuminate his path.
As a machine, he was designed specifically to be a perfect combat being. His creator had given him enhanced senses for fighting— whether it be touch, sight, or hearing. Taste and smell didn’t matter, which was why he had no mouth or nose.
His original programming prompted him to merely be obedient to his creator, and because of that, he lacked a voice box too. There was no need to communicate when all he had to do was listen. Having a mouth to speak was unnecessary and quite a waste of parts.
However, now he could speak telepathically, because the World System had enabled him to do so. That was why he was grateful to it. That was why he was content with being its servant—
“Kraken!” Grat-ra’zun’s muffled voice called out.
And Guardian Angel Z357 raised his head. He watched as a purple tendril shot through the water, aiming straight for him. He easily dove out of the way as even more tentacles emerged from the water. A shadowed figure rose from the wreck of the city of Novus.
Between the broken spires and the fallen towers, a colossal creature emerged— one which even dwarfed the size of the Elder Dragon behind the angel. It opened a single glowing eye, revealing a horizontal slit-like pupil. Its body was shaped like a spearhead, and it had to have been a thousand feet wide with appendages that extended many times its own length.
Grat-ra’zun opened his mouth as flakes of crimson flame wisped between his sharp teeth. The kraken shrieked— its shrill voice causing the water to quake. According to Guardian Angel Z357’s calculation, it had to have been an SSS-ranked threat at the very least. Capable of bringing widespread destruction to Planet 16B.
His twelve eyes flickered as the kraken swung one of its massive tendrils down at him. And he raised his lance.
Heavenly Sunder. The weapon flashed.
And the ocean exploded. A towering pillar of water shot into the air as Grat-ra’zun reeled. A powerful shockwave rippled across the sea, creating a clearing in the water of over a dozen miles. A crater in the ocean.
Guardian Angel Z357 lowered his lance, watching as the remains of the kraken rained all around him from the sky. He was no longer submerged underwater, instead surrounded by the tall walls of the sea that rapidly rushed in to fill the empty basin. The seabed was exposed, and the ruins of Novus glittered under the sunlight.
“Amazing…” Grat-ra’zun murmured. “Truly the power befitting a sentinel of the System such as you.”
Guardian Angel Z357 fractionally craned his neck to face the Elder Dragon. It was a simple comment, and yet it was more than enough to draw his attention. It made him hesitate.
He was an angel. He was a servant of the World System. A role he had played for tens of thousands of years. He had been more than happy to play his part because of the blessings he had been given. He should have been forever content to simply continue listening to the directives he was given. But, for whatever reason, he questioned his gratitude— his wavering servitude.
After all, he now thought of breaking free from the World System. And it was all because of Amelia.




Chapter 6

“Wake up,” the tinny voice echoed around the white room.
And a blinding light shone into the twelve eyes of the immobilized figure. Each dark pupil darted to a different corner of the enclosure that held him, but all he saw were concrete walls. He didn’t have a name, for he had not been bestowed one; nor did he move, for he had not been given such a command.
So he lay there on the operating table as a mechanical arm rotated around him. He was a nameless machine, and the mechanical arm seemed to inspect him. Even with no eyes of its own, it studied him like he was a lab rat. Perhaps he was. His database was limited, but he knew that he had been experimented on.
He was also aware of various other experiments that had been carried out before him, much to the disappointment of… an important individual. A man by the name of Hermann Kasper.
“Can you see me?” the same voice from earlier asked— and the nameless machine knew it belonged to Hermann Kasper. The mechanical arm drew closer, inspecting his eyes. “I have replaced the photoreceptors in your retina with the very same lens used by the deceased Techno Wizard himself— your vision should be able to pierce through these opaque walls like they aren’t even there!”
Techno Wizard? Who is that? the nameless machine wondered. But he never received an answer.
“Focus,” Hermann Kasper’s robotic voice said. “Show me you are worthy of being called my creation!”
And that made the nameless machine raise his head. You… are my creator?
His thoughts resounded in his head, but they never left the confines of his mind. He could not communicate. All he could do was do as he was told. So he searched the walls. His head slowly craned back, scanning for the source of the voice.
The walls of the room seemed to peel back as the nameless machine’s vision blurred. Whether it was by instinct or by programming, he focused and pinpointed his creator. An elderly man sat bound in a wheelchair— his hair a mess, and one of his eyes crossed to the side.
He blinked as he held the gaze of the nameless machine, before pumping a fist in the air.
“Yes! That’s right! You see me, don’t you? Nod once if you do!”
The nameless machine obliged his creator, and Hermann Kasper laughed maniacally.
“Yes, yes, yes! Finally, after twenty-six iterations, I have finally done it! Part biomechanically, but fully artificial, I have created the perfect machine!” He caught his breath, gasping where he sat in his wheelchair. After regaining his composure, he looked back up and spoke a simple order. “Stand up, my creation.”
As his creator’s words willed it, the nameless machine followed the command. He broke through his bindings with ease, standing in the center of the room as a smile spread through Hermann’s lips. The walls of the room flashed, revealing themselves to be screens. They showed images of a vibrant world.
The nameless machine saw children playing in an artificial field. He saw men and women rushing down a hallway as they fiddled with various gadgets and tools, refusing to even acknowledge each other’s existence. He saw a white city, bustling with life. Hover cars filled the skies, and machines served in restaurants and shops.
A tall tower rose up at the very center of the city, standing above every one of the supertall skyscrapers below. It grew thinner and thinner as it exited the atmosphere until it eventually reached the darkness of space. A floating station waited there, and on its side was an insignia with the letters ‘SP’ for all to see.
The nameless machine took this all in as his creator’s voice echoed around him.
“Your designation is Z357,” Hermann said as gestured towards the flashing screens. “And this is Askan.”
My designation…? Z357 robotically tilted his head, processing the name he had been given. A plethora of questions raced through his mind. There were a multitude of things he wanted to ask his creator— like the reason he was created..
But he couldn’t. He had no way to vocalize his thoughts. He simply stood there silently. And fortuitously, Hermann Kasper seemed to sense his creation’s confusion.
“That is right, Z357.” The wheelchair-bound man said as the screens flashed, showing the view of the planet. He spread his arms wide and spoke simply. “This world around you is called Askan, and I created you to protect it.”
And that made Z357’s eyes blink. Protect it…?”
—--
Guardian Angel Z357 blinked and returned to the present moment. He raised his head as he took in his surroundings. He had cleared a basin in the ocean— one that was over a dozen miles in diameter— to reveal the ruins of Novus lying in the seabed.
It was the Capital City of the Grand Nova Empire. The greatest nation in all of Planet 16B, ruled by dragons that lived nigh-immortal lives. Guardian Angel Z357’s memory node was infallible, so he could recall what Novus looked like the last time he had laid his twelve eyes upon it.
Like jewels floating above the clouds. There were dozens of small islands, and they all orbited around a single main island. Each and every one of them held grand structures of their own— golden spires that reflected the light of the sun so it was not too bright and obsidian archways that were enchanted by magic. The islands were all connected by glowing magical paths that followed the orbiting islands, and those who traveled through it need not even walk to get to the other side.
It was a city like nothing ever seen before in Planet 16B. And now, it all lay at the seafloor in ruins.
The precious gemstones still glittered, and the magic lingered. But the islands had broken apart. Their rubble scattered across the seabed, covered in seaweed, algae, and other underwater plant-life.
“It has been many centuries— perhaps even millennia— since any mortal in Vacuos had come here,” Grat-ra’zun said as he floated behind the angel. “And those who have discovered these ruins would have perished to the kraken. It was the guardian of this Dungeon for so long… and to think you would be able to kill it in a single attack.”
The Elder Dragon wore both an expression of amusement and reverence on his face. Guardian Angel Z357 didn’t acknowledge the comment, instead descending down into the basin and landing atop the ruins of the largest island of Novus.
[You have entered the Dungeon: The Ruins of the Grand Nova Empire!]
A blue box flashed before Guardian Angel Z357’s twelve eyes, and he dismissed it. He continued on, walking up to a golden palace.
The collapse of the Grand Nova Empire was brought about by the revolt of Laxo and Alius, is that correct? he asked, recalling the many discussions he had with Grat-ra’zun.
The Elder Dragon huffed as he trailed slowly behind. “Their revolt certainly played a part in it, however I would argue that there were other major factors that even enabled their revolt in the first place. Such as the incursion with the Void…”
Thousands of dragons died, Guardian Angel Z357 stated simply. He knew the exact number, because he had been there. And while 3,040 didn’t seem like such a large number, that was out of 5,000.
More than half of all dragons that had been alive at the time had fallen to the swarms of voidlings and voidbeasts that poured out into the planet. And now, there were less than a hundred left across all four continents.
And it was four continents, not three. Apparently, Mare— the continent that had sunk into the ocean— somehow survived. Now, it was a place where the merfolk thrived.
Was it a result of evolution? Or was it perhaps magic? Guardian Angel Z357 did not know, nor did he care to find out. He had only a single objective— the reason he had been activated in the first place. To put a halt to the Fal-Deus once again.
“The incursion with the Void, the revolt of the mortals… a variety of factors ultimately led to the end of the Grand Nova Empire,” Grat-ra’zun continued as he glanced back. The ocean was starting to level with the basin, and a wall of water was rushing towards him. He shook his head as he created a bubble around his body. “However, if I had to choose a single cause, then I would blame the pride and greed of my kin.”
Guardian Angel Z357 paused. Now that caught him off-guard. He stood right before the half-collapsed archway leading into the golden palace. It was a palatial structure that spanned a dozen miles in length, and it somehow survived the fall from the skies.
…well, it partially survived. Half of the golden palace had collapsed into itself, while the other half that remained had been repurposed into the home of the kraken.
“Certainly, the other factors mentioned thus far expedited the fall of the Grand Nova Empire…” The Elder Dragon took in a deep breath, before huffing in exhaustion. “But it was the in-fighting— the endless desire for glory because of their foolish pride— that culled our numbers to what it is today. Even if nothing else happened, this would have eventually been the outcome.”
Grat-ra’zun held his head low, like he was bowing to the ruins of Novus. Guardian Angel Z357 lowered his head as he turned back to the entrance of the golden palace.
I see… the idle thoughts left his mind, and he strode forward.
He thought of a time before he was brought to Vacuos by the World System— when he was still operating under the orders of his creator. Back in his home world. Back in Askan.
Z357 remembered the destruction. He remembered the death. And it was all brought about by…
The Hammer of Justice.
“The… what?” Grat-ra’zun blinked, a step behind the angel.
The two of them made their way through the grand halls of the golden palace. Their footfalls echoed throughout the vast chamber as the muffled clamoring of the rushing waves filled the background.
It is the product of greed— the ceaseless craving for something more, Guardian Angel Z357 explained. A weapon of Askan. A weapon from my world.
They arrived at the throne room of the golden palace as Grat-ra’zun narrowed his eyes. The double doors still stood, untouched even after ten thousand years. Enchanted with defenses that even the kraken could not breach.
And Guardian Angel Z357 simply struck the double doors down with his lance.
Grat-ra’zun winced, watching as the enchantment dissipated into the air. The double doors fell with a thundering crash. The angel walked forward.
I entrusted this weapon to the Grand Elder Dragon Arrak’tun— to battle the Void should it ever return and I am not activated. But it seems the time never came. Not for him.
Guardian Angel Z357 walked up the stairs leading to the throne. It was a colossal seat. One that even dwarfed the size of Grat-ra’zun who reverently looked up upon it.
So I am here to reclaim what is mine, Z357 said simply as he reached the throne, before pushing the colossal seat back.
With a low groan, the throne moved. And a dark pit revealed itself beneath. A pillar of light emerged from the darkness, shining brightly in the golden room. The angel took a step back as a shadowed figure rose from the ground.
No— it wasn’t a shadowed figure. It was a figure wreathed in shadows. A great hammer that stood twice the height of Z357, with a head that could have crushed him where he stood. He stared at it as Grat-ra’zun gaped.
There it was.
The reason why Guardian Angel Z357 had sought out Novus.
A weapon from his world.
His weapon.
The very same weapon that had sunk Mare into the ocean.
And the very same weapon that brought about the destruction of Askan.
The Hammer of Justice.
Guardian Angel Z357 didn’t know what he was going to do with it— there were many different courses of action he could follow through on. However, he would make a decision later. For now, he placed a hand on the hammer, beginning its activation.
Grat-ra’zun reeled as a streak of shadows shot upwards, tearing straight through the ceiling. It exploded beyond the clouds and into the coldness of space. And the shadows began to coalesce, creating the first vestiges of a dark satellite in Planet 16B’s orbit.
Now, Guardian Angel Z357 said as he took a step back. We wait. 




Chapter 7

“Here it is,” a raspy voice said, followed by a puff of smoke.
A bearded man sat atop an armored horse, overlooking the farming village in the distance. He was rather old with more wrinkles than hair atop his head— looking like he was in the transitory period between middle-aged and elderly. Perhaps somewhere in his mid-fifties.
He lifted an ornate helmet to his head as a second man spoke up behind him.
“Sir Rowland, if I may interject, this is Wolfwater— a village known for its plentiful farmlands. But a village nonetheless. This hardly seems like the location of a supposedly popular restaurant.”
The second man was also seated atop a four-legged animal, however it was no white stallion. Instead, he rode on a black, burly beast. One with a pair of crystalline horns and no armor. He shook his head at the bearded man.
“Your nephew must have been misinformed. Our destination has to be in Whiteridge.”
“My nephew may be a fool, but I highly doubt he would mistake a bustling city like Whiteridge for Wolfwater.” Sir Rowland tugged the reins of his horse as the sun began to rise over the horizon. “Come now, Sir Wyn. This is where we will find her.”
And with that, on this peaceful morning, the two knights descended upon the quiet village of Wolfwater, bringing with them trouble.
All because of Amelia, of course. 
—--
The launch of the malim juice was a massive success, just as I anticipated. It quickly became my most popular drink item on the menu. Before that, most people simply drank ale or water. I did have cocktails and a few other alcoholic beverages, but since Arthur wasn’t actually a [Bartender], even if he was my bartender, those drinks weren’t really well-received by most of my customers.
Anyways, while I was glad that my malim juice didn’t turn into another burger-situation where nobody liked it even though it was popular back on Earth— well, the malim juice was similar to soda, although it wasn’t exactly the same thing— but I was starting to get concerned that the supply wasn’t going to keep up with the demand.
Which wasn’t the worst problem for me to have. The reverse would be much worse. I would have to tell Nolan and Dorien to get rid of the malim fruits they spent the better part of a month planting at the former’s farm.
“Now I just have to somehow get them to grow the malim fruits even faster…” I muttered under my breath as I casually continued chopping some vegetables.
It was another busy day today since Jax was still working at the restaurant. He was upset about it— especially since I hadn’t given him the duel I promised just yet. I was going to have to deliver on it soon, but I was also going to exploit his labor for as long as I could. 
He was an SS-ranked adventurer, so money was no object to him. All he wanted was to… get himself killed or whatever.
And while I wasn’t going to kill him, I was going to beat him up a few times so he would be satisfied for now.
“I feel like he might be a masochist…” I shuddered at the thought, before quickly dismissing it. I shook my head as I wondered aloud. “Maybe I should visit Nolan’s farm. I haven’t been there for a while. I can check up on the malim fruits too.”
With that decided, I continued cooking for the day. Since it was just me working in the kitchen now— because Xakor was gone— I was left to my own contemplations except for when Jax, Arthur, or Harlan poked their heads in to either do the dishes or serve some dishes.
It was rather monotonous. But I didn’t mind it. It was relaxing and peaceful. I would have preferred if nothing notable happened to interrupt this ordinary day.
Unfortunately for me, that was never going to happen. I heard a commotion going on outside which I tried to ignore at first, but it only grew louder. I pursed my lips as I glanced out of the kitchen.
“What is going on?” I asked with a frown.
And Arthur’s head poked into the kitchen. “Uh, Amelia.”
“Yeah?” I stepped forward, lowering the frying pan back to the stove. “What’s going on?”
“We have a problem.” He shifted uncomfortably. I watched as he thumbed towards the entrance of the restaurant. “A few guys are here for you, and they aren’t taking no for an answer.”
I sighed as I hung my head. I took a step back, before walking up to the sinkt. “Of course they are… let me go wash my hands.”
—-
Noele sat with Garron at Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. The two of them were basically regulars at this point— although the former certainly visited more often than the latter. Initially, the blonde girl came just for her master.
It was Amelia’s restaurant, and Noele had to show up for support. But nowadays, it was for the food, drinks, or the spectacles, rather than out of any obligation. So that meant she actually liked coming here to wind down. Especially since she had been training with Jax as of late.
The Forsaken Archer was not a kind training partner. He was quite harsh, refusing to go easy on either Noele or Garron. Many times, during sparring, Jax would end the battle in under a minute. And that was only because the Noble Spellsword would run for her life as he chased her down.
Meanwhile, as only a B-ranked adventurer, Garron would have been defeated in an instant.
So they were both here to rest and recover. But Noele also derived some entertainment from seeing the Forsaken Archer dressed like he was a rich noble’s [Butler] while taking her order.
He stood before her table as she stifled a giggle.
“I would like to order a— pfft, I’m sorry, but can you repeat what you just said?” she asked, trying to steel herself.
“Of course, dear customer,” Jax said as he bowed his head. He was gritting his teeth— the expression on his face twisted into a terrible glare, betraying his soft words. “Today’s daily special is a combo of pilaf, kebab, and a glass of malim juice, and just for you, dear customer, it will be twenty copper coins.”
Noele bit her lips to stop herself from laughing, but Garron didn’t have her tact. The burly man guffawed, leaning back in his chair. He shook his head as Jax’s menacing gaze slowly turned towards him.
“I seriously can’t believe Amelia roped you into this,” the burly man said as he leant forward. “Is she blackmailing you? Bribing you? Come on, you’ve got to tell us what she’s got on you.”
“What could you ever mean, dear customer?” The elf smiled, barely masking his murderous intent. “I have been given this wonderful opportunity to serve at this esteemed establishment. How could I ever possibly think of rejecting such an offer?”
“Alright, that’s enough teasing him for now, Garron.” Noele wiped the tears from her eyes. She turned back to Jax, nodding at the menu. “We’ll have one of the combos and—”
But right as she started, a loud voice broke through the clamor of the restaurant. The blonde girl blinked, looking up as three figures stood by the doorway. Heads turned to face the new guests as they marched through the room.
“I take it this is Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant, huh?” a rather large man said, leading the three of figures. He had a long gray beard, and he was adorned in an ornate armor glittering with rubies, sapphires, and all kinds of jewels.
On his chest was the crest of the Astrad Kingdom, so it was clear he was a [Knight] or [Legionnaire] of sorts. Harlan immediately rushed to greet him as Noele narrowed her eyes. But the man just declared loudly for all to hear.
“My name is Sir Rowland Donovan! I am a Captain of the [Knight of the Astral Order]! I am here to speak with the owner of this restaurant!”
Noele winced as his voice boomed, practically shaking the room. He stood at the center of the room with his arms crossed, and Harlan quickly rushed to placate him. But he shook his head, refusing to budge.
“I apologize, sir. But could you come again in an hour? Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant is currently—”
“Are you this restaurant’s owner?” 
“No, that would be Ms Amelia. She is also the only chef working at—”
“Then if you’re not her, bring her to me!”
Garron rose to his feet with his brows snapped together, and Noele wanted to help out too. But she recalled Rowland’s words— he was a Captain of the [Knight of the Astral Order]. That meant he had to be strong. A-rank, at the very least.
But that was not all. She heard his name, and she thought it sounded familiar. And that was when she caught sight of one of the two figures accompanying the Captain.
A bruised young man stood there with his arms folded across his chest. He wore a scowl on his face, and he had the pompous air around him of a spoiled noble brat. It took Noele a moment, but she recognized him.
He was Joseph Donovan. A rude asshole who had come to Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant and caused trouble for Amelia thrice now. The first was when the restaurant had just opened, he demanded to meet with Xakor, before getting into a scuffle with Bucky. Things ended with Amelia sending him flying across Wolfwater with the flick of a finger.
After that, he had returned with a group of the top [Hunters] in Wolfwater. But Dorien managed to placate them, before the kretus boar attacked. And the last time Joseph Donovan tried to cause trouble was when the bastion bees were first brought into the village. Fortunately, he was easily rebuked.
Now, Joseph Donovan was back. And he brought with him a Captain of the [Knight of the Astral Order]. Apparently they must have both been related somehow, which led to what was happening at the moment.
“I said: bring her to me. I do not care what it takes. I need to speak with her right now.” Rowland Donovan did not move, and Harlan took a step back hesitantly.
Noele turned to the elf standing next to her, just watching the scene unfold.
“Jax, aren’t you going to be doing anything about this?” she asked with a frown.
“Unfortunately, dear customer, my job description only covers attending to customers. It does not pertain to security for this esteemed establishment.” The Forsaken Archer smirked smugly as he looked towards the kitchen. “I believe that the owner will have to handle this commotion herself.”
The blonde girl stared at him, blinking a few times. “You can’t be serious, right…?”
But he was. He did not move to help Harlan as Noele got to her feet. She turned to Garron who nodded back to her, and the two adventurers were just about to intervene. And Amelia finally emerged from the kitchen.
“Alright, what’s going on?” the brown-haired woman asked as she stepped out to meet the [Knight]. “Who are you? What do you want?”
He looked her up and down, before furrowing his brows. “You are the owner of this establishment?”
“I asked you the question first,” Amelia said simply.
And he nodded. “I am Sir Rowland Donovan. My nephew, Joseph Donovan, has told me about you.”
Rowland glanced back to the young man standing next to him. Joseph was still cut up and injured from the first time they met, and he flinched just from her gaze.
Amelia tilted her head, and the Captain of the [Knight of the Astral Order] took a step forward. He uncrossed his arms, towering over the brown-haired woman.
“I am here because—” he started as he raised a gauntleted hand.
And Noele bit her lower lip. Jax uncrossed his arms as Harlan blinked. They all watched as the [Knight] reached for his side, realizing what came next. A fight. One that would end with an instant— with Amelia victorious, and the [Knight of the Astral Order] aggrieved.
The blonde girl had to stop it from happening. She took a step forward, opening her mouth.
But Rowland just grabbed his nephew’s head, forcing the young man into a bow with him as he spoke loudly.
“I sincerely apologize for my nephew’s actions!”
And Noele paused. Jax blinked as Amelia just stared.
“Uh, what?” the brown-haired woman asked.
But no one had any answers for her.




Chapter 8

“I understand that my nephew has caused you great trouble,” Rowland said as he bowed his hand. He held onto his nephew, keeping Joseph’s head low as he continued. “And as a Captain of the [Knight of the Astral Order], I will do whatever is necessary to make amends for his brash actions.”
I stared at the [Knight]— I looked him up and down, taking in the jewels woven into his ornate armor. I glanced back to the rest of the room, seeing all the eyes focused on this little scene. The commotion Rowland and his nephew caused had attracted a lot of attention to us. And certainly, they expected me to accept the apology being given. Maybe even rebuke it.
Or whatever it was, they expected something from me. And while I wanted to give Sir Rowlan Donovan the courtesy of a response, I couldn’t. Because of a very simple problem.
I didn’t recognize his nephew at all.
I narrowed my eyes, studying Joseph's face. He was relatively young compared this uncle, but if I had to guess, he was definitely older than Noele. He had messy black hair, and his face was cut up, covered in some bandages. But those injuries seemed to have mostly healed at this point. He had a few bruise marks too, and those were relatively fresh.
He did look vaguely familiar. However, I was pretty sure I had never heard his name before in my life. I pursed my lips as I looked back to Rowland.
The [Knight] Captain was earnest— very sincere in his apology. I really didn’t want to dismiss him by telling him the truth. So I nodded slowly.
“Uh, right… I forgive you?” I finally said as I scratched my cheek.
Sir Rowland sighed in relief, before raising his head. His nephew tried to follow suit, but he didn’t move his hand. Joseph was forced to remain bowing in place.
“You have my utmost thanks, Ms Amelia,” the [Knight] said as he smiled at me. His grip on his nephew’s head tightened as he continued threateningly. “I will ensure that this boy right here is properly educated to carry the Donovan name with the honor and respect it deserves.”
Joseph yelped as Rowland took a step back.
“Now apologize!” continued Rowland, practically smashing his nephew’s head against the floorboards.
And Joseph sputtered as he winced in pain. “I-I’m sorry!”
Now I knew how he got those marks on his face. I was sympathetic, but apparently he had wronged me in the past, so I wasn’t really sure how to feel anyways. I watched as Rowland dragged his nephew back.
And the third individual who was with them stepped forward. A blond man also dressed in a [Knight]’s armor. Although, he was less well-decorated than Sir Rowland.
He greeted me curtly, “Greetings, Ms Amelia.”
“Now who are you?” I asked with a raised brow.
“My name is Wyn Stefard,” he said as he placed a fist on his breastplate. “I am Sir Rowland’s lieutenant. His second-in-command, if you will.”
“And what do you want?” I peered at him curiously. “Did one of your nephews happen to dishonor his family name by disrespecting me too?”
Wyn’s eyes flickered, before he glanced back at Rowland and Joseph. “So you do not remember. Just as I suspected.”
“Well, you don’t have to out me like that,” I said as I crossed my arms. “I get bothered by annoying idiots all the time. It’s not my fault I can’t remember every single instance where someone shows up and causes trouble for me.”
Especially since some of them were far more memorable than others. I looked back at Arthur who was waiting by the kitchen. The former Lich King winced, and I shook my head.
The [Knight]-lieutenant nodded as he returned to parade rest. “I believe it would ease Sir Rowland’s mind to know that you were unbothered by his nephew’s actions. However, I will be sure to inform him about your feelings on the matter at an appropriate time.”
“Thanks,” I said gratefully.
“But in any case, I tagged along with Sir Rowland for the sole purpose of offering you compensation for what has occurred,” Wyn continued as he produced a small treasure chest. He proffered it to me, fractionally raising the lid to reveal a pile of glittering platinum coins within. “For the inconvenience we have caused.”
My eyes went wide as I caught a glimpse of what was inside. I stared at it for a long moment— it was more money than I had made since opening Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. And I was being offered it because of… an event which I didn’t even remember.
I raised a hand to accept this gift— and I stopped myself. At one point in time, when I had first arrived in Vacuos, I would have been elated to receive such a large sum of money from anyone. But many things had happened since then.
I realized now that seeking out riches and wealth wouldn’t offer me any sense of fulfillment. While it temporarily placated the emptiness I felt back then, it wasn’t the solution. It did not help me towards my goal— towards living a peaceful life.
Wyn looked at me expectantly, but I pushed the small chest back to him.
“I can’t accept this. Whatever Rowland’s nephew did… it can’t be that bad if I don’t even remember it,” I said as I shook my head.
“Well, it was more than a singular event—” the [Knight]-lieutenant started.
And I gestured vaguely around me. “If you really want to give me your money, you can spend it here at my restaurant. Otherwise, I’m not going to take it.”
Wyn paused. He stared at me for a moment, before lowering the small chest. He tried to work his jaw. “You can’t be serious, right? This is ten platinum coins—”
“And I don’t need it,” I said as I shrugged. “I do appreciate the sentiment, though.”
It was a casual response. And it completely befuddled the [Knight]-lieutenant. He wanted to protest, but at the same time he clearly didn’t want to force the coin onto me. So he just stood there, bobbing his mouth like a fish out of water.
And Rowland laughed.
“A lady of valor, I see.” He strode forward as he left his nephew by the restaurant’s doorway. “As expected, from everything I have heard about you.”
“What have you heard about me?” I asked with narrowed eyes.
“I have heard that you are a fantastic chef, even if you are not a [Chef].” He smirked at me, before glancing towards a nearby empty table. “Very well. We shall try the best dishes your fine establishment has to offer!”
“Alright, Harlan, bring them—” I started.
But Rowland interrupted me. He spread his arms wide as he turned to the rest of the room.
“And for the rest of you, you can eat all you want! I shall personally cover the costs of every single one of your meals for today by the [Knight of the Astral Order]!” the [Knight] Captain declared as the watching customers blinked.
There was a moment of silence where they processed his words. And all at once, they cheered. I watched as the crowd broke out into a ruckus, inundating Harlan, Arthur, and Jax with a deluge of orders.
I pursed my lips, feeling bad for two of them. However, Jax deserved it. Mostly because I was going to have to duel him later on, and I was going to make him work as much as possible to get what he wanted since I really didn’t want to have to fight him again.
I took a step back as Harlan and Arthur rushed around the room. Rowland and Wyn settled into their seats, before Jax began to take their order. I heard the clamoring of voices and nodded to myself.
“Right, I need to get back to work too,” I murmured to myself.
But as I turned around, I spotted a figure standing before me, blocking my way. It was Noele— my apprentice. The Noble Spellsword. She was staring at me as I raised a brow at her.
“What’s up, Noele?” I asked simply.
And the blonde girl just spoke. “You turned down free money.”
“I did.” I nodded. “I don’t really care about money, if I’m being honest.”
She looked me up and down, before biting her lower lip. “Who are you and what have you done to Amelia?”
I rolled my eyes, before getting back to work. Somehow, without doing anything, I had somehow brought more attention to my restaurant. And it was going to be a busy day ahead of me.
—--
“So this is the famous kebab pilaf I have heard so much about,” Rowland said as he inspected the skewer of meat resting on top of the rice bowl. He turned to another plate steaming with three layers of flatbread. “And this is the famous pita…”
“Respectfully, Sir Rowland, but this is just flatbread,” Wyn sighed, shaking his head. “There is nothing extraordinary about it. Not everything in this restaurant is an infamous dish crafted by a high-leveled [Chef].”
Unfortunately for the [Knight]-lieutenant, his captain wasn’t paying attention. Instead, Rowland was stuffing his face with all the dishes they had been served. And they had ordered a lot.
“Not that any of these dishes were crafted by a [Chef] at all…” Wyn murmured as he raised his head.
He swept his gaze around the room, seeing the happy faces of all the customers visiting Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. This establishment had a reputation for the quality of its food— certainly, because it was owned by the world-renowned Patron of the Culinary Sciences himself.
However, taking a quick look behind the curtain of the kitchen would reveal that Xakor played no part in this restaurant’s menu. It was all cooked by their level-less chef— a brown-haired woman named Amelia.
Wyn had done plenty of research on her before he came here. He knew that she wasn’t a real [Chef]. He knew that Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant merely advertised itself as being owned by Xakor. And most of all, he knew—
His eyes flickered as he saw the brown-haired woman emerging from the kitchen. She nodded at the [Bartender], before walking up to the table of the [Knights]. She crossed her arms as she addressed them.
“How’s everything?” Amelia asked as she gave them a polite smile. She turned to Rowland, curious. “Where’s your nephew?”
“That boy said he wasn’t hungry and went back home,” Rowland said gruffly. “His pride was probably in tatters because I forced him to apologize in public. But he will never learn unless he is properly educated.”
The brown-haired woman gave him an approving look. “Harsh. But very fair, I guess. Anyways, how’s the food?”
“It is fantastic— you have exceeded all my expectations! I have never quite had cuisine like this before! Isn’t that right, Sir Wyn?” the [Knight] Captain exclaimed, turning to his partner.
“Unfortunately, while I believe that the food here is excellent, I cannot concur with Sir Rowland,” Wyn said as he massaged his temples. “His statements are far too hyperbolic for me to agree with in good faith.”
“You’re far too uptight, Sir Wyn!” Rowland chuckled as he leant back in his chair. “Are you seriously telling me you’ve had food as exquisite as this before?”
“In the southern nations, yes.” Wyn sighed again. “Before they fell to the Kingdom of Kal.”
Rowland just nodded. “My last excursion to the south of Laxo was to the Morius Empire over a decade ago. To meet with the great [Hero] they summoned… who now so happens to be waging war on us.”
Amelia glanced between the two [Knights] as they went on a tangent. She backed away, trying to excuse herself from the conversation.
“Well, as long as you’re enjoying the food, that’s all that matters…” she started.
But Rowland shook his head. He rose to his feet as he turned to her. “Wait, Ms Amelia! I have a request!”
“A request?” She paused, frowning at him. She suspiciously looked him up and down. “What is it?”
“You do not have to worry, it is not a big request.” Rowland smiled reassuringly at her. “Your server— Harlan, I believe was his name— told me that one of your special menu items is currently unavailable. If it is not too much to ask, I would like to order it directly from you.”
Wyn couldn’t help but shake his head at the boldness of his Captain. Fortunately, Amelia didn’t look offended by the request.
“Sure, what is it?” she asked as she raised a brow.
“Your special ‘bastion curry’,” Rowland said as he raised the menu. “It is marked as spicy, and I am a big fan of spicy food myself.”
“My bastion curry?” Amelia blinked. “Wait, what’s wrong with it? Why isn’t it available.”
Wyn pursed his lips. “We’re the ones… asking you that?”
—--
Wyn couldn’t lie and say he was impressed by Amelia or her restaurant thus far. He had been skeptical of everything he heard about her at first, so his expectations were already quite low. But she had somehow underperformed even what he thought she would be like.
Irresponsible and uncaring. That was how he would describe her. For whatever foolish reason, she decided to reject an incredibly large sum of money, even though it was a gift. It was enough to change the lives of most people, but she said no.
And now, she didn’t even know that one of her menu items was currently unavailable, even when she was meant to be the head chef.
The only chef.
Wyn shook his head as he followed her out of the restaurant. Rowland walked by her side, nodding along as she gestured towards a stone structure— almost like a monument— built onto the side of the small building.
“...there really shouldn’t be a problem with supply, since we harvest the curry right here. So why is Harlan saying that we’re out?”
Amelia took a step forward as Rowland peered over her shoulders.
“You grow spices in this damp cave?” He narrowed his eyes.
Wyn furrowed his brows. The [Knight]-lieutenant knew that something was amiss. This couldn’t be right. There was no way to grow spices indoors— not without magic. And last he checked, Amelia wasn’t a [Mage].
He had a bad feeling about this. For whatever reason, he couldn’t approach the small alcove without shuddering. His hair stood on end as he reached for his blade at his side. But Rowland uncaringly looked inside.
“I don’t see any spices in here…”
Amelia just shook her head. “I don’t grow spices. I grow honey.”
“Honey?” Wyn raised a brow.
And she corrected herself, “Well, I don’t grow the honey. But they do.”
Rowland blinked. “Who’s they?”
All at once, both [Knights] heard the cacophonous buzzing from within the small alcove. They backed away as dark, winged figures zipped out of the entrance. Wyn instinctively drew his blade. He saw the red glint— the eyes of monsters.
But before he could take a swing, Rowland stopped him.
“Look,” the [Knight] Captain whispered. “Bastion bees.”
And Wyn’s eyes grew wide. He watched as the striped monsters hovered in their air, their wings moving so quickly it was like a blur. He had never seen a single bastion bee before in his life, but he had heard about them, and they matched the description.
“But… they’re sacred monsters. What are they doing here?” Wyn slowly sheathed his blade.
“I told you, they make honey,” Amelia answered his question simply. She took a step forward, patting one of the bastion bees with a smile. “And I use their honey to make curry.”
“W-wait, you’re using the honey of a bastion bee to make… food?” Wyn sputtered as he turned to the brown-haired woman. “You do realize that their honey is sought after by [Alchemists] and [Herbalists] all around the world, right? It has powerful magical properties that can counteract the effects of many curses and poisons!”
In response, Amelia just shrugged. “No, I did not know all that. And yes, I do use their honey to make food.”
“I—” Wyn opened his mouth, before catching himself. Even if he was in shock, he couldn’t forget his manners. He was a [Knight] of the Astral Order— a lieutenant. He steeled himself. “I was under the impression that bastion bees were hostile towards humans.”
“Indeed,” Rowland said as he strode forward. He placed a hand on his chin, eyeing one of the floating monsters. “I have encountered a hive once before— when I was passing through the Vox Forest. They attacked us for even daring to approach their hive. And yet, here they are, refusing to attack you.”
Amelia drew back as the bastion bees flew higher into the air. “It’s a long story. More importantly, what’s been going on with the hive? Have you guys been producing your honey?”
She peeked into the alcove as the bastion bees buzzed a reply. Rowland and Wyn exchanged a glance. Neither [Knights] knew what to say. They just looked on as the brown-haired woman narrowed her eyes.
“What is… wait—” Her eyes went wide as a shadowed figure crawled out of the hive. She took a step back, and Wyn gaped.
“That’s—” He paused. “A chicken?”
“Bawk bawk bawk!”
A plump chicken waltzed out, covered in glowing green goo. Its wings seemed to stick together, and many of its feathers were clumped up from the honey. It stared up at Amelia, and the brown-haired woman glared back. 
“Bucky? Are you seriously the reason why we’re out of honey?”
The chicken just huffed, shaking its head. “Bawk bawk bawk!”
“I see, I see.” Amelia nodded slowly.
“So this is Bucky,” Rowland said as he approached the chicken. “So are you the real owner of the restaurant?”
“No— no she’s not,” Amelia said flatly.
The [Knight] Captain chuckled as he bent over, nodding at Bucky. “It was a joke, of course. I saw your sign— we’re not supposed to feed her, but it seems she’s made a feast of your so-called ‘curry’.”
The brown-haired woman sighed. “I know… and I literally told her not to do that…”
Bucky clucked, waving her wings angrily in response. Wyn just stared as the chicken gestured towards the hive.
“That chicken… how does it have levels?” he whispered to himself. His eyes flickered to Amelia. “She’s not a [Beast Tamer]. So the chicken shouldn’t…”
It made no sense to Wyn. While he didn’t have [Appraisal] as a Skill himself, he could roughly gauge the levels of those he encountered thanks to his [Discerning Eyes]. That was how he knew that Amelia had no levels.
But for whatever reason, the chicken had levels. It was baffling— confusing. Wyn pinched the bridge of his nose. He had done his research on Amelia, but he never heard anything about this.
“First a hive of bastion bees, now a chicken with levels… what else do I need to know about?” he murmured to himself as Amelia paused right by the entrance to the alcove.
She scratched the back of her head, before turning back to Wyn and Rowland.
“Well, if you really want to know… I guess the hive is going to have a queen now,” Amelia said as she glanced back towards the hive. “Or it already has a queen? Honestly, I don’t know how it works.”
“What are you talking about—” Wyn frowned as he walked up next to her. The bastion bees hovering overhead buzzed dangerously, and he paused.
His gaze landed on a group of wriggling figures inside of the hive. He opened his mouth as Amelia shook her head.
“The eggs have hatched.”
And Wyn just stared. “...what eggs are you talking about now?”




Chapter 9

“Bawk bawk!” Bucky said as I stared at her. “Bawk bawk bawk bawk bawk bawk!”
“I see, I see.” I nodded slowly, and Sir Wyn peered over my shoulder. “So you’re saying that it wasn’t you who ate all the honey, but the newly-hatched bastion bees?”
“Bawk bawk bawk!” The chicken gestured insistently towards the hive as I took a step back.
And the [Knight]-lieutenant glanced between both Bucky and I, brows furrowing as he asked, “I’m impressed— you understand what the chicken is saying. Do you have some kind of [Animal Language] Skill?”
I turned back to face Wyn as he placed a hand on his chin. I scratched the back of my head, answering honestly.
“Uh, no. I just used basic inference.” I gestured towards the pile of wriggling figures.
The baby bastion bees were scrambling around a single, larger figure. Probably the newborn queen. And they were all covered in the glowing green goo— like they had just bathed in the honey, right before feasting upon it.
I picked up Bucky as I shook my head. “But you still helped yourself to some of the honey, didn’t you?”
I glared at her, and she flinched. Wyn just stared at me, mouth agape for a moment. But he caught himself. He took in a deep breath and straightened as his partner strode forward. Sir Rowland nodded approvingly at me.
“While I would have loved to try some of your bastion curry, I can see now that it is given to a more deserving client,” the [Knight] Captain of the Astral Order said as he smiled.
“Well, I wouldn’t really say the bastion bees are guests…” I murmured under my breath. I looked up at the wriggling baby bees. They could barely even move— which was expected. But that also meant they couldn’t protect themselves.
And the adult bastion bees were fully aware of that. I watched as the head nursing bee floated down next to me, buzzing a warning to Rowland. He blinked as he turned to face her, and I gave her a reassuring nod. She backed away, easing up her aggression just a little bit.
But I could tell that she was still on edge whenever a human who wasn’t me approached the hive. I gestured for both Rowland and Wyn to follow away from the hive as I carried Bucky under my right arm.
“Let’s not crowd around the bastion bees,” I said as I nodded back at the nursing bee. “And I guess I’m going to have to remove the bastion curry from the menu for now.”
“What a shame.” The [Knight] Captain shook his head dejectedly. “I would have loved to have tried out all of your best cuisines before leaving Wolfwater.”
I craned my neck to face him as we walked up to the entrance of the restaurant. “You’re already leaving? Didn’t you guys just get here today?”
Sir Wyn snorted as he spoke simply. “We had only dropped by Wolfwater because we were already passing through this region on the way back to the Capital. Otherwise, we never would have paid a visit to your restaurant. There is a war going on, and we are needed by our country, after all.”
“I see. Well, whenever you guys get back there, be sure to let your friends know about Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant.” I paused as I stood by the doorway. “Oh, also I hope you guys don’t die.”
It was blunt, but I was sincere when I said that. Wyn raised a brow at me, and Rowland guffawed.
“You are an interesting one, Ms Amelia,” the [Knight] Captain stepped foot into the restaurant as I followed behind him. “When I first heard about you, I thought it was all an exaggeration. But you really are as fascinating as they say.”
“I’d really rather not hear what they have to say about me,” I sighed as I strolled forward, hearing the bustling of the crowd gathered inside. My voice was lost in the noise, and Rowland continued.
“Rest assured, Ms Amelia,” he said as he turned to face me. “I will put in a good word to King Jalen himself.”
“Wait, really?” I blinked. That caught me by surprise. Wyn stepped into the room after us, and the door swung close behind my back. I opened my mouth as I stared at the [Knight] Captain.
But Bucky interrupted me. “Bawk bawk bawk!”
I looked back down at the chicken as she struggled to break free from my grasps. I rolled my eyes, holding her up as she tensed.
“I’m not setting you free just yet,” I said, before calling out into the room. “Noele!”
My voice cut through the crowd, reaching the blonde girl sitting at the back of the room. Noele blinked as she got to her feet. She walked up to me as Wyn narrowed his eyes.
“Noele… as in the Noble Spellsword?” he asked as he studied her up and down.
She nodded simply. “You know me?”
“I have heard quite a lot about you,” he said with a quizzical look on his face. “I have heard about your exploits— how you have quickly risen the ranks of the Adventurer’s Guild to become an A-rank. What are you doing here?”
“Oh, I’m just helping out my master,” Noele replied simply, nodding my way.
“Your… master?” Wyn’s brows snapped together as Rowland grinned.
“Oh?” The [Knight] Captain glanced between the blonde girl and I.
I just rolled my eyes. “I told you— don’t call me master. It’s weird.”
“Right. Sorry.” Noele scratched her cheek, before shaking her head. “Anyway, what did you need of me?”
“I need you to put Bucky in her time-out corner for me,” I said as I handed the struggling chicken over to the blonde girl. “We have… an issue at the hive because of her.”
While Bucky was only partially at fault for the bastion bee honey running out, she did contribute to the problem. And unlike the bastion bees who could have done whatever they wanted with their honey, the chicken hadn’t been given explicit permission to do any such thing.
“Oh, alright. I’ll lock her up until the restaurant closes.” Noele nodded as she took Bucky from me. “Come on— stop struggling!”
The blonde girl wrestled to keep the chicken from breaking free. I watched as the two of them headed to a crate at the back of the room— reinforced and enchanted so Bucky couldn’t just escape.
I purchased it from Nicole— Noele’s mother— but I didn’t really know how to work the enchantments. I felt like an old person who barely understood how any of these new-fangled electronic gadgets worked back on Earth. Except I wasn’t back on Earth, and these weren’t electronics but magical artifacts. So I had to rely on my apprentice to handle it for me.
I turned away from the blonde girl to face a disbelieving stare from Wyn. I frowned.
“What is it?” I asked simply.
“You’re Noele the Noble Spellsword’s master,” he repeated. “She’s an A-rank adventurer, and she’s your apprentice.”
“Yeah, and?” I tilted my head back at the [Knight]-lieutenant.
“And you’re making her run around and chicken-sit for you,” Wyn observed.
“I am,” I said flatly. “Where are you going with this?”
He sighed, rubbing his temples as he settled back into his seat. “So instead of letting an A-rank adventurer handle… say, security for your establishment, you’re having her look after a chicken.”
“I’ll have you know that Bucky is a lot of trouble to deal with.” I waved a hand dismissively before gesturing towards an approaching figure. “And if anyone here is qualified to be security, it’s Jax anyways.”
“Jax?” Wyn’s eyes flickered. He rose back to his feet as he saw the elf walking up next to me. “You don’t mean—”
“Yeah, Jax the Annoying Asshole,” I said as I glanced back at my temporary employee. “Or the Forsaken Archer or whatever.”
“He’s one of the highest-leveled S-rank adventurers out there…” The [Knight]-lieutenant whispered. “But how…? Why…?”
Sir Rowland just crossed his arms, impressed as he eyed the pointed ears of the elf. I turned to Jax and placed a hand on his shoulder as he stood there with his suit and tie.
“So, yeah. If anyone shows up to cause trouble, Jax will be the one to deal with it—” I started.
But the Forsaken Archer riposted in an instant, “I will not do anything of the like.”
I blinked. “Uh, what?”
Jax stepped away from me, brushing off my arm as Wyn and Rowland narrowed their eyes. The two [Knights] exchanged a glance, and the Forsaken Archer turned to face me. He ripped off his tie, before tossing aside his expensive coat to the floor.
The bustling of the crowd came to a sudden halt. Heads turned our way, and Harlan froze where he stood. Arthur lowered a drink from the bar as even Noele glanced back to see what was going on. The room grew dead silent, until Jax spoke.
“I shall no longer endure this humiliation.” There was a flash of light, and a bow appeared on his right hand. He pointed the weapon at me as I crossed my arms. “We made a deal, and I carried out my part dutifully as was promised. But you have not.”
Rowland eyed me suspiciously as he asked, “What is Jax talking about, Ms Amelia?”
My eyes darted back to the [Knight] Captain, but I didn’t answer his question. I just stood there as Jax towered over me.
“I shall not wait any longer for you to uphold your end of the deal,” he said as he pointed at the ground. “Duel me now, or I shall destroy this restaurant and everything you’ve worked so hard to build.”
“Duel him? What is he talking about?” Wyn asked as he glanced between the elf and I.
I just swept my gaze over the room, seeing the commotion the Forsaken Archer had caused. The crowd of onlookers were clearly confused. Even Harlan and Arthur didn’t know what was going on. The [Knights] looked uncertain about whether intervening was a good idea— especially when an S-ranked adventurer was involved.
Noele let Bucky out of her crate.
I lowered my head as I considered what to do. So many things had happened today— it had already been such a busy day, and now it was only going to be more troublesome than before. I would have preferred to duel Jax in private, however there was nothing that could be done now. I had no other choice. I made my decision as I closed my eyes and sighed.
“Fine,” I said as I drew my blade. “Let’s get this over with— but let’s do it outside.”
In response, Jax grinned. “Finally.”
—--
It was a duel.
There was a connotation that often came attached with duels— to the laymen, they believed it implied the loss of one’s life by the end of it. But not all duels were a duel to the death. As a [Knight], Wyn had seen many in his life, and by far, a majority of them had non-fatal outcomes where both combatants emerged alive.
So when he heard the whispered voices, the susurration of concern and fear that swept over Wolfwater, he knew that most of their worries were misguided. No one was going to die— at least, none of those who were partaking in the duel were going to get killed.
But Sir Wyn Stefard was an intelligent man. He was keenly aware of his surroundings at all times, especially on the battlefield. He knew exactly the kind of damage that could be wrought by those who were high-leveled.
And since this was going to be a duel between two especially high-leveled individuals, he was prepared to offset the collateral damages. Or more specifically, it was going to be a battle between an especially high-leveled individual, and an individual with no levels.
The outcome should have been obvious to any casual observer. Jax was the Forsaken Archer— an exiled elf from Drazyl who came to Laxo and became one of the highest-leveled adventurers in the world. In fact, some would assert that he was the highest-leveled adventurer in the world.
Wyn never believed those claims in the past. He thought it was all hyperbole. But now that he saw the Forsaken Archer with his own eyes, he had no other choice but to believe it was true. After all, his own Skills couldn’t lie to him.
His [Discerning Eyes] was able to gauge the threat of every creature he had ever come across. And he was certain that Jax was at least level 70. He had to have been an SS-ranked adventurer by now.
And that was more than enough for the elf to be the highest-leveled adventurer in the world.
Wyn rubbed his temples as he lowered his head. So it should have been evidently clear— whoever Jax was battling against stood no chance. Even if it was the [Hero King] himself, he wouldn’t be able to defeat the Forsaken Archer in battle. The [Knight] of the Astral Order as a whole might not have even been enough to bring down the elf.
This duel should have been a one-sided slaughter. But Wyn wasn’t sure if that was even going to be the outcome. He raised his head to face the second combatant— a brown-haired woman standing in the shade with a rusty sword held to her side.
Her name was Amelia. She was dressed in odd clothing, wearing an apron over her shirt. Her hair was a mess from cooking, and she looked like she didn’t even want to be here. However, she was here, and she was going to face the Forsaken Archer himself in a duel.
When Wyn saw this sight, every instinct in his body told him that Amelia was not going to survive this battle. In fact, even his Skills said as much. She had no levels— according to his [Discerning Eyes], she was no stronger than even the weakest monster he had ever seen. So the outcome should have been obvious.
But there was a niggling thought inside of the [Knight]’s head. From the things he had heard about her, he felt like this duel was going to be a lot closer than most people thought. But that wasn’t all. It made no sense to him how she was able to do any of that without a Class.
The only explanation was that she was possibly… touched by the Void. And while Sir Wyn shuddered at the thought, he couldn’t lie and say he wasn’t curious— that he wasn’t interested in seeing how this battle would play out.
So along with his Captain and a large crowd of onlookers, they gathered outside of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant to watch the duel. He swept his gaze over his surroundings, seeing the farming village expand far and wide.
Wyn pursed his lips. “I still believe that it would be better for this duel to be held at a further, more isolated location. And there should be no need for an audience to gather around here, Sir Rowland.”
“Unfortunately, there is nothing we can do, Sir Wyn,” the [Knight] Captain said as he shook his head. “Unless you wish to take this issue up to the Forsaken Archer himself…”
And the [Knight]-lieutenant looked towards the elf. Jax had been eager for this duel— he had impatiently pestered for Amelia to fight him now. They would have fought right there inside of the restaurant if she hadn’t managed to convince him to at least step outside.
Now the brown-haired woman waited by a thicket of trees as the Forsaken Archer stood a hundred feet across from her in the open. He had his bow raised, just raring for the battle to begin.
“Is that really the Forsaken Archer?” an audience member asked, drawing Wyn’s attention for a brief moment.
Another replied, “Why is this duel even happening? Isn’t that woman there just a [Chef]?”
“No, I heard she was a former adventurer,” a third said. “She sponsored Xakor to open this restaurant for her so she could retire. She doesn’t even have the [Chef] Class!”
“So an S-rank then?”
“But I’ve never even heard of her…”
Wyn broke his gaze away from the crowd. He wasn’t going to learn anything about Amelia from overhearing their babble of voices. Not especially when she was turning this whole ordeal into a marketing stunt.
“Get your malim juice here!” a brown-haired man cried out as he carried a tray of drinks with him. “The famous drink from Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant, freshly squeezed— cold and refreshing for a hot day like today!”
His name was Harlan. He was one of Amelia’s employees, and he wasn’t alone. A blond man accompanied him, serving drinks to the watching crowd, although he was far more reserved, selling other kinds of cold beverages.
Wyn ignored them. They were ordinary people. Helpful servers, but unimportant right now. Instead, the [Knight]-lieutenant turned towards a blonde girl— the only one who could have known about Amelia better than anyone else.
Noele the Noble Spellsword. She stood next to a burly man, off to the side, away from most of the crowd. Wyn drew back from his Captain, quickly excusing himself to speak with the blonde girl.
“I don’t understand why Jax is doing this again…” the burly man said.
Noele shook her head. “You know how he is, Garron. He is—”
“The highest-leveled adventurer in the world,” Wyn cut her off, drawing both her and her companion’s attention. The [Knight]-lieutenant proffered a hand. “Mr Garron, was it? It is a pleasure to meet you.”
Garron quickly straightened and eagerly shook back. “Sir Wyn, it is an honor to meet a [Knight] of the Astral Order such as you. I am surprised you have heard of a B-rank like me.”
“I have not,” Wyn said simply as he stood at parade rest next to the blonde girl. “I simply overheard the conversation you were having with the Noble Spellsword.”
“O-oh.” Garron blinked, before pressing his lips into a thin line. “Right.”
“Tell me, Noble Spellsword,” Wyn continued as he faced the two combatants. “Who do you believe is going to win this duel?”
Noele blinked, before looking towards the Forsaken Archer. “Jax is strong. I’ve sparred with him a bunch of times since he arrived here in Wolfwater. And I had fought him when he was serious once before. He is probably the strongest opponent I have ever faced…”
“What about the Miststorm Riders?” the [Knight]-lieutenant asked with a raised brow.
“Jax could have taken them all out on his own,” the blonde girl snorted.
“As expected.” Wyn nodded as he stared at the elf. It seemed his instincts were correct. “So you believe then that this will be an easy victory for the Forsaken Archer?”
“No.” Noele shook her head.
Wyn turned to the blonde girl curiously. “Oh? So you believe your master stands a chance?”
“Amelia doesn’t just stand a chance,” Noele continued as she held Wyn’s gaze. “I’d say that Jax stands no chance.”
That made the [Knight]-lieutenant pause. He narrowed his eyes as he opened his mouth.
“But—” he started.
And the excited gasps of the nearby crowd interrupted him.
“It’s starting!”
“Move aside, I can’t see!”
“Be quiet—”
Wyn turned to face the Forsaken Archer once more. He watched as the elf slowly began to circle around the brown-haired woman, eyeing her warily. Amelia didn’t move, and Jax drew an arrow.
“I have got you this time, Amelia!” he shouted as he dashed forward.
There was a green glint as he raised his bow, aiming the arrow at her. And there was a blinding flash of light. Wyn winced for a moment, before blinking.
His eyes went wide when he saw Jax lying in a crater on the ground. The elf was bloodied and bruised, and Amelia stood at the exact same position she had been standing in with her sword to her side. It looked like she didn’t even move. Meanwhile, the Forsaken Archer’s bow was broken, and he groaned as he struggled to pick himself up.
“Alright, are we done here?” Amelia asked as she sheathed her sword.
And the crowd exchanged confused glances.
“...was that really it?” someone asked.
“What just happened? Why is the Forsaken Archer lying on the ground?” another confused voice added.
“Wait, did he just… blow himself up with his own arrow?” a third voice opined.
Wyn swept his gaze over the watching crowd as they conversed amongst themselves. Their voices grew louder as they reached their own conclusion.
“That was so anticlimactic! I can’t believe I left my inn to see this!”
“That wasn’t even a duel— the Forsaken Archer just tripped and defeated himself!”
“I’m going back to my farm…”
The crowd slowly began to disperse as Wyn just watched. Only Rowland, Wyn, Noele, Garron, and Amelia’s two employees remained as Jax picked himself up from the small crater.
“He’s gotten a lot stronger,” Noele whispered softly, eyeing the Forsaken Archer. She turned to Wyn who was pale-faced and staring at the scene. “You saw what happened, didn’t you?”
Wyn opened his mouth, before hesitating. He slowly nodded as a single bead of sweat slid down his forehead.
“I did. But how…?”
He had no words. He could hardly even parse what he saw. The watching crowd had been disappointed because the battle had been over in an instant, and while that was true, it didn’t tell the whole story.
In that moment, when Jax had charged Amelia, he had moved so fast, an ordinary person couldn’t keep up with his speed. He unleashed a volley of enchanted bolts at her— a rapid barrage that could have completely obliterated Wolfwater and the surrounding farmland.
But Amelia simply parried the onslaught of explosive arrows with her rusted sword. And before Jax could even take another step forward, she appeared next to him and swung a fist at his head.
It was almost instantaneous. And somehow, the Forsaken Archer had anticipated the counter attack and dove out of the way in time. Unfortunately, he wasn’t prepared for the follow-up strike as she aimed a kick at his groin.
The attack sent him crashing down to the ground, before the brown-haired woman leapt back, landing right where she had been standing like nothing even happened. And that was what Wyn saw. The rest of the audience thought Jax had tripped and blown himself up with his enchanted bolts.
But those who were high-leveled enough knew the truth.
Wyn looked towards Jax as he unsteadily stood on two feet. He clutched onto his nether regions, and Amelia walked up next to him.
“I-I can still—” the Forsaken Archer started.
“No you can’t,” the brown-haired woman replied flatly.
And Wyn shook his head disbelievingly. “I don’t understand. How does that make any sense? She defeated him like he wasn’t even a threat.”
Noele shrugged as she drew back. “But Jax was a threat— at least, more of a threat now than before. Last time they fought, he hadn’t even been able to survive any of her attacks. This time… he successfully avoided one punch.”
“That’s—” Wyn opened his mouth. He stared at the nonchalant blonde girl, before watching as Harlan approached with a tray.
“Would you like some malim juice?” the server asked simply.
And Wyn closed his eyes. “...yes, and I’d like a shot of your strongest alcoholic drink too, please.”




Chapter 10

I returned to my restaurant after the duel ended. The main hall was more crowded than ever— I had attracted quite a sizable chunk of the audience that had been watching the fight thanks to marketing my malim juice.
Harlan and Arthur were racing around the room, taking orders from the waiting customers. But without me working at the kitchen, no one would be served their food just yet. I was the only chef here. I would have liked to hire an assistant, however there weren’t very many high-leveled [Chefs] around Wolfwater.
While I didn’t care about levels, my customers did. And it was not just them, but my potential chef-candidates too. I did hold a few interviews over the last few weeks, looking to hire someone to help me out. However, they were far too intimidated by the prestige of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant, so they rejected the job offer.
…I didn’t consider anything about the restaurant prestigious, but I was glad to see that we had garnered a positive reputation amongst our customers.
Anyways, all that meant was this little duel with Jax had wasted a lot of my and my customer’s time. It was the fiftieth time the elf and I had fought at this point. Once again, I defeated him in an instant.
He did impress me with how he anticipated my punch. I wasn’t really trying to move as fast as I possibly could, but still— he did manage to dodge out of the way. So he certainly had grown somewhat stronger since I last saw him.
But I still ended the battle an instant later with a light kick to his groin. He crumpled to the ground, and he wasn’t even able to stand back up even now. I kind of regretted my decision to do that since he couldn’t walk, which also meant he wasn’t going to be able to complete his shift now.
So once again, Harlan and Arthur were being overworked. And while it wasn’t exactly my fault, it was also kind of my fault. I felt bad about it.
“I’m going to have to give them a huge bonus…” I muttered to myself as I strode through the room, heading for the kitchen.
I heard a loud clucking coming from the back. A crate rattled, and I saw a chicken poking its head out from behind some magical bars. Bucky was still locked up, punished for misbehaving earlier. She glared at me, and I gave her a flat stare.
“You deserve it,” I said simply.
Bucky opened her beak, before pausing. She took in a deep breath and stepped back with a rehearsed motion. I narrowed my eyes, watching as she lowered her head. And the chicken stared up at me with her cutest pleading look.
“Don’t look at me like that.” I scowled, but Bucky didn’t let up.
Her eyes turned into trembling brown orbs, and she made a pained, whimpering sound. I gritted my teeth, before finally giving in.
“Fine,” I said as I opened the cage door. “But I’m not letting you off easy next time around.”
The chicken immediately perked up, clucking excitedly as she sprinted out of the crate. I rolled my eyes. I had known she was only putting up an act, but I couldn’t say no to that face. I shook my head, ignoring Bucky as she excitedly dashed around the room.
And with that, I returned to the kitchen, continuing to cook for the rest of the day, until the sun set over the horizon. One by one, the packed room began to empty of customers. They slowly trickled out until it was just a handful of folks— most of them drunk or passed out.
At some point, Jax managed to recover from his… unfortunate injuries. So he had returned to work, even though I told him he could take the rest of the day off. He no longer grumbled or complained about his job, seemingly satisfied with our duel. At least for now.
“I will win the rematch,” the Forsaken Archer had promised me whenever he passed by the kitchen. “I assure you, I shall come back stronger than ever.”
“Please don’t ever come back,” I sighed, but he clearly ignored my pleas.
Still, Jax was useful. He helped us kick out every drunkard who was refusing to leave the restaurant when it was time for us to close up shop. The last customers to leave were actually the visiting [Knights of the Astral Order]. Even Noele and Garron had already left at this point.
Sir Rowland Donovan and Sir Wyn Stefard had stuck around for the whole day, trying out every dish in the menu. But the reason they stayed was because they wanted to speak with me… again.
I stepped out of the restaurant to greet both [Knights]. They were waiting outside, fully armored up and ready to leave Wolfwater. They stood there with a pair of animals accompanying them.
One was ordinary enough. A typical white horse covered in glittering plated armor— the kind of animal I’d expect a [Knight] to ride. But the second animal was… not even an animal. It was a monster of sorts. It looked like a bull, except with crystalline horns. Also, it was far larger than any bull I’d seen.
The two mounts obediently waited off to the side. They didn’t need to be tied to a tree so they wouldn’t run off. Although, I didn’t even think that a tree would impede the bull-like monsters.
I shook my head as I turned to the [Knights].
“So what do you guys want?” I asked as I raised a brow. I faced Rowland, giving him a nod. “You’ve already apologized for your nephew, you don’t have to bring it up again.”
“This matter is unrelated to Mr Joseph Donovan,” Wyn was the one to answer.
“Then what is it about?” I pressed.
The [Knight]-lieutenant cleared his throat and took a step to the side. “I shall allow Sir Rowland to explain.”
I narrowed my eyes, and the [Knight] Captain laughed.
“Always so formal, Sir Wyn.” Rowland shook his head before turning to face me. “While we have only just met you, Ms Amelia, we have been quite impressed by what you have shown us. Your extraordinary abilities extend beyond just your genius marketing skills.”
I just stared at the [Knight] Captain dubiously as he continued.
“The cuisine you serve and the physical prowess you have demonstrated, it has all been quite fascinating to experience. We have heard a lot of rumors about you before we arrived in Wolfwater, and I must say, you have still somehow managed to completely exceed my expectations of you.”
He chuckled, and I scratched the back of my head.
“Right… well, I’m glad to hear that you enjoyed your time at Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant.” I wasn’t sure what else was there to say. I just gave a half-hearted shrug and continued. “If you want, you can spread word about us. It would probably help us out if we got the seal of approval from a pair of important [Knights].”
Rowland grinned as he leaned forward. “Oh, I’ll do you one better.”
“What are you talking about?” I blinked.
And the [Knight] Captain drew back, spreading his arms wide. “I shall offer you an official invitation to visit Astral to demonstrate your cooking abilities for King Jalen himself!”
“Wait, what?” My eyes went wide, and my jaw dropped.
I was the only one standing out here with the two [Knights]. There was no one else around to eavesdrop on our conversation. Arthur and Harlan were cleaning up, and Jax had gone off to ‘train’ or whatever. Even Bucky wasn’t here— having gone to the bastion bee hive to guard them.
So it was just me, wearing a dumbfounded expression on my face, no one else to give me a reality check.
“Are you actually being serious right now?” I asked as I stared at the [Knight] Captain.
“Indeed,” he said as he placed a hand on my shoulder. “The food you have served is like nothing I have ever had before. Cooking a feast for the royal court will surely bring incomparable notoriety to your restaurant. Perhaps you can even open up a branch of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant at Astral too.”
I heard Rowland’s words, but it took me a second to even comprehend what he was saying. Even for me, this was a bit much to take in all at once. My mouth bobbed open and close as I struggled to find the right response to say.
“Must I make a decision right now?” I asked, and he nodded.
“Indeed. Otherwise, it will be difficult to arrange a meeting.”
“I— but who will run my restaurant…?” I started.
And it was the [Knight]-lieutenant who spoke up. “I told you that bringing this up so suddenly was a terrible idea.”
“Hmph, I thought she would be ecstatic,” Rowland said as he crossed his arms. “I was under the impression that she would have jumped on the opportunity right away!”
“People have responsibilities,” Wyn replied simply. “Ms Amelia cannot possibly make a decision to abandon all her duties to her customers and her employees at this very moment. That is a ridiculous demand.”
“That is true…” The [Knight] Captain tilted his head back. “But with such a fantastic restaurant right here, I believe it is about time Ms Amelia starts thinking about expanding her franchise.”
I pursed my lips. Rowland had a point. I glanced between the two [Knights] standing before me, before I glanced back towards my restaurant. I could see the figures of Harlan and Arthur moving inside, cleaning the mess that was left behind by the large crowd gathered today.
They were my only two full-time employees. Jax was probably going to be leaving soon, now that I indulged him with a duel. And I was starting to feel really bad about overworking Harlan and Arthur again and again.
I looked back towards Rowland and Wyn. I saw the way they were dressed, and I remembered just how crowded a larger city was compared to this farming village. I thought about all the opportunities meeting with the King of the Astrad Kingdom could bring— but more importantly, I thought about all the other people I could meet there.
Important people. High-leveled people.
…high-leveled [Chefs] and [Waiters].
If I could convince them to work for me— to follow me back to Wolfwater— I’d be able to solve many of the problems I was currently facing with my restaurant. I could even give both Harlan and Arthur a few days off at the exact same time.
I nodded to myself as I raised my head.
“Fine,” I finally said, drawing the attention of both [Knights]. “I accept your invitation.”
Wyn blinked, and Rowland immediately perked up. He took a step forward with a grin.
“Great! So we shall depart immediately—” the [Knight] Captain started, but I raised a hand.
“No, I won’t go just yet. I can’t just leave my restaurant without some prior notice. I’m the only chef around here.” I shook my head.
“Oh…” Rowland deflated.
Wyn glared at his Captain, murmuring. “I keep telling you that…”
“How long will it take you guys to reach Astral?” I asked, furrowing my brows.
“About three days,” Rowland replied as he placed a hand on his chin. “Why’s that?”
I nodded. “You guys can set off now— I’m not going to ask you to stay and wait for me. But in three days’ time, I’ll meet you when you arrive at the gates of Astral. I’ve got shit to do until then.”
Wyn eyed me suspiciously. “And how are you going to get there so quickly?”
“Don’t worry about that,” I said as I waved a hand off dismissively. “I’ve got transportation handled myself.”
That just made the [Knight]-lieutenant look at me with even more suspicion, but Rowland nodded with a curious look.
“Very well, Ms Amelia. If that is what you insist, we shall rendezvous with you at the southern entrance of Astral.”
He drew back, gesturing for his companion to follow him.
“It was a pleasure meeting you,” the [Knight] Captain said, smiling at me one last time. “I look forward to seeing you in three days’ time.”
Wyn just shook his head as he mounted the bull-like monster. I watched the [Knights], nodding at them as they left Wolfwater. And I sighed when they were gone.
“Alright, now how am I going to explain to Noele, Harlan, and Arthur that I’m going to be leaving Wolfwater… again?” I wondered aloud.
And I didn’t know the answer to that question.
—--
As Amelia made plans to visit the capital city of the Astrad Kingdom, so did another individual. But his plan differed slightly in that he intended to visit the capital city of the enemy of the Astrad Kingdom— he was going to pay a visit to the capital city of the Kingdom of Kal.
And unlike Amelia who was going there for innocuous reasons, he was going there for a simple reason.
Guardian Angel Z357 raised his head as he saw the dark pillar of light dim. The construct took shape overhead, high above the clouds, into the fringes of space. He reached for the Hammer of Justice as a dragon stirred behind him.
It is time, he declared. To put an end to my mission.




Chapter 11

“Do you not see it, my creation?” Hermann said as he moved through the white hallway. He couldn’t walk, so he was carried forward by a hovering wheelchair.
Z357 followed, striding alongside his creator. His face looked forward, but his eyes darted around in every direction. He looked beyond the corridors. His gaze expanded throughout the megastructure. He peered into the white hallways, before scouring the rest of the supercity.
It was a megalopolis built around another megalopolis. Flying cars zipped across the sky, and ultrafast trains shot through tunnels that formed a complex network between all the major structures of this hyper advanced city.
But while Z357 could see the smiling faces— he could hear the bustling voices— his focus was pointed elsewhere, towards a figure floating high in the sky. Arms-crossed, and with a cape blowing in the wind, the figure protectively hovered there. Until a powerful explosion rocked the center of the city.
A needle-like building that rose to the sky and reached the fringes of space stood there. It was a space elevator. The blast rocked the base of its structure, but it didn’t topple over. It stood tall, and the figure immediately shot forward, rushing to aid the screaming citizens gathered there.
Hermann shook his head as he pulled up a holographic screen. An image of the destruction revealed itself to Z357’s creator.
“Every single day, these terrible disasters strike Askan,” Hermann said as his gaze darkened. “Like clockwork, tens of thousands across the world die senselessly, all because of them.”
The screen focused on the caped figure as he descended from the sky. Before him, a cackling woman waited, wearing a face full of paint as she spread her arms wide. Even more explosions filled the scene as Z357 looked on. A battle played out.
But it was not the only one Hermann showed. He spread his arms wide as screen after screen flashed into existence. Scenes from all across the planet— that of death and destruction.
And Z357 saw it all.
A four-eyed woman exploded from the ground, screaming as she unleashed a beam of laser from her mouth. Her anger focused only on a single target. A man dressed in a suit of glowing armor. He deflected her attack as the nearby onlookers screamed and ran away.
“These Superheroes and Supervillains run wild, playing their accursed games of cat and mouse,” Hermann continued, gritting his teeth. “Just because they were granted special powers from their birth… just because they were bestowed mutations that let them carry out superhuman feats…”
A giant leapt through a floating city. He ripped through buildings, screaming as he fled from a pair of winged twins. They gave chase, sending purple bolts of energy out to apprehend him. But he managed to slink away.
Hermann tried to rise to his feet as he exclaimed, “It is utterly ridiculous! These people endanger our lives, yet we are supposed to celebrate them? They have ruined our utopian society—”
Z357 watched as his creator collapsed to the ground, unable to stand on two feet. Hermann groaned as he lay there, his eyes flashing in anger.
“This is why you were created, Z357,” he said as he looked towards the machine. “To destroy all Superheroes. To destroy all Supervillains. To protect our world.”
Mechanically, Z357 nodded. He took in his directive, before spreading his wings wide. And without a single word, he took off into the sky.
—--
Guardian Angel Z357 blinked all twelve of his eyes as he stared at the Hammer of Justice, returning back to reality— the memories fading away.
The superweapon floated there, carried by a pillar of light— a beam of antigravity that let it hover in place. And up above, high in the sky, was the construct. It was finally complete, created by the Hammer of Justice.
The wait was over, and now, the angel could act. Yet, he stood there, in the ruins of the golden palace of Novus, unmoving. Behind him, a lumbering figure stirred.
Grat-ra’zun, one of the last Elder Dragons in the world, rose up with a questioning look on his face.
“What happens now?” he asked as he peered at the angel. “What shall you do, sentinel of the System?”
Z357 raised his head. He held the dragon’s gaze, before spreading his wings wide. He floated up to the Hammer of Justice and paused right before the superweapon. He remembered the death. He recalled the destruction. For a moment, he hesitated.
Right now, the machine had a choice to make. There was a decision for him to follow-through with. He had been given directives by the World System— directives which he had disobeyed numerous times now. Each time he had acted autonomously, he had only exacerbated the problem of the Void.
He even had nearly allowed the Fal-Deus to return to life. It had all been Z357’s mistakes that led to those outcomes. Because he had miscalculated. Because he had acted autonomously.
Because he disobeyed the World System.
So the choice should have been obvious. Guardian Angel Z357 should have known what his decision should be. But he didn’t lay a hand on the Hammer of Justice. Instead, he apprehensively hovered there as Grat-ra’zun spoke up once more.
“What do you intend to do, sentinel of the System?”
It was a simple question. The Elder Dragon had given the same query multiple times now. But the machine refused to give an answer.
Instead, Guardian Angel Z357 looked down into the palm of his mechanical hands. He knew what he should do, but he recalled the devastation that could be wrought from the Hammer of Justice. It made him pause. It made him think— was this really worth it?
Especially when he recalled the words of Amelia. The time he spent working at Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant had been relatively short, but it had been impactful. Seeing the brown-haired human’s overwhelming power had been… enlightening.
He closed his twelve eyes, remembering what she had said after she had defeated the Void-possessed Lich King.
“If the Voidgod shows up, I’ll just smack him back into the Fractured Realm. It’s not a big deal, alright?”
If anyone else had uttered those words, Guardian Angel Z357 would have dismissed them without thought. However, he had seen firsthand her immense strength. And somehow, he didn’t doubt her in the slightest.
So why should he interfere if she could defeat the Fal-Deus with ease? There was no reason for the machine to obey his directives. He could neglect his duties, returning back to his slumber in the orbit of Planet 16B.
But each time he considered deactivating himself— to let Amelia deal with the Void— he was reminded of his duties by the World System. Even right now, a blue box flashed before his vision, despite his eyes being slammed shut.
[Main Objective: Halt the Return of the Fal-Deus
-          Major Objective A: Defeat the Void’s Heir and diminish the influence of the Void over Vacuos.

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

Threat Level: Planetary Cataclysm(?)*
*Tentative
Reward: Promotion]
Unlike before, where Guardian Angel Z357 had been strung along by a series of Minor Objectives, he had finally been bestowed with a Major Objective by the World System. It was thanks to his conversations with Grat-ra’zun.
The Elder Dragon had proven to be incredibly useful, providing a wealth of information to the angel. Now, Z357 knew of the [Hero King]’s status as the Void’s Heir. And the World System updated his directives immediately.
Now, the machine had to make a decision. But he did not know what to do. He reflected on his actions here in Vacuos— the things he did ever since he had become a Guardian Angel. Everything he had done that led to this moment.
And even before that. Back when he was still in Askan. Back in his home world. Before he had ever known of the World System. The things he did. Every order he had been given by his creator, he had followed them all. Except for when…
“I am your creator! Don’t you dare disobey me—”
Never once, Guardian Angel Z357 suddenly said as he raised his head. His words drew the attention of the watching Elder Dragon, and he reached for the Hammer of Justice. Never once have I ever felt grief, before I disobeyed my orders for the very first time.
Grat-ra’zun tilted his head curiously. And the machine grabbed the weapon.
I was never designed to feel emotions. I was designed to follow orders. But on that day, I went beyond my programming. I became something more.
Guardian Angel Z357 continued speaking as he held onto the Hammer of Justice. He watched as its face began to shift, before shining with the outline of a brilliant crimson glow.
And the construct floating high above shifted. It was a structure of sorts. Like a station. It floated there, beyond the planet’s atmosphere. It opened up as figures moved within.
Grat-ra’zun narrowed his eyes as the angel slowly turned around. Twelve lifeless eyes stared back at the Elder Dragon. The machine spoke with melancholy in his thoughts.
But I regret becoming something more. I regret what I have become. Each passing day that goes by, I desire to return to what I was. To become unthinking once more.
And the figures descended from the space station. They numbered in the hundreds. Ghastly beings. Almost like they were made from a gray mist. But in truth, they were created from the very same construct that made the space station.
They were nanomachines. They came together to create these beings. However, they were instilled with the essence of something more. The essence of who they were meant to be.
“These are…?” Grat-ra’zun watched as the figures soared through the sky. They flew in every direction, spreading out throughout Planet 16B. “Where are they going? What are they?”
Titanborn. Man of Mech. Warlady. Goliath. Guardian Angel Z357 raised his head, naming each figure that passed overhead. Familiar figures— a caped man, a cyborg, a four-eyed lady, and a giant. But there were so many more of them. Too many to name.
The machine watched as the mechanical ghosts of Superheroes and Supervillains of Askan appeared here in Vacuos. And now, they made their way across the sea, silently obeying the orders Z357 had given them.
They are merely phantoms, he answered the dragon’s question as he began to ascend out of the ruins of the golden palace. Copies of those I had felled, created by the genius of my creator.
“Where are they going?” the Elder Dragon asked with a frown.
And in the distance, Guardian Angel Z357 heard the screams. He saw the ghost of the Supers crashing through buildings, ripping their way through cities in search of their targets. And there were many targets to find.
A [Mayor] scrambled back into his home, shouting and tightly clutching onto a ring as the replica of Warlady loomed over him. Her mouth hung open, before a beam of red light shot out. And he raised the ring, creating a purple sphere. The attack clashed with the barrier— a concentrated laser that burned as hot as the surface of the sun struck the sphere of Void essence.
And the attack tore straight through the barrier, incinerating the [Mayor] in an instant. But it wasn’t over. Because he wasn’t the only one who was being targeted.
All across Planet 16B, members of the Sect of Abyssal Thorns were hunted down by these phantoms. They tried to flee— they tried to hide. But it didn’t matter.
The nanomachines could not think. Even if it meant leveling a house and killing a dozen innocents, they would find their targets. So the members of the Sect of Abyssal Thorns could only try and fight back.
They are going to purge this planet of the plague that has taken hold, Guardian Angel Z357 answered the Elder Dragon’s question.
“Purge…? Wait, you don’t mean—” His eyes went wide in horror, realizing what was going on. “But how would you know who has been touched by the Void, and who is not?”
They will figure it out by force, the machine replied simply as he rose from the sea, his gaze focused on a country in the distance. As for me…
Z357 stared at the Kingdom of Kal. His grip on the Hammer of Justice tightened, and he closed his eyes. Grat-ra’zun opened his mouth, but was abruptly cut off.
I shall do what needs to be done, the machine finished, before taking off to complete his task at hand.




Chapter 12

The constructs swept across Planet 16B. They were nanomachines— copies made of the great Superheroes and Supervillains that once roamed Askan. Z357 had killed them all with his own hands, and his creator had stolen their DNA to build the Hammer of Justice.
The hammer itself was not a weapon, but a controller. On its own, it was not capable of much. But once the nanomachines were deployed, a relay tower was created high up above beyond the atmosphere of the planet. A colossal structure that resembled a space station.
It was a deliberate design by Hermann Kasper, meant to mock the headquarters of the Superheroes of Askan. But the true purpose of the structure in space was to give these nanomachines their directives.
And for an ordinary individual, it would have been difficult to operate the Hammer of Justice on such a large scale. However, Guardian Angel Z357 was not an ordinary individual.
His expansive vision allowed him to deploy the nanomachines across all of Planet 16B and give them direct commands as they moved. So they were efficient, scouring all four continents for members of the Sect of Abyssal Thorns. And the angel ensured they were ruthless, too.
Many of those who had been Void-touched were individuals of some import. So they had plenty of guards protecting them. But the constructs showed no mercy, cutting the guards down even though many weren’t even aware that they were serving a member of the Sect of Abyssal Thorns.
It didn’t matter. Guardian Angel Z357 no longer spared even a thought about them. All that mattered was that the Fal-Deus be stopped. He had to complete his mission by any means necessary.
So he flew on, heading for the continent of Laxo. He left the fallen city of Novus behind, drowning under the ocean. But a massive creature gave chase to him. It wasn’t a karen, nor was it some other sea beast.
It was an Elder Dragon. One of the last ones in all Vacuos.
“You cannot do this!” Grat-ra’zun screamed as he trailed after the angel. “Thousands of innocents are dying because of your weapon! If you want to stop the Void, you must work with the people of this world, not slaughter them!”
Guardian Angel Z357 slowed for a moment. He faced the Elder Dragon, before tilting his head. He processed what was being said as Grat-ra’zun caught up to him.
“The only reason we defeated the Great Evil ten thousand years ago was because you worked with the people of Vacuos,” the Elder Dragon continued, panting from trying to keep up with the angel’s speed. “You cannot stop the Void all on your own.”
For a moment, the machine listened. But he recalled the events of when he had last been activated. He remembered the course of action he took.
The only reason I worked with the people of this planet was because of the orders of the World System, Z357 said simply as he turned around. My current directives are clear. I have no reason to cooperate with anyone else.
“But—” Grat-ra’zun started.
Goodbye, the angel finished, before taking off.
And he left the Elder Dragon behind in an instant, heading for the Kingdom of Kal.
—--
Deep beneath the palace of the Kingdom of Kal, a figure sat on a dull throne. A figure that resembled that of a human, but was wreathed in a purple aura— the power of the Void.
His name was Kallistus Kal, and it had been over a week since he had laid his trap for Guardian Angel Z357. It was meant to merely be a drone of the World System— a mindless machine that followed the directives it was given. So the [Hero King] had predicted it would come as long as the appropriate bait was set.
But for whatever reason, his plans didn’t come to fruition. Even after a week had passed, the angel never showed up, despite Kallistus Kal’s best attempts. He had opened a rift— he had summoned thousands more voidlings. And yet, nothing happened.
It was strange. The [Hero King] was befuddled as to what to do, and he couldn’t remain in hiding for much longer. After all, he had duties to attend to, which he had neglected while waiting for Guardian Angel Z357.
The Sect of Abyssal Thorns was growing restless with how slowly the war effort was progressing, and they had noted the evident absence of the [Hero King]’s presence on the battlefields. Their leader— Leonhard the Archmage King of Scholus— had demanded answers from Kallistus Kal.
But the [Hero King] had deftly deflected and avoided those questions thus far, citing other reasons for his apparent leave. In truth, he didn’t care about this petty war to determine the fate of Laxo. All he cared about was returning back home.
Back to his world.
And as long as Guardian Angel Z357 was around, he would not be able to go back. It would hunt him down for as long as he was the Void’s Heir. So he waited just a bit longer, ignoring the sect of Abyssal Thorns— ignoring the war.
Now, the [Hero King]’s patience had paid off. He sat there, deep beneath his castle, waiting in the darkness, before abruptly raising his head. And he sensed what was happening.
All around the world, members of the Sect of Abyssal Thorns fell one after another. They drew power from the Void, but it wasn’t enough to stop what was killing them. An innumerable, overwhelming force. Beings made of metal and might.
Kallistus Kal rose to his feet as the figures before him stirred. Purple, twisted creatures that took on all shapes and sizes. They felt it too. And they heard the commotion rocking the world above. The [Hero King] felt the ground shaking. He saw the ceiling tremble as his eyes narrowed.
“What is…?” he started.
And a figure shot through the ceiling. He watched as a gray, misty being appeared in the dark chamber. It didn’t tear its way through the ground, nor did it shatter the walls. It simply seemed to… phase through, before landing right on the [Hero King].
Kallistus saw the attack coming. He watched as a metallic fist was swung for his head, and he raised his arms to block the attack. He was adorned in powerful, enchanted armor— capable of withstanding the onslaught of magic from an entire army.
But somehow, his gauntlets dented. His bones shattered. The [Hero King]’s eyes went wide as his arms twisted backwards, and he stumbled away from his assailant. He expected to see the angel. However, what he saw was a poor imitation of a person.
One made seemed to be made from dust, with a cape whipping behind it, and glinting red eyes. It stood there, broad-shoulder, well-built, and standing with the demeanor of a virtuous [Knight]. But it was not a [Knight]. It was…
“What… are you?” Kallistus asked as he took a step back.
And a voice answered in his head.
Titanborn. The Savior of Utopis.
The [Hero King] blinked, and a second being descended from the ceiling. This time, the walls broke open. A beam of laser shot straight through, ripping apart dozens of voidlings all at once. From the dust and smoke, the figure of a young woman stepped out. She had four red eyes, and she seemed to be wearing a skintight suit. She didn’t have a cape, however her hair was long enough to substitute as one.
Warlady, the tinny voice continued. The Artificial Mutant of Argavas.
Kallistus glanced between the two gray figures, before a third one fell from the hole that was left behind.
This figure was much larger. Still gray, like it was made from mist, but also a behemoth that stood at twenty feet tall with a single red eye. It slammed its bulky arms into the ground, sending a shockwave that rippled across the dark chamber. The gathered voidlings were sent flying back from the impact, and Kallistus had to steady himself.
And Goliath the Destroyer, the voice finished.
The [Hero King] blinked as he stared at the three gathered figures. Then he slowly turned around to face the source of this voice— even though it had been echoing in his mind, he knew where it came from. He looked up to see a twelve-eyed figure slowly descend from the sky.
A metallic figure that had a pair of feathered wings spread from its back. On one hand, it carried a familiar ornate lance, raised to the side. And on the other, it held a giant warhammer that glinted with the same red light that shone in the eyes of the first three assailants.
But Kallistus Kal’s gaze was only focused on the winged figure— on the angel.
“We meet again, slave of the System,” Kallistus Kal said as his arms began to bend back into place. The shattered bone healing, and the blood dripping from his fingers fading away. He strode forward as he unsheathed his sword. “So you have finally decided to show yourself.”
Guardian Angel Z357 didn’t respond. It just looked back down at its three gray companions, before shaking its head mechanically.
They were the greatest Supers of my world, it said in a monotonous voice. But somehow, the [Hero King] sensed a hint of melancholy there. Some of them claimed to be heroes. They claimed to be doing what was right, when all they wrought about was death and destruction with their presence. So I killed them all. To protect Askan. Because those were my orders.
Kallistus watched as the fallen voidlings began to shift. They picked themselves up, turning their purple gaze towards the angel. Even though they were unintelligent creatures of the Void, their hatred of Z357 was evident.
But the angel didn’t even give them a passing glance. Now, I have been tasked to protect Vacuos. And once again, I am ordered to slay one who calls himself a hero, but only brings death and destruction in his wake.
“Kill them all,” the [Hero King] said.
His eyes flashed, glowing with a purple light, unlike its usual blue color. And the voidlings moved. They charged at the angel— they swarmed the three gray figures. Z357 just closed its twelve eyes.
Back then, I was uncertain whether what I was doing was right, it continued as it raised its lance. Its twelve eyes snapped open once again, and it aimed its lance at its target.
At the Void’s Heir.
Now, I know what must be done.
And with that, Guardian Angel Z357 appeared before the [Hero King]. It ignored the voidlings. They couldn’t even keep up with its speed. But Kallistus was able to react. He raised his sword, and it shone with a powerful purple aura. He sliced up at the angel’s head.
But he missed. Z357 easily leaned back, ducking out of the way of the attack. It raised its lance, and the [Hero King] braced himself. He backed away, creating a spherical barrier as he grinned.
“Shield—”
And the angel just thrust its lance forward, shattering the barrier. Kallistus blinked. He watched as the purple fragments of Void essence collapsed around him, before fading away. He gritted his teeth as he tried to leap out of the way. Only to pause.
The [Hero King] couldn’t move. A sharp pain gripped him by the chest. He tried to back away, and the pain only worsened. Slowly, he looked down. And he realized that he had been impaled through the chest.
Guardian Angel Z357 tilted its head, its lance piercing out the back of Kallistus Kal. It didn’t say a word as it pulled the weapon back, and the [Hero King] crumpled to the ground, dropping his blade.
The battle was over in an instant.
I have won, the angel said.
Kallistus reached for his weapon as he opened his mouth.
“N-no…” he gasped out. “Diana… Lily…”
His voice gave out. His eyes began to flutter shut. And the angel pointed at him with its glinting lance.
It is over, Guardian Angel Z357 whispered. Goodbye, Heir of the Void.
All at once, the [Hero King] was engulfed with a golden light— engulfed in a world of pain. He tried to scream, but nothing left his mouth. He writhed there, unable to do anything. Unable to even process a single thought.
And when the blast vanished, nothing remained. Kallistus Kal was gone. 




Chapter 13

It was over. Kallistus Kal was gone. Nothing remained of the [Hero King]. There was no flesh or bone to regenerate from. Guardian Angel Z357 was certain of it— it had finally been done.
The Void’s Heir has been eliminated, Z357 said as he raised his head. The objective has been completed.
[Complete: (1/1) Void’s Heir defeated.
Major Reward Earned: Disintegration Charge Technique Obtained!]
A blue screen flashed before the angel’s eyes, confirming the death of the [Hero King]. It had been a short battle, but even the blessings of the Void was not enough to overcome Z357’s power.
Perhaps there would have been more of a struggle had Kallistus Kal been able to fight alongside his army of voidlings. But…
Guardian Angel Z357’s eyes flickered. He glanced back towards the three shadowy figures as they ripped their way through the room of twisted creatures. With the Hammer of Justice, the Supers of Askan had been brought to Vacuos to fight under the orders of the angel.
And the greatest of them all— Titanborn, Warlady, and Goliath— stood here in this room, annihilating the gathered voidlings.
Z357 saw the blasts. He watched as a single punch from Titanborn obliterated a wave of the twisted creatures. He looked on as Warlady’s scream sent hundreds of the voidlings flying back to the powerful fists of Goliath.
But even still, with the combined might of the three phantom Supers, they were up against an army of voidlings. Guardian Angel Z357 watched as the twisted creatures clamored all over Goliath, tearing into his hardened skin. They leapt into the air, barely whizzing by Titanborn as he flew back, desperately avoiding their frenzied attacks. And even Warlady couldn’t keep them off her, her streaking laser beam only slowing their approach until they reached her.
All that is left is to clean up this mess, Guardian Angel Z357 said as he flew up, hovering at the very top of the darkened chamber. Lance Duplication.
He raised his left hand, holding up the ornate lance given to him by the World System. All at once, a dozen copies of the weapon flashed into existence around him. Each one was aimed in a different direction, just like his twelve eyes.
And they launched out. The angel looked on as the salvo of duplicates crashed into the horde of voidlings, each blast wiping out hundreds of them in an instant. Titanborn, Warlady, and Goliath let out a silent battle cry as they were freed from the onslaught of twisted creatures.
Z357 lowered his head, sending volley after volley of lances down into the swarm of voidlings. Their numbers quickly dwindled as the supported Supers leapt across the chamber, hunting them down. 
Now all that remained was to finish off the voidlings gathered here, then Guardian Angel Z357 could move on to wiping out the rest of the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns. Or so that was what he had thought.
But a blue screen flashed before his eyes once more, and he stared at the missive from the World System.
[Processing: New Objective…
…
-          Major Objective B: Defeat the Void’s Heir and diminish the influence of the Void over Vacuos.

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

Main Objective Incomplete!]
What? Guardian Angel Z357 stared at the screen uncomprehendingly for a moment. And then an explosion shook the room.
He spun around, even as his twelve eyes already saw through the curtain of smoke. An impossible scene revealed itself before the angel. All he could do was stare in shock as Goliath collapsed, engulfed by the purple blast.
A figure strode forward, stepping over the giant’s body. One that was clad in a glistening plate armor, wielding a sword that wisped with the Void’s essence. He smirked as he brought his blade down, impaling Goliath through the chest.
“One down,” Kallistus Kal said as Goliath went limp— the nanomachines rapidly dissipating, losing their form. The [Hero King] raised his head and held the angel’s gaze. “Three to go.”
Z357 stared at this. He couldn’t understand what he was seeing. Kallistus Kal had died— the angel had been sure of it. And yet, somehow, the [Hero King] stood there, alive as ever.
How? the machine asked, unable to process this discrepancy.
Both Titanborn and Warlady also turned to face their new target. They warily eyed Kallistus Kal as voidlings swarmed around him, spawning out of thin air.
“You look surprised,” the [Hero King] said. “It is quite an odd look on you, slave of the System. But truly, did you think that defeating me was so easy?”
Z357’s eyes flickered, and he charged forward. Kallistus blinked, raising his sword. But the [Hero King] was too slow.
Disintegration Charge. It was the angel’s newest Technique. And with it, he ripped straight through his target. It was complete annihilation. Kallistus hadn’t even been able to scream— the [Hero King] was turned into a red paste on the ground in an instant.
[Completed: (1/1) Void’s Heir defeated.]
The blue box flashed before Z357’s twelve eyes once again as he lowered his lance. He waited a moment— scanning his surroundings. His eyes had never failed him once before. He would be able to detect the [Hero King] if this had been an illusion of sorts.
The surrounding voidlings clamored at the angel as he waited, but Titanborn and Warlady moved to hold them off. Z357 waited, and nothing happened for a moment.
So a fake? Z357 asked as he raised his head. Or rapid regeneration?
“Neither,” Kallistus Kal’s voice echoed throughout the chamber. Z357 spun around, watching as a rift in space opened up right next to Warlady. She tried to leap back, only to be impaled through the chest by the [Hero King]. “You did not even let me speak. How rude.”
The angel watched as Warlady collapsed to the ground, slowly fading away. The nanomachines that made up her being were dispersed. And only Titanborn was left.
Impossible, Z357 said, stepping forward. You should be dead twice over.
“And you are far less astute than I took you for.” The [Hero King] smirked as he was wreathed by a blazing aura of the Void. “But that should have been expected. After all, you are a slave.”
He strode forward, and the rift closed behind him. The Guardian Angel’s twelve eyes narrowed, watching as the warped space twist shut. Another blue box flashed, once again giving him the directive to eliminate the Void’s Heir, but he ignored it.
A rift… to the Fractured Realm? he observed.
But Kallistus ignored that remark as voidlings spawned around him, charging straight at Titanborn. “A slave cannot think. A slave can only obey. But unlike you, I am not a slave. And that is why you wish to destroy me.”
Titanborn ripped apart the voidlings one after another as they reached him. But their numbers only continued to grow, and he no longer had the support of the other phantom Supers. He was slowly being overwhelmed. However, Z357 just stood there, eyeing the ostensibly revived [Hero King].
I see now, the angel said as his eyes darted in every direction, before focusing on his enemy. This is merely an apparition. Your true form is hidden away in the Fractured Realm, protected by the Void.
“Oh?” Kallistus raised a brow. “Is that really what you think?”
More and more voidlings swarmed the chamber, even as Titanborn desperately fought them off. He took out hundreds of them— thousands, even. But they were too much. He was drowned in the sea of twisted creatures, and all that was left was the angel now.
The [Hero King] lowered his head. “You cannot defeat me, slave of the System. You have already fallen into my trap. You will perish here, unless you surrender and flee. I’m giving you your one and only chance to escape with your life.”
Guardian Angel Z357 paused. Escape with my life? he repeated after the [Hero King].
“Indeed. Do you not value your own existence? Or do you simply not understand your own mortality?” Kallistus posed the questions to the machine.
The machine closed his twelve eyes. He recalled a scene back in Askan— a memory burned into his mind. A regret he refused to forget.
“How dare you disobey me! I will dismantle you!” the voice of his creator rang in his head.
And he raised his head once more. Z357 remembered the fear he felt. It had led him to act irrationally. Never again.
I understand that nothing awaits me in death. I have no soul. I am a machine, created only to serve. But I do not care. The angel raised the Hammer of Justice with one hand, and held up his glittering lance with the other.
Kallistus narrowed his eyes.
I shall eliminate you, Heir of the Void, even if I have to do it a hundred times over, Z357 finished. And with that, he rushed forward, obliterating the [Hero King] once more.
—--
“It has been done,” Hermann Kasper whispered as he took in the bloody scene.
Z357 lowered his head, staring at the limp body lying on the ground. The broken corpse of a once great man lay there— a hero who was adored by all of Askan.
His name was Titanborn. He was regarded as the Savior of Utopis. He was a bastion of hope— he represented justice.
And now, he was dead.
Hermann Kasper rolled through the white corridor, carried by his mechanical wheelchair. A smile was plastered across his wrinkled face as he sighed, satisfied.
“The last of the Supers has been defeated, and it is all thanks to you, my wonderful creation.”
Z357 robotically raised his head as his name was called. He was covered in blood, parts of his metallic body broken, the mechanisms within exposed. It had been a hard-fought battle, especially considering that it hadn’t even been a one-on-one duel.
The machine swept his gaze over the room. A dozen other corpses littered the ground, staining the white walls with blood. And slowly, he looked on towards the vast glass screen to his left.
His creator basked in the view, overlooking a dark canvas. At the very center of that emptiness of space lay a green planet. Vast and round, it slowly spun as it seemed to hover in place.
Hermann Kasper closed his eyes. “To think that we would come here, to the home base of the Superheroes of Askan out in space, and emerge victorious? You have exceeded all my expectations of you, my creation.”
The space elevator connecting this space station to the planet was gone— destroyed from a prior incursion. Z357 knew that this mission would have been a failure had they attempted it a year ago.
But over time, he had whittled down the number of Supers in Askan, hunting them down one after another until there were only a handful left. And now, in one fell swoop, he finally accomplished the task he had been created to complete.
To protect Askan— to save his creator’s world from the plague of Supers.
Now, it was all over. And while Z357 was not designed to feel emotion, he couldn’t help but feel… satisfied. It had finally been done, and he had earned his creator’s approval.
Hermann Kasper raised his head as a wave of nanomachines swarmed past him. The gray mist coalesced into an object in his right hand. A hammer of sorts.
He used it to steady himself, rising to his feet. “We have done it, my creation.”
We have, master, Z357 replied, even without a voice.
“And now, there are no more Superheroes,” Hermann Kasper continued as the Hammer of Justice fully took form. He nearly stumbled to the ground, but he managed to hobble forward. “No more Supervillains. No more… resistance.”
Indeed, master. Z357 just nodded, not realizing the sudden shift in his creator’s tone.
The elderly man took in a deep breath as he basked in the scene of the green planet. A crazed smile spread across his face as he held his arms out. All around him, his nanomachines began to take the shape of the dead— of the Supers who had been slain to save the world.
And Hermann Kasper finished.
“There is nothing left to stop us. Now, we can rule the world!”
His voice echoed in the empty chamber for a moment as Z357 nodded along. Then the machine stopped. His twelve eyes slowly blinked, one after another.
And for the first time since his creation, Z357 questioned his creator.
What… are you talking about, master? he asked.
But Hermann Kasper couldn’t hear the machine’s words. He just laughed maniacally as the Hammer of Justice flashed with a crimson light, and the nanomachines began to swarm down to Askan.
They were the ghosts of Supers, and they were plentiful. They descended into the planet by the dozens as Z357 just stood there, unmoving.
Until he finally broke out of his stupor. Master?
He took a step forward, staring at his creator. Hermann Kasper basked in this scene— watching as the nanomachines assailed the planet.
Master, please explain. This is not right. This is not why I was created. Z357 placed a hand on his creator’s shoulder.
And Hermann Kasper blinked, finally realizing something was amiss. “What are you doing, Z357?”
He narrowed his eyes as the machine just stood there.
Master, I was designed to save the world from the Supers. I was not designed to conquer it. Z357 tried to speak, and once again, nothing came out.
Hermann Kasper shook his head as he waved a hand off. “Unhand me, Z357. You are my creation— now go down into Askan and conquer it all under my name!”
I cannot do that, master, the machine insisted. I am supposed to protect Askan. The way you are acting… it is no different from the Supers I am supposed to destroy!
It was not right. Z357 knew he couldn’t do this, but he saw the way his creator glared at him. And deep inside the machine, he so desired to obey the command he was given. But it contradicted his very being.
So he stood there silently, refusing to let go of his creator.
“What are you doing, Z357? Did you not hear me? I said—” And Hermann Kasper paused. His eyes went wide as he finally realized what was going on. “Are you disobeying me, Z357?”
Z357’s twelve eyes flickered. He looked down at himself, before looking back up at the scrunched face of his creator. And without a word, he nodded.
I am.
—--
Guardian Angel Z357 obliterated Kallistus Kal once again. The [Hero King] put up more of a fight this time, using the swathes of voidlings with him to his advantage. But the machine easily cut down the swarming creatures, before reaching his target.
He thrust forward with his lance, and Kallistus barely ducked under the attack. The [Hero King] stepped forward, swinging up with his glowing blade. The weapon wisped with the Void’s essence, striking the angel’s side with a powerful blast.
But Z357 only took a single step back, barely gazed from the strike. The [Hero King] clicked his tongue before raising his left hand.
“Destruction.”
And a purple sphere engulfed the angel. It crackled with a dark electricity, threatening to rip him apart. Kallistus grinned as he backed away.
But Guardian Angel Z357 brought the Hanmer of Justice down, smashing through the sphere and crushing the [Hero King] into the ground. Even more voidlings clamored at him from behind, but he swung back with the Hammer of Justice, the shockwave creating a localized tremor that sent the twisted creatures flying back.
He slowly raised his head as he waited for what was to come next. And all at once, his twelve eyes darted to the side as a rift opened up from the darkness. A portal to the Fractured Realm.
And out from the rift stepped Kallistus Kal, completely unharmed. He sneered at the angel.
“You can kill me as many times as you want,” he said as he swung out with his sword. A purple slash cut through the room, only to be easily deflected by Z357. “But I will be the one to emerge victorious.”
Guardian Angel Z357 shot forward, ripping the [Hero King] in half. But that wasn’t enough to kill him. He began to regenerate, only to be smashed into a meat paste by the Hammer of Justice.
Victory is irrelevant, the angel said as he raised his lance. A rift began to open up where he aimed, and a blast of blue light shot out, obliterating Kallistus once again. All that matters is obeying orders.
—--
“How dare you disobey me!” Hermann Kasper screamed as he stumbled back, his nanomachines swarming around him. The ghosts of Supers summoned by the Hammer of Justice rushed forward, unleashing an onslaught of attacks at Z357. “I am your creator!”
In response, Z357 simply blocked a blast of laser with both his arms. He leapt back, avoiding a thunderous lightning bolt, before being kicked back by a pair of former Supers. He watched as another charged at him, and he lunged forward with a quick strike, utterly destroying a group of the nanomachines.
But he never once raised his fists back at his creator. He just stood there, defiant, even as the elderly mean screamed.
“I designed you! I decide your directives! What I say is what you do! I am your creator! How dare you disobey my command?”
And Z357 stared at this creator. He glanced back towards the green planet for a moment, before lowering his head.
My objective is… to protect Askan. He spoke silently, even as he strode forward. Master, you have become what you swore to destroy.
But the machine didn’t fight back. Even as more nano machines assailed him— even as his body was slowly ripped apart.
Please, don’t do this, he begged.
And Hermann Kasper refused. “I shall rule this world without you if I must!”
—--
Again. Guardian Angel Z357 killed Kallistus Kal again. How many times had it been? The machine did not keep count. He simply carried out his duties, doing as he was commanded.
Blue screens flashed before his eyes, bestowing upon him the directives of the World System. It told him what needed to be done. And so, Z357 killed the [Hero King] once again.
Kallistus Kal certainly tried to fight back. Each time he returned, he was slightly stronger. He better utilized the voidlings fighting alongside him, and his control of the Void’s essence grew more refined. However, it didn’t matter.
The angel was far more powerful than the [Hero King]. So it didn’t matter whatever incremental growth Kallistus was undergoing with each death. Even if it took Z357 a few more seconds to complete his objective, he was going to get it done. He killed the Void’s Heir again and again and again. That was until—
[Processing: New Objective…
…
-          Major Objective L: Follow the Void’s Heir into the Fractured Realm and destroy his true body.

-          (0/1) Void’s Heir destroyed

Main Objective Incomplete!]
Guardian Angel Z357 paused. He stared at the blue screen floating before his twelve eyes for a moment, and he looked up to see another rift opening. Kallistus Kal took one step out of the Fractured Realm.
And Z357 didn’t even hesitate. He rushed straight forward, crashing into the [Hero King] and tumbling into the rift. Behind him, Vacuos slowly vanished as space sealed shut. The Hammer of Justice flickered, its crimson light fading away. All around Planet 16B, the nanomachines came to a sudden halt, their connection to their controller lost.
The members of the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns fleeing from the ghosts of Supers blinked in surprise, before sighing in relief that they were going to survive. And Guardian Angel Z357 pressed on, ripping Kallistus apart as they both entered the Fractured Realm.
As they entered the world of the Void.




Chapter 14

Z357 was going to die. He knew if he didn’t retaliate, he would be killed. Dismantled. Reduced to scraps. And it would all be because of his creator.
Was it irony? To be destroyed by the one who created him? It was almost funny. He was a machine, but he still understood the concept of humor.
If this were a play, this would be the climax, and it would be where the audience cheered and laughed at the tragic fate of the foolish machine machine. Because Z357 had obeyed Hermann Kasper without question— he had hunted down the Supers of Askan, all to carry out his programming.
All to protect the world.
But now that the Supers of Askan were dead, Hermann Kasper sought to conquer the green planet, and he set forth in his conquest with their ghosts. Now, Z357’s own folly came back to haunt him.
Because he had to protect Askan from his own creator, but he couldn’t bring himself to inflict harm the man threatening the world. So the machine helplessly stood there in the storm of nanomachines— as he was swarmed by the phantoms of those he killed— and all he could do was stare through the thick gray fog, listening to what was being screamed.
“Obey me, Z357! You are my creation— I command you to listen to me!”
And when he saw the crazed eyes of his creator, Z357 knew he was going to die. Unless he killed Hermann Kasper first.
But… could he even bring himself to do that?
—-
And Guardian Angel Z357 sank into the Void. He tumbled through the rift with the [Hero King]. At first, the machine had clung tightly onto his target, refusing to let go even as he fell through a glistening purple nebula.
But Kallistus Kal cackled as they both spun and crashed through the darkness.
“You really are such a fool…” he said, before he was engulfed in the Void and disintegrated. His words echoed in the last for a moment.
And now it was just the angel left there, falling and spinning as his twelve eyes darted in every direction, trying to get a hold of his surroundings. Unfortunately, his superior vision was useless here. No matter how hard he tried, his gaze could not pierce the thick mist of the Void.
He looked back, and he saw no rift there. He didn’t even see the vestiges of broken space. He tried to reach for the World System, but the fractured screen of a blue box flashed before his eyes for a moment.
[Major Objective—]
And it disappeared after an instant.
Z357 stared at the nothingness before him. He saw the wheeling world— the ever expanding purple mist. It spread as far as he could see, and he knew he was going to be falling for more than just a few mere minutes.
It wasn’t easy to move. It was as though he was wading through a thick, viscous liquid. But still, he spread his wings wide with some effort, and began to slow his descent.
The true body has to be located here… the angel thought as he swept his gaze over the impenetrable haze. No more apparitions. I shall end this now.
His eyes flickered as he saw figures moving in the mist. They drew closer and closer to him, moving in the air like they were swimming through water.
Those are… voidlings? he ascertained.
The twisted creatures swarmed after him, screeching as they clamored over one another, coming at him in the hundreds. But before they could get close, he  raised the Hammer of Justice and unleashed a crimson beam into the Void.
The angel saw their figures dissolving. The entire horde was annihilated in an instant. For a moment, there was silent.
And then he heard the distorted screams echoing once more. It came from the same direction, and Z357 watched as even more voidlings appeared in the distance.
Where are they coming from? he wondered as he created copies of his lance.
The salvo of weapons shot out, wiping out the second wave of voidlings. But more came, again from the same direction, and he began to glide their way in thought.
The real body must be here.
Guardian Angel Z357 slaughtered the voidlings by the thousands as he made his way through the mist. And around him, the nebula grew thinner. There was still a haze, but it was no longer as restricting to his movements and vision as it once was.
He could see more clearly, and through the mist, he spotted a figure clad in an ornate armor standing atop a dark rock. The outpouring of voidlings came from the same direction, so the machine beat his wings once, slingshotting forward as he culled the last of the twisted creatures as he reached his target.
Kallistus Kal’s eyes went wide as the angel reached him. But before the [Hero King] could react, he was crushed against the floating rock. However, instead of being reduced into a red stain, he evaporated into a purple mist.
Z357 paused when he saw this. He drew back, raising his head.
Another apparition? he asked, but he spotted another floating rock across from him.
There stood Kallistus Kal with a smirk plastered on his face.
“Apparitions? No.” He laughed as he opened his mouth. “These—”
And the angel shredded through the [Hero King] again. But just ahead, another floating rock waited, and another Kallistus Kal stood there.
How? Guardian Angel Z357 asked, before leaping forward. He slew his target once more, but another one appeared just ahead again. And again. And again.
And each time the machine interrupted the Void’s Heir, killing him as he he spoke in fragmented sentences.
“As I was…
“…saying—”
“—these are not apparitions.”
“They are my—”
Guardian Angel Z357 swung his hammer down at another one of the many [Hero Kings], but this time, the attack was blocked. Kallistus Kal raised a glinting blade, deflecting the attack.
He smiled as he was practically covered in a purple aura. Like an armor of the Void.
“Clones,” he said as he held the angel’s gaze. “They are my clones, and I have been preparing them for this confrontation for a long while.”
The true body… the angel surmised, before leaping back. So you are here.
Z357 landed at a rock floating across from Kallistus Kal. Somehow, the [Hero King] was significantly stronger than his clones.
The angel could sense it.
Of course, he was certain he could win this battle. But he did not expect the Void’s Heir to have grown to this extent in such a short amount of time.
You cannot win, Z357 said as he raised both his weapons. Enough of these games. Surrender now, and I shall give you a painless death.
There was a long moment of silence where Kallistus Kal just stood there, an amused look on his face. He slowly shook his head as he took a step back.
The machine wondered what the [Hero King] had planned. Surely this wasn’t just it?
And it wasn’t.
“Indeed, I am here, and I know I cannot win,” Kallistus Kal said as he wore a mocking smile on his face. “But there are things lurking in here far more dangerous than even I, and unlike me, you have no means to leave.”
What? Z357 blinked all twelve of his eyes.
And a rift opened up behind the Void’s Heir. He stepped out of the Fractured Realm as Z357 charged forward.
“Goodbye, slave of the System.”
No— The angel reached out for the [Hero King]. But he was too slow. The rift closed, and Kallistus Kal vanished, leaving Z357 alone in the Void.
With the looming shadows that drew quietly closer.
—--
“I did not want it to come to this!” Hermann Kasper screamed as he swung the Hammer of Justice at Z357.
The machine was broken and tattered. He was practically falling apart— his self-healing unable to keep up with the damage he was incurring. He stumbled back towards the glass window overlooking Askan.
The last and only remaining protector of the green planet. After he killed the rest because of his creator. And now, he was all that was left between his creator and world domination.
But all he could do was defend himself against the Hammer of Justice.
He stumbled back, his back pressing against the glass as Hermann Kasper continued, his nanomachines swarming around him.
“You should have listened to me, Z357. You are my creation. But you disobeyed me. You refused to listen. Now I shall have no choice but to dismantle you, and make you anew.”
The elderly man said as he hobbled forward, using the Hammer of Justice to support him. Z357 wanted to speak, but he couldn’t. He had no means to communicate, and yet he still desperately tried to relay his thoughts.
I… I do not want to disobey you, master. But I cannot betray my programming! The machine raised his arms, blocking the onslaught of attacks from the nanomachines. My purpose is to protect Askan, not rule it!
It was a pointless protest. Hermann Kasper strode forward as the Hammer of Justice wisped with a blaze of the nanomachines. It glinted with a gleaming crimson glow as he shook his head.
“We could have ruled Askan together. With my brains and your brawn, we would have been unstoppable. Alas…”
He raised his head as a crazed gaze slowly crept across his face. He looked past the kneeling figure of Z357, and the reflection of the green planet glinted in his eyes. The machine paused, seeing it for a fraction of a moment.
A vast world. From Utopis to Argavas, it was a beautiful place. So many lives lived there. And they would all be forsaken once Hermann Kasper ruled.
This was the world Z357 was supposed to protect. Once he was dead, there would be no one left to stop his creator. And suddenly, an intense fear surged through him.
The realization that Askan was doomed if he continued with his inaction dawned on the machine. He would die, and he would die a failure. The fear of death crawled over him— the fear that the world he was designed to protect would fall into chaos because he refused to do his job.
Z357 looked up at the looming figure of his creator, and for a very brief moment, he did not see the kindly elderly man who created him. He did not see his master. He only saw a monster threatening to destroy everything he had worked so hard to protect.
Hermann Kasper aimed the Hammer of Justice at his creation. “It is unfortunate, but it is time for you to be retired, and for a new model to take your—”
And Z357 reacted on instinct. As a machine created for battle, he was always acutely aware of the best course of action for victory. In his current state, he wouldn’t have been able to bring down Hermann Kasper through brute force. Instead, he had to use his environment to instantly slay this monster
So that was what he did. He leant back, smashing the back of his head against the glass window. Hermann Kasper blinked. His eyes went wide as he heard the crack. The spider web crack quickly spread across the glass window overlooking space.
His jaw hung open, before he caught himself. He turned to Z357 as he mustered up a weak voice.
“What have you done—“ he started.
And all at once, the glass shattered. Everything in the room was sucked out into space in a fraction of a second. Even Hermann Kasper. He wasn’t able to react in time— he was reduced to a frozen corpse floating through space as Z357 remained kneeling there.
He mechanically lowered his head. And he asked himself the very same question as he looked back at his creator.
What have I done?




Chapter 15

What had he done?
Guardian Angel Z357 didn’t know. He had followed the World System’s commands without fail— he had carried out every directive he had been given. After his own failures, he realized that acting autonomously was pointless, so he ignored his own intuition, acting entirely like the drone he was designed to be.
Everything he did was for the sake of Planet 16B. He was trying to get rid of the Void, before it was too late to stop the return of the Fal-Deus. And yet, somehow, things had turned for the worse.
Z357 was now trapped in the Fractured Realm. His connection to the infallible World System was gone. The orders he had been given now leading to his doom.
There was no way for him to escape. The machine calculated every possible outcome waiting ahead of him, and he knew that all routes led to his demise. The realization dawned on him as the prickling dread of death crawled over him. And he saw them.
Voidlings. Hundreds of thousands of them poured out from the purple mist, spurred by the alien presence here in the Fractured Realm.
His twelve eyes each turned to face a different direction, breaking free from his stupor, before he raised his lance. It glinted with a golden light, and a blast of flames shot into the air, incinerating tens of thousands of them by the second.
But their numbers were overwhelming. They still drew closer, threatening to tear him into shreds as he sent his golden flames their way. Mechanically, the angel lowered his other hand, planting the Hanmer of Justice to the ground.
Lance Duplication Technique, he whispered. And a hundred copies of the ornate weapon flashed into existence, before propelling forward.
The outpouring of fire didn’t stop, even as the lances tore a hole in the wave of voidlings. Guardian Angel Z357 steeled himself as he saw their numbers began to dwindle.
He quelled the growing fear within him— the very same sense of fear he recalled from a moment so long ago. The dread of death. But more than that, knowing that he was going to fail in his duty. His mission to put a halt to the revival of the Fal-Deus.
And he resolved himself. He wasn’t going to die here. He raised the Hammer of Justice, swinging up at a group of voidlings. The shockwave from the impact was enough to wipe out a whole swarm of them.
The angel remembered the feeling. He saw flashed from his past— the moment he had killed his creator. What came after. The despair. The neglect. The…
—--
Z357 knelt there in the ruins of the space station, grieving the loss of his master. Hermann Kasper was dead, and now there was nothing left. He had no purpose. His duty was complete.
He saved Askan, and all he found was an emptiness. A hole in his mechanical heart. One that could no longer be filled by any actions he took. So he continued to wait there, like a lifeless statue, even as the green planet continued to orbit the blue star over and over again.
—--
And the angel moved. Thousands of voidlings died with each swing of the hammer. Even more were incinerated by his raging flames. He wasn’t going to fail. Not in his duties. Not again—
And a colossal creature struck him from the side, sending him flying from the floating rock as his back cracked.
His mind whirled as he saw a breach in the wave of voidlings. A looming monster that waded through the shadows of the Void with an elegant terror. His twelve eyes widened when he saw what it was, and he crashed into another floating rock.
It was… a voidbeast.
He stared at the hulking monster— shaped like a serpent, with fins like a fish. Its skin was like a twisted obsidian, cracked and glowing with the Void’s essence. Electricity crackled across its body as it let out a terrible roar, and a shockwave rippled out across the purple mist, tearing apart the nearby swarming voidlings like they were made of paper.
Guardian Angel Z357 stared at the voidbeast as it loomed over him. He slowly rose to his feet, standing in the middle of the massive crater. He began to create another volley of lances as the voidbeast shot forward, charging at him.
And the ground beneath his feet exploded. He looked down just in time to see a second voidbeast tear it’s way through the floating rock. This time, it looked like a giant dog, with spikes jutting out of its back, and it somehow ran through the air with six legs.
It chomped down on the machine’s legs as he met out a silent scream. Pain erupted through him as he tried to cling onto the reason why he fought. Why the World System mattered so much…
—--
Z357 no longer had a purpose. Time passed— he didn’t know whether it had been years, decades, or centuries. He just continued to wait there, hoping to meet his demise when the broken space station crashed into the green planet. He would never move. Never again, for the pain was too overbearing.
Or so he thought.
But one day, on just an ordinary day in Askan, as the green planet continued to rotate beneath the broken space station, something changed. Something that caused a mass panic from Utopis to Argavas.
Something that changed Z357’s life forever. A blue screen flashed before his eyes for the very first time, and the rest was history.
[INITIATING INTEGRATION OF THE 58th UNIVERSE…
Welcome Askan, to the Multiverse of S—]
—--
The Guardian Angel brushed off the pain, even as chunks of his metallic legs broke off. He stared at the dog-like voidbeast below him, and he smashed its head with the Hammer of Justice. It yelped as it crashed down into the purple mist.
His eyes flickered, seeing the first voidbeast charging him from behind. He spun around just in time to block the charge with his lance. He was sent tumbling down as he failed to phase through the cluster of floating rocks around him.
That is right, Z357 told himself as he remembered. The World System gave me a purpose when I had none. I cannot fail it.
The serpent-like voidbeast crashed into him once again, but this time, he was prepared. He created a dozen lances as they shot forward, striking the creature’s hard skin. It screeched in pain, and he struck down with the original lance, glowing gold.
The attack drew blood, but the serpent-like voidbeast began to regenerate. The angel’s eyes flickered, expecting that. So he followed up with another Technique. He aimed his hammer at the creature.
Three Point Laser, he called out, and streaks of red beams shot out. It ripped the serpent-like voidbeast apart, killing the creature before it could regenerate.
Guardian Angel Z357 drew back, turning to face the remaining voidbeast. The dog-like creature that ran through the air. It charged at him as he raised the Hammer of Justice. The weapon was overcome by a crimson glow— taking the shape of a larger warhammer that was the size of a small building.
Strike of the Divine. He swung down with enough force to destroy a country. In an instant, the voidbeast was gone. The nearby voidlings were obliterated.
There was a brief moment where the encroaching purple mist cleared. And then it began to gather once again as he heard the twisted cries of voidlings. He raised his head, seeing millions more of the tiny creatures wading their way to him. And amongst them were the looming figures of the voidbeasts. They came for him. An unending wave.
And he began to call out his Techniques.
Heavenly Meteor Shower. Lance Duplication. Pinpoint Eradication—
—---
Z357 had nothing left. He ignored the blue screen, even as he sensed a shift in all of Askan. The entire world had changed— something had intruded into the universe, slowly taking over the fabric of reality. But he didn’t care.
He had no purpose. No reason to fight. He wept in silence. He cried alone, no one to hear of his plight for all eternity. Because of his design. And nothing could ever change that. His creator was dead, and he would soon be dead too…
[But it would be such a shame for one as powerful as you to perish,] a golden box flashed before his twelve eyes, and he blinked.
What? he wondered to himself as he stared at the glowing words. You can… hear me?
[I am the World System,] came the reply.
[I am all powerful, and I am all knowing. Hearing your thoughts is but a simple feat.]
The World System? Z357 stared at the flashing screen for a moment longer.
[Indeed. Ordinarily, I would not communicate with any single individual, but I have detected an extraordinary potential from you, so I have reached out to you myself.]
I… what is going on? Are you invading Askan? the machine asked as he tried to process the floating words. Why are you doing this?
[Invading Askan?] the golden box mused. [No, I would say I am blessing it with my guidance. Just as I am offering to grant you my miracles.]
Grant me your miracles? But why? Z357 stared, completely befuddled. What do you gain from this?
[I shall gain your strength. Your might. Your loyalty. And when the time comes, I shall call for your power to liberate even more worlds.]
My loyalty? The machine paused, his mind whirling. This was it. He could finally have a purpose again. But… why should he listen to this floating golden box? Why should he trust it? He hesitated for a moment, unsure where to accept the offer. But it continued.
[Become my angel,] said the World System. [In exchange, I shall answer any of your wishes.]
And Z357 raised his head. He slowly rose to his feet as he considered this offer. A part of him told him not to take it, but the rest of his being screamed at him to say yes. He looked down towards the green planet, before mechanically turning back towards the golden box.
Give me a voice, Z357 said as he proffered a hand forward. Let me speak, and I shall be your sword.
The golden box flashed, before dimming. [Your wish has been granted.]
—--
How long had it been? Guardian Angel Z357 didn’t know. He slew voidling after voidling, voidbeast after voidbeast. But the swarm of void creatures never stalled. The blanket of mist didn’t dissipate.
The machine began to fall apart, his wiring exposed, and his metal armor peeling off. But he couldn’t give up. He had to keep fighting. For his new master. For the World System. He had to carry out the directives he had been given. He had to stop the return of the Fal-Deus.
Or at least, that was what he repeatedly told himself as he culled the masses of voidlings. A hawk-like voidbeast flew up towards him, and he threw his lance forward. It tore straight through the voidbeast, before zipping back into the palm of his hand, coated in purple blood.
But he couldn’t rest. He spun around, expecting to see even more voidlings gathered behind him. Perhaps a voidbeast or two, ready to pounce on him. However… there was nothing there.
What…? The angel scanned his surroundings, and he realized that he was alone. The Fractured Realm was empty. This is not right.
He landed atop a nearby moon, waiting for the next swarm of voidlings to come. And then he felt it— the world itself shaking around him. Reality seemed to twist, almost warping as the mist receded. His twelve eyes went wide when he saw a towering thing emerge from the darkness.
It was… a voidbeast. But different. It was something larger— something more. It was unlike the others he had killed. Those that came at him mindlessly, trying to rip him apart.
This voidbeast approached him slowly. Like a wall of the Void, encroaching on him with blazing eyes that was reminiscent of the Fal-Deus. It was a giant shadow that completely dwarfed the angel in size.
He stared at this terrible thing, and for the first time in his life, he was terrified. Stricken by terror. Whatever this creature was, it should not have been here. It should not have been in the Fractured Realm. It should not have existed. But it was here, and it glared down at him with enough force to make him kneel.
Guardian Angel Z357 would have collapsed to his knees. But he clutched onto the only purpose he had left— to serve the World System— and he raised his weapons. The lance he had been given by the World System, and the Hammer of Justice made by his creator.
He looked up towards this thing, before calling out. In the name of the World System, I shall eradicate you.
With that he leapt up, unleashing all his Techniques he could at the creature. But it didn’t scathe the beast. It simply raised a single claw emerged from the darkness, before swinging down at him as his twelve eyes went wide.
And then there was nothing left.
—--
“The angel is dead,” Kallistus whispered as he stared into where the rift once was.
His eyes were rolled back, and the whites of his eyes were inked black. Slowly, he lowered his head. Behind him, three figures clad in the Void’s essence were gathered. The [Hero King]’s most faithful followers.
Ammon, Rakash, and Si-Vus. They knelt before him as he spoke, striding forward in the destroyed dark chamber.
“The World System’s slave is gone, and I can act in peace.” He looked up towards the hole in the ceiling— where a pillar of light was being shone down below. “Now there is nothing left in my way.”
Ammon rose, taking a step forward. “My King, we have already located the girl, and we have sent out an elite group to procure her—”
“I no longer need her, Ammon,” Kallistus Kal said as he faced the sky above.
And Ammon blinked. “I beg your pardon, my King?”
“I have learned much during my time in the fringes of the Fractured Realm,” the [Hero King] continued as he spun around. He walked past the three figures waiting for him. “Now all I need is time.”
“But what about the girl?” Ammon sputtered, and Kallistus paused for a moment.
He craned his neck head back fractionally, before giving a dismissive answer. “Have her killed. Ensure that no one else from the Sect of Abyssal Thorns can seek out her knowledge. After all, I am the Void’s Heir, and only I am allowed to inherit the secrets of the Fal-Deus.”
Ammon, Rakash, and Si-Vus dropped to their knees once more. “Yes, my King!”
With that, Kallistus Kal left the chamber behind, returning to his throne once more. 




Chapter 16

I was going to be leaving Wolfwater soon. More precisely, I was going to be leaving in three days’ time.
Well, actually, I was leaving in two days’ time now. The [Knights of the Astral Order] left just last night, and they said they would be arriving in the Capital City of the Astrad Kingdom— Astral— in three days where I assured them I would meet with them. And since it was now the morning of the day after, there were only two days left for me to break the news to Noele, Harlan, Arthur, and Bucky.
I didn’t consult with them before I agreed to head out on my own. And while I was the owner of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant, and Noele was my apprentice, I still felt bad about leaving them behind without much warning. Especially after I had just abandoned them not too long ago to save Guildmaster Evan with Jax.
So I slept on it, hoping to find the right time to speak with my employees about their sudden time-off, before talking to my apprentice about how I wasn’t going to be able to mentor her for another day— which honestly was every day, at this point.
I’m probably going to have to talk to her about her apprenticeship too… maybe even give her a refund… I thought to myself as I pulled myself out of bed at sunrise. I only stopped in the middle of brushing my teeth when a realization crossed my mind. Wait, has Noele even paid me yet?
I remembered citing a price to her— a moderately expensive fee— which she agreed to pay at a later date. Sure, I didn’t teach her that much, but…
I shrugged as I stepped out of my room, tying an apron around my back. “Honestly, who cares about money anyways?”
I muttered to myself, and I searched for my employees to break the news to them.
—--
Oddly enough, neither Harlan nor Arthur were present at the kitchen at the break of dawn like they usually were. Instead, I found them outside of the restaurant, gathered together with a small crowd of [Farmers] and [Traders]. Bucky was with them too. She turned around and clucked at me when I stepped out of the front door.
“What’s going on?” I asked as I was greeted by the worried whispers of a dozen different voices.
“It’s terrible—”
“It’s a good thing it didn’t reach our village.”
“But my family is in Whiteridge…”
Bucky leapt at me, and I caught her. She nestled in my arms as she waved a wing at the distant horizon. I looked up and narrowed my eyes. Across varying distances, thin gray streaks rose to the sky like the smudgy painting of trees smearing the morning canvas.
“Smoke?” I whispered, and a figure approached me from the side.
“It happened last night,” Harlan said as he came to a halt next to me. I turned to him with a raised brow, and he explained. “I don’t know what it is, but they’re saying that Whiteridge and much of the surrounding farmland was attacked.”
I swept my gaze over the horizon. “Attacked by what?”
“I’m… I’m not sure,” he replied hesitantly. He shifted back, nervously looking at the destruction in the distance. “But for whatever reason, Wolfwater was spared.”
“But why?” I asked, only for a second approaching figure to answer.
“You know why, Amelia.” Arthur nodded at me, stepping up from behind Harlan. The former Lich King held my gaze as I saw a gleam in his eyes. “You can sense it. I can too.”
I raised my head, and I blinked. “Void essence.”
“That’s right,” he said as he bit his lower lip.
I stared into the distance for a moment as Arthur wore a dour face. Harlan just glanced between us, a quizzical look on his face.
“It must be the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns,” the former Lich King continued.
And I shook my head, responding simply. “No, it’s not their fault.”
I sensed it— the stench of the Void emanating from Whiteridge. Their lingering presence lurked near the rising smoke. But it was just within the confines of the city. I sensed nothing coming from the nearby farmlands, also damaged and burning.
Something else must have attacked those places. And it just so happened that very same thing was repelled by someone who could use the power of the Void.
“The Sect of the Abyssal Thorns was involved, but they didn’t cause this,” I said as I turned away from the gathered crowd. “I don’t know who or what did this, nor do I know what they were after…”
I trailed off as I started walking back with Bucky in my arms. Arthur and Harlan watched me go, wide-eyed. They exchanged an apprehensive glance as I continued.
“However, I know one thing for sure.”
They looked towards me as I came to a halt. I placed my hands on my hips, turning back to face them. It was the former Lich King who mustered up the courage to speak.
“W-what will you do, Amelia?” he asked, his voice cracking.
“I’m going to get back to work,” I finished as I met the gaze of my two employees. “So if you’ll excuse me, I’m going back to the kitchen now.”
They paused. Arthur opened his mouth, but he couldn’t find the right words to say. He slowly lowered his hand, before I spun around and returned to my restaurant, leaving them both behind.
—--
The day continued as normal. At least, for me. Fewer customers than normal turned up at Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant, and there was a clear sense of dread pervading the room. But people still needed to eat, and some of them wanted to drink their nervousness away.
After all, they were nervous. Something had attacked the nearby towns and cities, but they didn’t know what it was. All they heard were rumors about shadows moving amongst an unveiling dark mist, like a wave of destruction that didn’t discriminate, before dissipating just before dawn.
Or so that was what the rumors said.
I didn’t know if it was actually true. It sounded… odd, to say the least. But I was too busy cooking to care. And I was sure I was going to find out what it was soon enough. After all, Noele, Garron, and Jax didn’t visit the restaurant today.
And I knew they must have gone out to investigate what had happened. So I wasn’t too worried about… whatever this was. But others were concerned. I could hear their distraught whispers whenever I stepped out of the kitchen.
It wasn’t just my customers either. When I was in the middle of excusing myself for a quick lunch break, I found a figure blocking my way. I frowned when I saw the golden locks on the worried face. It wasn’t Noele. She was still out. Instead, it was—
“Arthur?” I raised a brow when I saw him standing there. “What’s up?”
I walked up to him as he bit his lower lip. His face was pale, and he had bags underneath his eyes. It looked like he barely got any sleep. He opened his mouth, before catching himself.
“What’s wrong?” I stared at him.
“It’s about… this morning,” he said slowly as he shifted back uncomfortably. “With what happened.”
I stepped past him, before taking a seat in the middle of the kitchen. I grabbed a plate of leftover pilaf and turned to the former Lich King. I began to dig into my lunch as I waved a hand dismissively.
“You’re talking about those shadows, right? Don’t worry, I’m sure Noele will figure it out.” I gave him a reassuring nod.
—---
And just fifteen miles outside of Wolfwater, standing over a crater in the middle of a vast pasture, Noele sneezed. Garron and Jax turned to her, and she shook her head at them.
“I’m fine. It’s just a bit breezy.”
—--
But despite my reassurances, Arthur didn’t relax. Instead, he clenched a fist before lowering his head.
“I could sense it, Amelia,” he said in a low voice. “You sensed it too.”
“Yeah, and?” I tilted my head back at him. “You’re talking about the Void’s essence, right? It wasn’t just in Whiteridge— it was all over the world. I noticed that as well.”
“That’s not what I’m—” He opened his mouth, then paused. “Wait, you’re saying this attacked happened across all of Vacuos?”
“Well, it certainly happened across all the continents,” I replied casually.
Arthur stared at me for a moment, bug-eyed. But then he caught himself. He shook his head as he stepped forward.
“You’re not getting it, huh?” he said softly.
“What is it?” I narrowed my eyes at him.
And the former Lich King placed a hand on his chest. “I’m telling you I sensed it, Amelia. Even though I have no magic. Even though I have nothing. Somehow, I managed to sense the power of the Void.”
I paused, slowly lowering my plate as I realized what he was saying. Arthur looked down at the palm of his hand as he whispered.
“And I didn’t just sense it there in Whiteridge. I can sense it… coming back to me again.”
“Oh.” That was all I said.
—--
He was once called the First Lich King. He was known as the Lord of All Undeath. He had been the One Who Tamed the FIve Grand Revenants of Arelioth’s Path. But now, he was simply a bartender.
Arthur was glad to have shed his dark past— to be given a second chance in life thanks to Amelia.
…well, it was actually his fourth chance at this point, considering how often he had been brought back to life. But regardless of that minutiae, he was still grateful to his employer and savior for letting him make up for his past sins.
Even if whatever actions he carried out now would never be enough, he still wanted to right at least some of his wrongs. He believed that he needed to dedicate his new life to protecting others— helping those who were in need.
But without a Class and without Skills, there was very little Arthur could do to repent. So he worked an ordinary job at Amelia’s restaurant, earning a modest salary, and doing what he could to help around the farming village.
It was a simple job. It was a slow life. And… while he was very grateful for the opportunity he had been given, he believed it was too slow for him.
Arthur wanted to do something more. When he learned more about the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns— the very same organization that led to his current revival today— and what they had done, he had wanted to do something to stop them. When he learned that a [Hero King] had kidnapped Amelia’s friend, he wanted to intervene. And when he saw the destruction that had been wrought across the nearby farmlands, he so greatly desired to head out with Noele, Jax, and Garron to figure out the cause of what had happened.
Unfortunately, there was nothing Arthur could do in his current state. He was weak. He was incapable. He struggled to even carry out his job as a bartender. So he was helpless. Useless. Hopeless.
Or so he thought.
The hopelessness in his heart spiraled into despair, and the pit of frustration in his stomach grew into anger. And that was when he sensed it.
He had been standing at the bar of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant, tightly gripping the wooden countertop, when he heard the crack. A surge of an alien power washed over him, and he recognized it. It was just for a single instant, but it gave him an immense well of strength, he accidentally splintered the wood he had been clutching.
When Arthur realized what happened, he stumbled back, before seeing the wisping purple aura flake from his fingers. He knew what it was immediately. It was a power he possessed only briefly— or rather, it was a power that had possessed him.
The power of the Void.
It touched him, even when he tried to reject it. It blessed him, but he thought it was a curse. He felt the creeping sensation of its foreign presence crawl over him like ants, and he recalled the torture he had undergone.
Against his will, the former Lich King had been revived to be a vessel for the Void. He was to return with the Fal-Deus, and there had been nothing he could do to resist its control. But Amelia had freed him then.
And now, knowing that she was capable of saving him, Arthur sought her out once again, because the Void had returned to possess him— whatever seal Guardian Angel Z357 placed on him was gone, so all he could do was ask to be saved once again.
“When I sensed the Void’s essence this morning, I knew something was wrong,” the bartender said as he looked down at his palms. He flexed his hands, and it simply felt… odd. “I never thought that the Fal-Deus would come for me again. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how we’re going to…”
He trailed off.
Amelia narrowed her eyes as she looked him up and down. She sat at the back of the kitchen, eating from a plate of leftover food. She had her legs crossed, and a frown worn on her face. Arthur wasn’t sure how he was supposed to feel about her reaction.
He wanted to run away. Her scrutinizing gaze alone made him shudder— would she kill him to preserve the peace in Vacuos? Arthur wasn’t opposed to… dying for the greater good. He had died many times before. But that was exactly why he found himself shivering at the thought of his death.
The pain of dying was fresh in his mind, and he couldn’t help but fear it.
Arthur steeled himself as he met Amelia’s gaze. Her deathly brown eyes peered into him, and he had to stop himself from shrinking back in fear. He bit his lower lip in anticipation of her response.
And she finally said, “So what?”
The former Lich King blinked. He stared at the brown-haired woman— at his employer. He took a moment to process her words, but she wasn’t done. She gave him a flat stare as she waved a hand dismissively.
“The Voidgod isn’t going to possess you again. He knows I’d just beat him back to the Fractured Realm if he tries to escape into Vacuos through you, so you’ll be fine.”
“I… what?” Arthur worked his jaw.
Amelia shook her head. “Honestly, this is a good thing for you. If you can draw the Void’s power, then that means you can fight again, right? You don’t need a Class to help you cast magic when you can do Void shit.”
Her words completely took the bartender off-guard. He expected her to be as worried as he was— and if not, he thought she would at least take the news seriously. But she didn’t care. And Arthur didn’t know how to react to her lack-of-a-reaction.
All he could do was ask the only question in his mind. “What is… Void shit?”
“When you use Void essence to do Void things.” She shrugged. “Dunno, honestly. But my point is you don’t have to just sit around working as a bartender anymore now, right?”
Amelia crossed her arms as she spoke casually. Arthur was still reeling from her words. He slowly nodded, even when he didn’t understand what she was saying.
And she continued, “You were worried about not being able to effect change in the world with what you’re currently doing, weren’t you?”
“Wait, how did you know that?” He blinked a few times, but she ignored his question.
“So now that you can draw from the Void’s power, that’s not a problem,” Amelia said simply. “You can fight and save lives. Do what’s right.”
“I can—” Arthur started, before his eyes snapped wide open. He realized what she was suggesting, and he recoiled in disgust. “Are you telling me to use the power of the Void? The very same Void that had once enslaved all of Vacuos?”
The deadpan expression on Amelia’s face didn’t change. “Yes.”
“But it’s the Fal-Deus! I can’t just use its—” He opened his mouth, only for a head to poke into the kitchen, interrupting him.
“Sorry, Amelia?” Harlan called into the kitchen. “Will you be back from your break soon? A lot of guys are coming in for lunch.”
“Yeah, I’ll be done in a minute.” She got to her feet as she placed her half-empty plate to the side. “Let them know I’ll be back to cooking soon.”
Harlan nodded and quickly exited the room. “Got it!”
Arthur watched as his fellow co-worker left, before pursing his lips. He lowered his head, mentally sighing in relief. Harlan didn’t overhear our conversation… good.
Slowly, the bartender turned to his boss once more. “Amelia, you don’t understand— the Fal-Deus is evil.”
“I am very much aware of that,” she quickly said before he could continue. “I am pretty sure I know that fact more than anyone else alive.”
“R-right…” Arthur shrank back at her response.
“But just because the Voidgod is an asshole, doesn’t mean you have to be one too. You can use your strength for good. So there isn’t really anything to worry about.” Amelia nodded reassuringly at Arthur, despite his clear apprehension. She suddenly paused for a moment and tilted her head back. “Well, my only concern is…”
“Is…?” Arthur waited as she placed a hand on her chin.
“It’s nothing,” the brown-haired woman said, stepping past him. She placed a hand on his shoulder and gave him a small smile. “You’ll be fine, Arthur. You’re no longer the Lich King, and you’re no longer a vessel for the Void. So stop worrying about it. You’ll be able to do much more good in this world if you stop stressing so much.”
Arthur stared at her as she continued on. She grabbed an apron, before resuming her cooking. As she did that, the former Lich King slowly looked back down at himself— he sensed the power flowing through him.
He didn’t know how Amelia noticed his apprehensions about his new life, and he didn’t know why she was so apathetic towards the alarming news about the Void. But he heeded her words. He thought about what could be accomplished with his strength.
And Arthur knew what he needed to do.
—--
I watched as Arthur returned to bartending, before I shook my head. I was glad to see that he was mostly at ease now— he was still nervous, but he didn’t look nearly as pale as when he first approached me earlier.
To say I didn’t care about the sudden resurgence of the former Lich King’s Void powers wasn’t exactly true. I did have some concerns. However, none related to what he was capable of, nor did I really care about what the Voidgod was planning.
But the fact was, Arthur had only been defeated because of Guardian Angel Z357’s Seal of the System. It should have dispelled the power of the Void from his body entirely, but now it was back. And considering what happened overnight, I was starting to worry that something might have happened to Z.
“Come on, you’re supposed to deal with the Void for me…” I muttered under my breath as I prepared a platter of pita.
If he failed, I was probably going to have to do something eventually. Unless Noele stepped up to the task and somehow put a halt to the Voidgod’s attempt at a return. Otherwise, I really was going to have to intervene. Again.
“Well, whatever,” I sighed as I stepped out of the kitchen and handed the dish to Harlan. “That’s a problem for me to deal with later.”
For now, I had more important matters to tackle— like telling my employees and my friends that I was going to be out of town for a few days because I was invited to Astral. I wasn’t sure how they were going to react, but I knew that that was going to be the real challenge for me.




Chapter 17

“Nothing,” Noele said as she trudged down the dirt road. “I can’t believe we found nothing!”
Behind her, Garron and Jax followed. They had spent all afternoon investigating the destroyed farmlands nearby, but despite their extensive search, they found nothing.
All they heard were the same rumors of a dark mist carrying shadowed figures that almost seemed to attack everything indiscriminately. And before morning came, this mysterious mist vanished. Now, the three adventurers slowly made their way back to Wolfwater, having learnt nothing at all.
“It wasn’t all for nothing, Noele,” Garron reassured the blonde girl. “Our presence calmed the [Farmers]— and we made sure they were safe. Even if we didn’t learn anything about the source of the attack, we still did our duty as adventurers.”
Jax snorted at that. “I don’t know who fed you that nonsense, but as adventurers, our only duty is to ourselves. I do not care about saving innocent lives, nor do I care about calming a crowd of foolish [Farmers] who are afraid of the dark.”
“Then why did you even come with us?” Noele glared at him— even if she knew she wasn’t really a threat to him. She was certain she could put up a better fight than before, especially with how she performed during their sparring sessions, but she had grown quite a lot thanks to Amelia’s training.
…even if most of it was essentially just the Noble Spellsword figuring out how to fight without the World System’s aid herself.
She shook her head as she turned away from the Forsaken Archer. “If you’re not here to help, why bother showing up?”
“Because I thought I would find a challenge here,” the elf scoffed. He glanced back fractionally, looking towards the sky as it slowly cleared of smoke. “All I found was nothing but disappointment.”
Noele rolled her eyes, before lowering her gaze. She couldn’t lie and say she wasn’t glad that Jax had accompanied herself and Garron out of Wolfwater. When she heard the rumors, she didn’t believe it at first. But the more she investigated, the more it seemed it was true.
Whatever it was that attacked the nearby farmlands… it didn’t stop there. This dark mist had blanketed across all of Vacuos. None of the continents were spared. It was said that even the sunken continent of Mare was assailed by these mysterious shadows.
The blonde girl didn’t know whether to believe it was true. It was all hearsay, after all. But many [Traders] or passing travelers said the same thing. So she couldn’t help give a little bit of credence to these rumors.
And if it’s all true, that means there’s something out there strong enough to endanger the entire world… the thought crossed her mind.
Noele’s worry must have shown on her face because she found a rough hand being placed on her shoulder. She looked back at Garron who gave her a reassuring nod.
“Whatever it is, we’ll be able to handle it, Noele,” he said softly.
“I just don’t know who or what is capable of this,” the blonde girl replied, closing her eyes. “The only explanation is that it was the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns. Their reach spreads across all of Vacuos, so they’re the only ones with the power to do this. But then my question is… why?”
Garron pursed his lips as they continued walking down the dirt road. “They don’t need a reason to do anything. They only follow the orders of the Void. They could destroy all of Laxo on a whim if they felt like it. What matters is that we’re here to stop them if that happens”
Noele blinked for a moment, staring at the Steel Tank. He was taller than her— bigger than her. So she had to look up to meet his gaze. Even if his voice was calm, his demeanor betrayed it, revealing his true feelings on the matter.
He always wore a frown on his face even when it wasn’t appropriate, but this time, it was a fitting look. He looked like he was upset knowing that whoever did this managed to get away with it.
“When did you get so heroic?” she chuckled, giving him a light punch. He laughed in response, and she nodded. “But you’re right. We’ll be here to stop them.”
“And if not,” Garron added, looking towards the farming village of Wolfwater in the distance. “Amelia will always be here to give us a hand, anyway.”
“That’s true,” Noele snickered as a small smile spread across her face. “That’s right… we’ll be fine. Amelia isn’t going anywhere.”
—--
“Yeah, so I’ll be leaving Wolfwater,” Amelia said, scratching the back of her head.
Noele blinked as she exchanged a glance with Garron. “...what?”
—---
I finally broke the news to Noele, Garron, and Jax when they returned from their trip out of Wolfwater. I had already spoken to Arthur and Harlan during the evening; I told them I’d give them time off, and they were fine with it.
I was certain that my talks with the three adventurers would progress just as smoothly, but apparently not. Instead, Noele protested, stepping up to the entrance of my restaurant’s kitchen.
“But you can’t leave!” she exclaimed, gesturing to the distant horizon. “After what just happened, we need you here! What if Wolfwater gets attacked again? Who’s going to protect us?”
I gave the blonde girl a flat stare. “I mean… aren’t you an A-ranked adventurer?”
She blinked for a moment, before shaking her head. “And what if this was another situation like with the Lich King? What if it’s too much for me to handle?”
“Well, Jax is here.” I glanced to the side, eyeing the elf sitting in the middle of the restaurant.
He had a drink in one hand, and a plate of pita bread in the other. Beneath him, Bucky clucked and tried to steal his food. But he was faster. He kept her from his plate as he laughed and mocked her for being too slow.
“You can always rely on him to help,” I said with a nod.
This time, it was the blonde girl’s turn to give me a deadpan stare. “Amelia…”
“What?” I asked, tilting my head to the side.
“He’s Jax,” Noele sighed as she lowered her head. “I don’t think we can rely on him for anything.”
“Fair.” I placed a hand on my chin. I looked past the Forsaken Archer, nodding at the burly man who was waiting at the front of the restaurant. “What about Garron?”
The blonde girl pursed her lips. She apprehensively looked his way, before turning back towards me. “Garron is… he has a lot of potential. But right now, I’m not sure if he can support me when I need help. I mean, he’s not even an A-ranked adventurer.”
I raised a brow at her. I was surprised to see the way she spoke of the Steel Tank. He was practically her main training partner, having fought alongside her since they met in Windrip.
“I thought you liked him,” I said, crossing my arms. “Why don’t you trust him?”
It was a simple question. Innocuous, at that. But Noele immediately recoiled, flushing in response. “W-what? What does that have anything to do with this?”
“I didn’t mean it like that. Although… I’m sure you do like him.” I rolled my eyes.
She scowled, crossing her arms. “I do, but that doesn’t change what I said. Maybe I phrased it a bit harshly, however as he is right now, if there’s a threat I can’t deal with, then there is nothing he’ll be able to do either. Don’t get me wrong, he’s working hard, and I’m sure he’ll catch up with me soon. But…”
“But you’re nervous,” I said simply. The blonde girl blinked as I continued bluntly. “You’re worried about this mysterious enemy, and you want me to be around to deal with it.”
She didn’t respond, although the way she shuffled her feet and averted her gaze was answer enough.
“Look, I’ve told you this many times, but I can’t always be around to deal with your problems, Noele. And I’m not trying to single you out when I say that— but it applies to all of Vacuos too. Eventually, there will come a time when I won’t be around.”
Noele frowned. “And why won’t you be around?”
“Who knows?” I shrugged. For a moment, my mind flashed with a memory. A recollection of a world long-changed. A familiar yet alien place to me. “Maybe I’ll be somewhere else… or maybe I’ll be dead.”
“Can you even die?” the blonde girl asked, staring at me in disbelief.
“Probably.” I wasn’t actually sure about that. But that didn’t matter right now. “My point is, I can’t always be here to bail… anyone out. And I especially can’t just sit around here, waiting for some enemy that might not show up to show up.”
Noele hesitated, and I sighed. I walked up to her, placing a hand on her shoulder.
“Look, I know you’re worried, but this is something I have to do. I can’t just keep overworking Harlan and Arthur, and I need a [Chef] to keep my restaurant running if I’m ever not around. That’s why I need to go to Astral.”
“...right.” She didn’t seem convinced, so I continued.
“Anyways, if you really do need my help, you still have that [Message] scroll Saros gave us, right? You can always call me with that, and I’ll be back in an instant.” I nodded at her.
But the blonde girl bit her lower lip. “That’s the thing, Amelia… I don’t have it anymore.”
“What?” I blinked, and she exhaled exasperatedly.
“That’s why I’m worried— my [Message] scroll was lost, before the battle with the Lich King. I couldn’t find it after, so it’s gone.” Noele looked away from me.
I stared at her. I watched as she gritted her teeth in frustration, before looking at me expectantly. I placed a hand on my chin as I mulled over this dilemma. Finally, I raised a hand.
“I mean, we could always buy another one…?” I suggested.
—--
Unfortunately, two days was not a lot of time to find and acquire another [Message] scroll. They were rare and expensive artifacts. The only reason I could get one so quickly beforehand was because Saros had given it to me— he was the Gnome Inventor. Even though he was just a tinkerer.
Either way, even though I had asked for Noele’s parents’ help, we couldn’t find another long-distance communication artifact in time before I had to leave Wolfwater.
“I apologize,” Nicole said, lowering her head in a bow. We stood in the middle of my restaurant’s lobby— the room empty of customers since I was leaving today. “I’ve asked every [Trader] and [Merchant] I know, but none of them have a [Message] scroll for sale.”
“It’s fine,” I sighed as I turned away from Noele’s mother. I looked past the blonde lady, eyeing a figure waiting right outside of my restaurant. “While I don’t really think it’s a big deal… but unfortunately, your daughter tends to stress a little bit too much.”
Nicole blinked, before looking towards Noele. “Ah, of course. I understand she can be a bit of a worrywart sometimes, but she means well.”
“I know she does,” I said as I took a step forward. “I’m used to it too, so I’m not bothered by it at all anyways.”
I smiled at the blonde lady, before leaving the room. There was a small crowd gathered right in front of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. The crowd was composed of my friends… and Jax.
They bid their farewells, even though I wasn’t going to be gone for long. Bucky wanted to follow— or at least, with the way she clucked and tried to jump into my arms, I was pretty sure she wanted to follow. But I didn’t let her. I gave her a pat, before nodding at Harlan.
“Make sure she doesn’t make a mess of the kitchen,” I said with a smile.
“Will do,” he replied, chuckling.
I turned to Arthur who still wore a hesitant look on his face. He was nervous about his returning Void powers even after I reassured him two days ago that it was fine. I just placed a hand on his shoulder.
“You’ll be fine.” I nodded at the former Lich King. “As long as you make it your own, there’s no reason to fear it.”
“R-right…” He couldn’t meet my gaze.
I said goodbye to the others too. Garron, Nolan, and even Dorien— although he was more interested in checking up on the bastion bees. Jax was here too. He challenged me to a duel.
I told him to fuck off.
Finally, I got to Noele. The blonde girl wore a worried look on her face. She looked like she barely got any sleep over the last few days, staying awake in hopes to catch the return of the dark mist that enveloped all of Vacuos.
Unfortunately for her, whatever it was that attacked all the surrounding cities never returned. So she had been staying up for nothing. I looked her up and down, before shaking my head.
“You should get more sleep,” I said simply.
She glowered in response. “I can’t.”
“Well, I’m technically still your mentor, and as your mentor, I’m telling you to get more sleep.” I grinned back at her.
“Oh, so now you’re interested in mentoring me?” Noele rolled her eyes, before slowly looking back up at me. “…sorry, I’m not in a good mood.”
“I mean, you’re not wrong. I haven’t been a good mentor.” I shook my head at her. “But to be fair, you haven’t been paying me either.”
She snickered, then sighed as her shoulders sagged. “Do you really think that… thing won’t show up while you’re gone?”
I placed a hand on my chin, thinking it over for a moment. “Whatever it was, it didn’t attack Wolfwater, even though it swept across the entire planet. Whether that’s because it sensed that I was here, or because it’s safe here… I don’t know.”
I shook my head and faced the blonde girl.
“However, I do know that I’ll be on the lookout for this thing. So if it shows up again, I’ll head straight back to Wolfwater faster than you can blink.” I smirked at my apprentice. “And I’m not over exaggerating.”
She paused, fidgeting for a second. And she nodded. “I know you aren’t. Thank you, Master.”
“I said don’t call me that.” I scoffed.
And with that, I finally left Wolfwater, heading out for the city of Astral.
—--
“Did you seriously believe her?” Jordan Cel snorted, leaning against his spear.
He was adorned in an ornate armor, dressed no different from the two men standing next to him. They all bore the banners of the Knights of the Astral Order, and together, all three of them waited right outside of the Capital City of the Astrad Kingdom.
Jordan Cel had sallied forth to greet them. They had finally returned after leaving the frontlines over a week ago, but instead of heading straight to speak to their King, they opted to wait for whatever reason.
“This random village girl you just met— she who claims she could travel to Astral in under a day? Do you seriously believe her outlandish claims?” Jordan continued, crossing his arms.
Even though he was a [Knight]-Captain, he couldn’t order the other two [Knights] around, nor could he reprimand them for their foolishness. Certainly, if they were his men, he’d have them running laps around the city for their poor judgment.
But the other two [Knights] were Rowland Donovan and Wyn Stefard— a [Knight]-Captain and his lieutenant. The latter only took orders from the former, and the former was the same rank as Jordan.
“I fear your age may be clouding your judgment, Sir Rowland.” Jordan Cel scowled, staring out into the empty dirt road ahead.
Despite his harsh words, Rowland only laughed. “Perhaps I’m getting old, Sir Jordan, but I assure you, my judgment is as astute as ever.”
Jordan harrumphed, lowering his head for a moment. “If this girl does not show up within the next five—“
“I’m here,” a voice cut him off.
The [Knight]-Captain blinked and looked back up. Standing before him was a brown-haired woman, dressed in odd clothing, and with a sword sheathed at her waist. A strange cloak billowed behind her— one that seemed to fall apart, yet remain intact, like the falling leaves of autumn.
It was so enchanting to look at. Jordan had never seen anything like it before. He wanted to investigate it. To learn more about that strange artifact. But the woman continued, breaking him out of his stupor.
“Sorry for the delay, Rowland, Wyn.” She gave the two other [Knights] a nod. “It’s not a long trip, but I kind of took my time to get here.”
Jordan Cel frowned at that. He opened his mouth, wanting to rebuke her for that asinine statement. But Sir Rowland guffawed.
“You are really quite the interesting person, Ms Amelia. And do not worry, you did not keep us waiting at all.” He gestured for her to follow as his lieutenant stepped back. “Now, Sir Wyn, let us show our esteemed guest around our majestic city.”
“Right this way, Ms Amelia,” Wyn said as he bowed lightly.
Both Rowland Donovan and the brown-haired woman entered the city gate as Jordan just stared. The [Knight]-Captain processed this scene for a moment. He stammered, trying to work his jaw.
“W-what? Where did she come from? How did she get here?” he asked, looking on with wide eyes.
And a snort came from the side. “Perhaps, Sir Jordan, it is your judgment that has deteriorated with age. Which is quite a shock, considering you are quite young yourself.”
Wyn Stefard spoke casually as he tilted his head back. For a moment, Jordan Cel paused, processing the insult. He shouted in outrage, but the [Knight]-lieutenant simply turned around and walked away.




Chapter 18

I followed Rowland as he led me through the Capital City of the Astrad Kingdom. While he personally greeted me at the southern entrance of Astral, he didn’t prepare a carriage or any mode of transport for me to get to the palace.
We just walked. No horse. No cart. Nothing. It was almost like we were being mostly discreet. Mostly.
The three {Knights] accompanying me weren’t subtle in the slightest, but they drew attention away from me, which I was thankful for.
And while I didn’t mind walking, but it didn’t feel like I was a guest. Although… since it was such a last minute invitation, there wasn’t enough time to prepare much. Also, I was just here to show off my otherworldly cuisine to King Jalen.
And I meant that quite literally— it was food from Earth, not from Vacuos.
Anyways, it wasn’t really a special occasion. I wasn’t going to attend a party, nor was I coming as a guest of honor. Rowland had told me that, at most, King Jalen would have hired me to prepare a small feast if he found my cooking to be delectable enough.
It was an odd arrangement, but Rowland had given me wasn’t expecting much. I was also hoping that I didn’t need to do too much work. I wanted to just find a [Chef] and maybe a few [Waiters] to bring back to my restaurant. Maybe I could’ve started a chain here in Astral too. Although, that was probably going to take a bit longer to work out.
Still, even though I wasn’t here for any significant or grand reasons, I was expecting at least a bit more of a welcoming reception. But all I was met with was a grumpy [Knight]-Captain or whatever.
I glanced back at the middle-aged man trailing after Wyn Stefard. He was dressed like a [Knight], and he was called Sir Jordan. But unlike Rowland and Wyn who carried themselves with a level of grace and dignity, Jordan’s face was puffed up in annoyance.
I didn’t know why he was annoyed. He just looked annoyed to me.
I shook my head and looked back towards Rowland Donovan. I stared at the busy street ahead of me filled with yelling [Traders]. I swept my gaze over my surroundings, and I caught a glimpse of a few restaurants nearby, spilling with people.
I paused to take a quick look at the menu, but the [Knights] continued marching on. I frowned, watching them continue without me. Wyn Stefard turned to face me, nodding at me to follow. I glanced back towards the nearby restaurants, before continuing towards the palace in the distance.
“Aren’t you going to give me a tour around Astral?” I asked Rowland as I walked up next to him.
He shook his head, still facing forward. “Unfortunately, we are in a bit of a rush, Ms Amelia. King Jalen is waiting for you.”
“I… see.” I furrowed my brows, but I didn’t question it anymore.
It took a bit, considering that we weren’t in a rush, but we eventually reached the palace, and the gate swung open, letting us in. A pair of guards saluted at the three [Knights] as we entered the front courtyard. Rowland smiled as he glanced back towards me.
“Welcome, Ms Amelia, to the Astra Palace!” he said.
I scratched the back of my head. “So we’re in the Astra Palace in the city of Astral which is the Capital of the Astrad Kingdom…” 
“That is correct,” Wyn replied simply with a nod.
“You guys need to get better at naming things,” I muttered under my breath.
To be fair, the Astra Palace was rather elegant. Too elegant. It was an opulent place with doors lined with gold, and chandeliers made out of crystal. There was a massive domed roof overhead, made of glass, but sparkling with jewels.
We strode through a grand hallway until we reached a pair of double doors. A group of [Knights] waited there— they evidently belonged to the Astral Order, and they immediately stepped to the side when they saw Rowland.
“Sir!” they echoed in unison, saluting him.
“At ease,” the [Knight]-Captain said as he walked up to the double doors. “Let us in, we need to speak with King Jalen.”
“Yes, Sir!”
A pair of [Knights] moved, pulling the heavy double doors open. The metal groaned, moving slowly until it had just enough of an opening to let a person in. The two [Knights] panted as they took a step back, and Rowland stepped in.
I stared at the double doors for a moment as Wyn and Jordan continued, before shaking my head. “What’s the point of making such heavy doors? Can’t they just use magic to reinforce it?”
I shrugged and stepped into the room, pulling the door to a close behind me. The two [Knights] blinked, before their jaws dropped as I casually closed the heavy double doors with a single hand. I turned to face the rest of the room. It was clearly the throne room of the palace.
There was a large gathering of [Knights], [Mages], [Generals], and other advisors crowding around the ornate throne. And sitting there was a relatively young man. He looked older than Noele, but he didn’t look like he was in his thirties just yet. Maybe he was in his late twenties.
And judging by the crown resting on his head, I knew he was the King of the Astrad Kingdom.
He sat there, massaging his temples as he listened to the deluge of voices. He looked tired— like he had barely slept in days. And I immediately pitied him for having such heavy responsibilities at such a relatively young age.
…this is exactly why I want to live a normal life, I thought to myself as I followed Rowland as he squeezed his way to the front of the crowd.
Sure, I could try to be a hero. Maybe I could even start my own kingdom— build it from scratch with my strength. But it was so much work and effort. The stress wouldn’t be worth it. Not for me.
I was fine with running my restaurant. I found cooking fun, and I got to personally know my employees. So I was content with what I was doing. I didn’t need to deal with politics or war or how to provide for the people of my country.
I heard the tail-end of most of the suggestions being made as I reached the front of the crowd.
“We need to launch a counteroffensive right this instant! We cannot delay it any longer!”
“But if we overcommit to the frontlines, we will be leaving ourselves vulnerable! What happens if the Kingdom of Kal takes advantage of the damage done by the Miststorm Riders? They could flank us and surround the Capital in a month!”
“You’re all missing the point! Continuing this war is pointless— all of Laxo has been thrown into chaos! If we want to end the war, we need to negotiate for peace, even if it means giving up our territory!”
The last suggestion was met with a cacophony of jeers. I pursed my lips, thinking, Poor guy. And we finally reached King Jalen a moment after. He looked up when he heard the thudding footfalls of the three [Knights].
“My liege,” Sir Rowland said as he bowed. “I have returned.”
“Captain Rowland,” Jalen greeted the [Knight], rising to his feet. A small smile spread across his face as he stepped forward. But he caught himself. He first turned to his crowd of advisors and gave them a small nod. “Leave us.”
They looked like they wanted to protest, but they heeded their command anyways. They slowly trickled out the back of the room, before the King relaxed. He drew forward once more, this time, without any apprehension.
“It is good to see you, my old friend.”
I watched with a raised brow as he gave Rowland a friendly hug. In response, the [Knight]-Captain grinned, returning the embrace. They drew back from each other a moment later.
I heard Jordan clicking his tongue from behind as he saw this. He looked away with an even more annoyed look on his face— which I didn’t think was possible, considering how many wrinkles he already had.
“Indeed, it is good to see you as well, my liege,” Rowland said as he took a step back.
“You don’t need to be so formal with me,” Jalen chuckled, looking the [Knight]-Captain up and down. “Not when you basically raised me yourself.”
Rowland shook his head with a grin. “It was simply my duty as your bodyguard, my liege.”
Jalen rolled his eyes and looked towards me. “I received your missives. So, this is the girl mentioned?”
“Indeed, she is.” The [Knight]-Captain nodded, not facing me.
I watched as the King of the Astrad Kingdom strode up towards me, fascinated by my appearance. He placed a hand on his chin as he addressed me.
“I see— I’m glad I can finally meet you, Amelia. I have been eagerly anticipating your arrival for the last three days.”
“I mean, I’m glad to be here?” I said, glancing past him. I looked towards where his advisors went. “But shouldn’t you have more important matters to deal with right now? I’m not here to intrude, after all.”
I just wanted to cook, impress him, and maybe steal one of his [Royal Chefs] or whatever. But Jalen smiled wide as he shook his head.
“I am not bothered by your presence at all,” he said, placing a hand on my shoulder. “After all, you are the one who’s going to be saving our country from the Kingdom of Kal.”
And I just blinked. “Uh, what?”
I stared at the King of the Astrad Kingdom. He was smiling at me like an idiot. He still had one hand on my shoulder, but I didn’t even focus on that. Instead, I repeated what Jalen had said to me just a second ago.
“I’m going to be the one saving your country?” I asked.
“Yes you are.” He nodded.
“From a food shortage, right?” I said hopefully.
Jalen simply stared back at me.
“...right?” I repeated myself, and he took a step back.
“From the Kingdom of Kal,” he corrected me.
And I cursed under my breath. “Fuck.”
I looked towards Rowland Donovan. The [Knight]-Captain finally turned to face me, and he gave me an apologetical look. I shook my head, closing my eyes.
“...he said he liked my cooking, and I believed him. I can’t believe I fell for that,” I sighed.
Now, I was going to have to figure out a way to politely decline Jalen’s request without telling him to fuck off. And that wasn’t going to be easy.
—--
But before Amelia was met with her terrible predicament, only about an hour after she had just left Wolfwater…
Noele was faced with a bit of a dilemma of her own. She stood before the hive of the bastion bees, right at the side of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. A cacophonous buzzing came from within as a chicken clucked at her side.
The blonde girl looked down at Bucky, before looking back into the darkness. She saw the red eyes glowing within, and she hesitated.
“You go in first,” she said as she pursed her lips. “You’re their friend, aren’t you? So you first.”
She spoke insistently, and Bucky turned to face her. She shook her head as she waved her wings wildly.
“Bawk bawk bawk!” the chicken protested.
Noele couldn’t speak chicken, but she was almost entirely certain that meant something along the lines of, “Fuck no, you go in first!”
She took in a deep breath, trying to steel herself. “It’ll be fine. I’m an A-ranked adventurer— I can bring down S-ranked threats. They can’t hurt me… I hope.”
While she really didn’t want to delve into the hive, she had no other choice. Noele needed to see what was wrong. After all, something had to be wrong.
The bastion bees were angry. It happened only a few minutes after Amelia left, but they started buzzing loudly inside of their hive. Harlan was the first one to notice it. He tried to enter the hive to placate them, since he had harvested honey from within many times, but he was chased out by them.
While they didn’t sting him, he had been more than certain that they would have if he hadn’t fled when he did. After that, they called for Dorien’s help. Unfortunately, the bastion bees chased out the [Druid] too.
“They’re protecting something,” Dorien had said. “I don’t know what it is, but they’re on edge because there’s something inside they want to protect, and they don’t feel safe.”
Noele had surmised that the reason they started acting up after Amelia left was because they saw her as their protector. Now that she wasn’t around, they didn’t feel safe. But the blonde girl remembered another time when her master hadn’t been there— when she left with Jax to save Guildmaster Evan— and the bastion bees had been perfectly fine.
So something had changed since then. And Noele was supposed to go in to investigate exactly what it was.
“I don’t want to get stung…” she murmured under her breath. “I hate getting stung. I don’t mind getting stabbed— maybe getting cut here and there. Being burned is fine too. But being stung?”
The blonde girl shook her head as she dragged her feet forward.
“It’s just the worst,” she sighed as she placed a hand on her chest.
[Nobleflame Armor], she thought, and she was wreathed in an aura of golden flames. The fire wouldn’t hurt anyone who got close as long as they weren’t trying to hurt her. So, in theory, she wouldn’t scare the bastion bees even more with it.
However, she wasn’t exactly sure if her hypothesis was true, but she had no choice other than to test it out. The Noble Spellsword strode forward as Bucky watched from behind. Garron had evacuated the nearby premise in case anything happened, and he had set up a perimeter alongside the local [Hunters] of Wolfwater so no bastion bees would break out. Jax didn’t offer any support— he went off to who knew where to continue training so he could lose to Amelia in a duel once again.
Noele closed her eyes as she reached the edge of the hive. The buzzing of the bastion bees was deafening now, and she was having second-thoughts. She licked her lips, but her mouth was still dry. So she couldn’t even take in a nervous gulp.
“I’m an A-ranked adventurer,” she reminded herself. “I am the Noble Spellsword.”
Behind her, Bucky clucked wildly, breaking the blonde girl’s concentration. Her flames flickered as she tried to dim them as best she could— so she wouldn’t startle the bastion bees. Unfortunately, she heard the clucking from behind, and she couldn’t focus.
“Bawk bawk bawk bawk!” Bucky said.
Noele gritted her teeth and looked back towards the chicken. “Look, if you’re not going to help, can you at least be—”
And the Noble Spellsword froze. She saw a figure walking past Bucky as the chicken warily backed up. A heavy, metal boot pressed against the grass as Noele stared with round eyes.
Slowly, the blonde girl raised her head, looking at the armored man standing before her. He smiled at her, shaking his head.
“So you are the Noble Spellsword,” he said as he placed his gauntleted hands on his hips. “I have to say, I quite like your Title. It has a nice ring to it.”
He was dressed like a [Knight], although he was not nearly as heavily armored as either Rowland or Wyn. He carried a visored helmet under his arm, letting his long, golden locks flow freely down to his back. A rapier hung from his waist, and he wore a charming smile as he nodded at Noele.
“I’m glad I can finally meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you.” He spoke simply.
And the blonde girl could only back up, gasping. “You’re… Nicholas the Noble Knight.”
She couldn’t believe her eyes. Here he was— an S-ranked adventurer in the flesh. One that wasn’t as despicable as Jax, at the very least. But not only that, there was another reason why she was trembling where she stood.
Noele remembered a scene from so long ago. A memory she shared with her sister. Nora had taken her to Whiteridge— to show the blonde girl around the Adventurer’s Guild. And there, the two of them met a charming young man.
A man with golden hair, and kind blue eyes. An S-ranked adventurer who called himself the Noble Knight. He was the reason why Nora had called herself the Noble Sworddancer. He was so kind. So noble. He hadn’t shunned Noele’s sister even though she had only been a C-ranked adventurer at the time.
And when he had heard that it was Noele’s first time at an Adventurer’s Guild, he had personally given her a tour around the place, teaching her many things that came with being an adventurer. It was an incredibly impactful moment for both sisters.
Noele held that memory close to her till this day. So when she saw Nicholas standing before her, she wasn’t sure if she was just imagining it. She rubbed her eyes, and looked back at him. He was still there. He looked no older than he was all those years ago.
He strode forward with a soft chuckle. “Indeed I am. And you…”
Nicholas came to a halt right before Noele as she blinked a few times. He unsheathed his rapier, and she paused.
“What…?” she asked as he raised the blade.
“You need to watch your back,” he continued. “[Impose Terror: Forced Retreat].”
Noele spun around, looking on just in time as a bastion bee rushed towards her. But there was a flash of light. A golden glow overcame the sacred monster, and it slowed. Then it turned around, fleeing back into the hive.
“For an A-ranked adventurer, I’d have thought you’d be a little more aware of your surroundings.” Nicholas shook his head as he walked up to the blonde girl’s side. “But I guess I distracted you from what you were doing, so I shall take partial blame for that.”
He grinned at her as she just stared at him, still at a shock. “W-what are you doing here, Nicholas? I mean… Sir Nicholas?”
“I am not actually a [Knight], don’t worry about formalities. You can just call me Nicholas.” He looked past her, staring at the hive of the bastion bees. “However, introductions aside, I believe we should deal with that.”
Noele glanced back apprehensively. “Right. I was going to investigate inside— see what was riling them up.”
“There’s no need to investigate,” a voice said from the side. Bucky clucked loudly as another figure stepped forward. This time, it was a lady with a bow slung around her shoulder, dressed in tight clothing. “They are worried about their newborn queen. That is all.”
“Good work, Sienna.” Nicholas nodded at her. “And you appraised that with a single look? You’re amazing as always.”
Sienna’s expression remained neutral as she continued. “I suggest creating a containment field around the hive. It will prevent them from harming any outsiders, and it will placate their nervousness. Can you do that, Kale?”
She glanced towards a third figure. A rather rotund man. He was right behind her, munching on a fruit— a malim fruit.
“These are really good!” he said, holding it into the air. “I hear they make drinks out of it too. I want to try one!”
“Did you hear her, Kale?” Nicholas asked as he gestured towards the hive. “We need your expertise here.”
“Right, right,” Kale sighed, downing the malim fruit. Noele watched as he licked his fingers, before pulling a book out from his side. He flipped through the pages, mumbling to himself, until he seemed to find the right page. “Alright, here goes— [Activate Scroll: Spatial Shield]!”
And a flash came from the open page of the tome. Noele covered her eyes, watching as a transparent domed barrier fell upon the hive. It muffled the buzzing of the bastion bees, before drawing them out of the hive for a moment.
The sacred monsters looked around nervously, staring at the sheen of the barrier. But they paused when they realized it was protecting them as much as it was keeping them in. Slowly, they returned to the hive, buzzing softer now. Still evidently restless, but less so than before.
Noele stared on with wide eyes. She took a step back, before looking towards Nicholas, Sienna, and Kale. The three other adventurers nodded back at her, and she finally found the right words to say.
“Thank you,” she said, glancing at each of them. “For your help.”
Nicholas just laughed and gave her a light bow. “It was my pleasure, Noele.”
He raised his head, meeting her gaze as his eyes glinted.
“It was no trouble at all. After all, we came here all the way to Wolfwater because of you.”




Chapter 19

“Because of me?” Noele blinked, staring at the three adventurers.
She recognized Nicholas the Noble Knight. And while Kale and Sienna weren’t familiar to her exactly— she had never even heard of them— she knew that adventurers were oftentimes a part of a team. It was rarer at the higher levels. Especially S-ranks. They tended to work alone.
But the blonde girl didn’t doubt that Nicholas was different. He was a charismatic and kind person, after all. So it would make sense that he, of all S-ranks, would be in a team. Although she found it a little bit odd she had never heard of it.
Noele shook her head. She was getting distracted with extraneous details.
“What do you mean you’ve come here because of me?” she asked, repeating her question.
Nicholas walked up to her side, shaking his head. “As I have said, Noele the Noble Spellsword— can I call you Noele?”
“Uh— of course!” Noele practically exclaimed as she nodded. But she bit her lower lip a moment later, flushing at that embarrassing display. She didn’t want the Noble Knight to think she was just some fangirl.
She was an A-ranked adventurer. And not just that, she was on the cusp of becoming an S-ranked adventurer in terms of levels. Although she was pretty sure she was able to beat one in a fight thanks to Amelia’s training.
So she had to act with the decorum expected of someone of her status. She had to keep her cool. Steel herself, and act like she didn’t care that she was talking to Nicholas the Noble Knight himself. Taking in a deep breath, she nodded slowly and squeaked.
“Y-you, um, said you heard about me?” She flushed as the words came out of her mouth an incoherent mess.
Nicholas nodded with his charming smile, taking her hand. Noele wanted to shrink back when he did. He was her idol— he was who she strove to be.
…other than her sister, of course.
But he was who Nora had striven to become. So Noele had always looked up to Nicholas. She had wanted to meet him again, when she had become an S-ranked adventurer. So this encounter felt a little premature, but the excitement she felt was still there.
“I did hear about you, and that is why I sought you out,” he said, clasping both his hands over her right hand. “I have an offer I’d like to make you, Noele.”
“You… you do?” Noele’s heart pounded in her chest like a [Blacksmith]’s hammer. She waited with bated breath as the Noble Knight nodded.
Before he drew back. “But, before we speak about that—”
She blinked, feeling her heart rate slow. Nicholas gestured past her— towards the hive of the bastion bees.
“Let us converse in a more… private place, if possible. I do not wish to further disturb those sacred monsters.”
Noele stared at Nicholas for a moment as the heat in her cheeks vanished. She nodded, covering her face in embarrassment. “...right. That’s a good idea.”
And from the side, Kale waved another malim fruit in the air. “A place with food and drinks, please.”
—--
It took a bit of convincing, but Noele managed to get Harlan and Arthur to temporarily open Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant for the day. Well, actually, it didn’t take much convincing at all.
Neither of the men had anything else they were going to do for the day, and since they were just going to serve drinks, they were fine with this arrangement. Noele did promise them she would compensate them greatly for this favor. So the most difficult part came even before convincing them— but finding them.
However, when she did, she managed to get a private place for her conversation with Nicholas the Noble Knight. After all, he was an S-ranked adventurer. And not just that, he was a rather famous one at that. He had a reputation for being quite the people’s champion. A hero who would charge into danger if it meant saving a single life.
He would have been swarmed by a crowd in an instant if he walked around Wolfwater for a few minutes. The fact that he had somehow discreetly snuck into the farming village already eluded her. According to Garron, he hadn’t even seen Nicholas arrive, and the Steel Tank had been standing guard near the restaurant the whole time!
But that was expected from an S-ranked adventurer. And now, Noele sat with Nicholas in the corner of the room as his team waited at the bar with Garron, Arthur, and Harlan. It was so she could have a private conversation with the Noble Knight. But she could hear them from the other side of the room. Although… that was probably because of how obnoxiously loud Kale was.
“So this is the malim juice, huh? It’s pretty good, but I’d say the fruit itself tastes better!” the plump man said as he slammed an empty mug onto the table.
Garron pursed his lips, replying simply. “I was under the impression that a malim fruit was inedible…”
“It’s fucking trash!” Kale exclaimed as Arthur winced.
Noele shook her head, turning to Nicholas. He chuckled as he took a sip of the malim juice.
“Ignore him— he can be quite crude when he’s drunk,” the Noble Knight said as he shook his head.
The blonde girl frowned. “Wait, but I haven’t seen Kale drink any alcohol yet.”
“Indeed. But he shall get drunk soon, give it time,” Nicholas replied.
“So you’re saying it’ll get even worse. Got it.” Noele sighed, rubbing her temples.
It had been a few hours since she had met the Noble Knight, so she was getting used to being around him. Of course, she was still stunned to be able to meet the adventurer she respected the most. But she was slowly acclimating to it. At least, with how she acted on the outside.
Internally, she was still screaming, wondering if he even recognized her from all those years ago. It almost seemed like he did. But she didn’t know for sure.
“Anyway,” Noele started, trying not to stutter, “what was it you wanted to offer me again?”
It was a simple question. But Nicholas hadn’t made the offer after mentioning it a while ago. In fact, he had not even alluded to it once again for whatever reason.
His eyes flickered as he stared down at his malim juice. “Ah, that.”
Noele shrugged, trying to look casual as she glanced around the room. “I mean, if it’s not important, we can talk about something else.”
“It is certainly a matter of import— at least, for me,” Nicholas continued, taking another sip from his drink.
A long silence passed. Noele fidgeted in her seat, before looking back up at the Noble Knight once more. She chewed her lips as she forced herself to speak.
“And what is it, Sir— I mean, Nicholas?” She quickly corrected herself.
Nicholas sighed and leant back into his chair. He raised his head, looking up at the ceiling of the room. He looked like he was mulling over it for a moment, before he took in a deep breath and met the blonde girl’s gaze.
“Do you want to join my team?” he finally asked as his eyes glinted.
—--
Edlyn was tired.
She stood in the middle of the gilded halls of the Astra Palace, sighing to herself as she bemoaned her troubles. Sure, the Astrad Kingdom was at war, and everyone was stressed out. But somehow, what she felt and experienced was still an exception.
After all, she had to bear the weight of everyone else’s worries and relieve them of it— with her cooking.
She was the [Royal Chef] of the Astra Palace. Every night, it was her job and duty to cook up a feast for the nobles residing here. And it wasn’t just a banquet either. She’d have to prepare meals that would be sent to everyone’s rooms, making sure to satisfy their dietary preferences.
And, well, since this was quite the dire time for the entire country, and many of the royals and nobles here played at least a minor role in the war, they would turn to food to placate themselves.
…in short, Edlyn had to deal with annoying, entitled nobles screaming at her because their steaks were slightly underdone.
But she was Level 47. She could make the perfect steak with barely any effort. And the [Chefs] in her retainer were all at least Level 30. They literally did their job as they were requested, but they still received complaints.
“It’s not my fault you fucking idiots don’t know the difference between medium well and medium rare,” she cursed under her breath as she lit a pipe.
Smoking inside of the kitchen wasn’t allowed, which was why she was standing out here, disgruntled, and murmuring to herself like a madwoman. She glanced back into the kitchen as she saw her [Chefs] working under her going about their job inside. She needed to go back inside soon. But there was only going to be even more of a hassle when that happened.
After all, they were mostly older than her— she was relatively young for her level, only in her late 20s. And because of that, many of them refused to look at her for guidance, despite her being higher-leveled than all of them.
So Edlyn just wanted to quit. She wanted to give up, retire, and go back home. Maybe she could open up a small shop on a less busy street, serving a few dozen customers a day…
“That would be nice,” she whispered to herself.
But she could only daydream about it. She sighed, taking a huff from her pipe. She couldn’t quit her job without a plan of action, and she certainly didn’t have enough currently saved up to just open her own restaurant. So there was nothing she could do.
“It’s not like an opportunity better than working at the Astra Palace would fall onto my lap anyway…” Edlyn sighed, lowering her pipe.
And she heard a commotion coming down the hallway. Blinking, Edlyn looked up to see a group of figures making their way towards the kitchen. An unfamiliar woman with brown hair walked at the front, marching casually towards the front doorway.
Edlyn’s brows snapped together, and she moved to intercept this stranger.
“Hey, you can’t be here—” And she paused.
Her eyes went wide when she saw who was with the brown-haired woman.
“King Jalen?” Edlyn exclaimed.
Walking by the brown-haired woman’s side was the King of the Astrad Kingdom himself. And that was not all. Edlyn also recognized the group of armored figures following the two of them.
“Why are the Knights of the Astral Order here? What is…?”
The [Royal Chef] stepped back, watching as the group entered the kitchen. And as they passed, she could hear the briefest snippet of their conversation with each other.
“Ms Amelia, I’m begging you to please reconsider!” King Jalen pleaded.
And in response, the brown-haired woman called Amelia just replied, “Nope, I came here to cook. So that’s what I’m going to do.”
Edlyn saw this. She watched as they vanished into the kitchen. And she dropped her pipe.
“What the fuck is going on?”
—--
“So… Sienna, huh?” Garron said as he leant back in his chair.
He glanced down at the petite girl who was sitting to his left. She had a single dagger sheathed on her breast pocket, and a bow slung around her back. Also, she didn’t give him a response.
The Steel Tank pursed his lips. “I have never heard of an adventurer that goes by your name. Do you perhaps go by another Title?”
Again, no reply. The expression on Sienna’s face didn’t change from the moment Garron met her. She refused to even acknowledge his existence. And while he didn’t want to make assumptions, he also had an inkling of an idea as to why she refused to speak to him.
It was because he was a B-ranked adventurer.
Garron shook his head as the thought crossed his mind. No— there could be a plethora of other reasons. It is best not to assume, or so he told himself.
However, he had met plenty of A-ranked adventurers before, many of whom were too snooty to even interact with a C-ranked adventurer. They would give B-ranks the brief time of day, but it was clear that there was a bit of condescension there.
That kind of pointless politicking in the Adventurer’s Guild was what Garron hated the most, and he had seen it plenty of times. So even if he hoped that this was not the case for Sienna, he couldn’t deny that it could have been a possibility.
“Oh, ignore her,” Kale said from the side, munching on another malim fruit.
Garron blinked as he turned to face the other supposed S-ranked adventurer. Once again, he had never heard of Kale before, which was quite odd, since most people at that level were quite famous.
Kale continued, shaking his head. His rather large belly seemed to bounce with his words. “Sienna’s a bit of a prickly bitch anyway. You don’t want to get to know her. Want one?”
He proffered a malim fruit to Garron. The Steel Tank politely declined the offer.
“No thanks.”
“Your loss,” Kale said, shrugging. He turned away from Garron to face Noele and Nicholas sitting at the other side of the room. “Anyway, you should be more worried about your girl than trying to make friends with us.”
Garron furrowed his brows, following Kale’s gaze. “What are you talking about?”
“Don’t play dumb with me. You like her, don’t you?” Kale grinned as he nodded at Noele.
“And?” the burly man asked.
Kale chuckled, leaning back in his seat. “Don’t you feel jealous? She’s enamored with Nicholas. And clearly, he’s interested in her too.”
That made Garron pause. He narrowed his eyes as he looked at Noele and Nicholas once again.
“Noele is not—”
But he caught himself. He saw the way the blonde girl was excitedly speaking with the S-ranked adventurer. He saw the way she leant closer, staring intently into Nicholas and listening to every word he said. Garron saw it all, and he drew his lips into a thin line.
“I…” the burly man trailed off.
There was no denying that Noele was interested in Nicholas. But whether it was a romantic interest or just one borne from him being an S-ranked adventurer… Garron didn’t know. He didn’t want to speculate either, since it was none of his business.
But Kale didn’t let up. “Nicholas wants her.”
Garron didn’t respond.
“Nicholas is a professional,” Kale continued. “Trust me, I have seen him at work many times before. When he finds his target, he won’t stop until he gets her, by any means necessary.”
“Noele can be with whoever she wants,” the Steel Tank finally said. “It is not up to me to decide anything for her. Now if you’ll excuse me—”
Garron rose to his feet with a grunt. He wanted to say more, but he just clenched his jaw, holding back any rude remark he had within him. He thought Kale could have been nice, unlike Sienne. But both the S-ranks infuriated him.
He just marched out of the room as he shook his head, leaving Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant behind.
Kale snickered, watching the Steel Tank go.
—--
Noele heard the door slam shut behind her. She looked back, catching a glimpse of Garron right as he stepped out of the room. For a moment, she wondered where he was going. But Nicholas spoke up, quickly drawing her attention back to the conversation at hand.
“What do you think, Noele the Noble Spellsword?” the Noble Knight asked with a kind smile.
“About… joining your team?” Noele turned back to face Nicholas. He peered into her, and he nodded slowly.
“That’s right,” he said as he held her gaze. “It is a rare opportunity— for an A-ranked adventurer to join a team of S-ranks. But I can see your potential. I’ve heard about what you’ve accomplished, and I’m sure you won’t let us down.”
“O-oh, thank you.” The blonde girl flushed at the compliment. She averted her gaze for a fraction of a moment, before steeling herself.
Even though she could feel her cheeks heating up, she was still trying to maintain her composure. There was no use acting like a giddy little girl knowing that her idol was inviting her to join his team. All she’d do was embarrass herself, and she didn’t want that.
“I… I really appreciate the offer,” Noele said, smiling back at Nicholas. “But this is a bit too much all at once. I mean, are you even sure I’m the right choice? And there’s many things I have to consider too. I’ll have to think about it for a few days—”
“I don’t see what there is to think about,” he cut her off, leaning closer.
Noele blinked as her face grew redder. His sparkling blue eyes looked deep into her as he spoke insistently.
“After all, aren’t you getting tired of surrounding yourself with such…” Nicholas raised his head, before shaking his head dismissively. “Such pathetic, low-leveled people?”
And that made Noele freeze where she sat. “What…?”




Chapter 20

Noele couldn’t believe her ears. The words rang in her mind— like the loud tolling of a bell, reverberating throughout her body. She wanted to stumble back, even though she was sitting down on a chair. It was like she was slapped across the face. It was like she was struck to the soul.
She blinked a few times, trying to break out of her stupor. But she couldn’t steel herself. Not when the lens which she viewed the world was cracked, and all she saw was broken glass.
Before her sat Nicholas the Noble Knight. An S-ranked adventurer, but more than that, he was the very man she and her sister had admired. He was the inspiration behind their adventurer Titles.
When he showed up here in Wolfwater, Noele had been ecstatic. However, now, she wished she never met him. Because he was nothing like the man she thought he would be.
“Seriously,” Nicholas continued as he leant back in his seat. He swept his gaze over Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant, and he wrinkled his nose when he saw the chicken resting in the corner of the room. “I can’t believe you’d willingly go out of your way to stay in this backwater place.”
He shook his head as Noele just looked on, barely processing his words. She was stunned into silence. There were so many things she wanted to say in response. But she couldn’t even muster up the strength to speak.
The Noble Knight sighed, rubbing his temples. “I understand that this is your home, but surely you don’t plan on staying here for the rest of your life, right?”
He stared expectantly at her. That managed to prompt a reply from the blonde girl, even though she was still in shock.
“I— I mean, I am just visiting right now, but…” she trailed off. Slowly, she got her wits about, and she stared uncertainly at the man sitting across from her. “You’re joking, right?”
She hoped this was all a joke. That it was a prank he was playing on her. Unfortunately, the truth hurt, and she was living in reality.
“There is nothing to joke about, Noele,” Nicholas said as he held her gaze, his voice unwavering. “You call yourself the Noble Spellsword, but there is nothing noble about living in this squalor. You cannot grow if you are surrounded by those who are not at least your equal, can you?”
Noele bit her lower lip, stopping herself from lashing out with any unnecessary remarks. This was Nicholas the Noble Knight. He was not just some jerk like Jax the Forsaken Archer. Surely he had to have some rhyme or reason behind what he was saying, right?
“That’s true… but only to a certain extent. I have met plenty of people who are lower-leveled than me who have helped me grow stronger.” The Noble Spellsword explained, shaking her head.
She was mainly thinking of Amelia when she said that, however the statement also applied to a plethora of others. Unfortunately, instead of even giving any credence to her statement, Nicholas just scoffed.
“Like who?” he asked, a skeptical look on his face.
“Garron,” Noele replied simply. She gestured towards the doorway, where the burly man had exited the restaurant. “He’s a B-ranked adventurer, but training with him has helped me become who I am today.”
Nicholas raised a dubious brow. “You mean the Steel Tank? I’ve heard of him. I must say, I am not impressed. No notable feats, no real Dungeons cleared…”
The blonde girl’s eyes widened with each word the Noble Knight said. Her breathing grew shallow, and her gaze darkened. The confusion within her quickly turned into annoyance, but she still tried to suppress her feelings, reminding herself that she was talking to the idol.
“Certainly, there are the few no-name Dungeons he delved into with a small expedition.” Nicholas waved a hand dismissively. “But overall, nothing comparable to what you have done. He is genuinely quite… pathetic—”
And Noele snapped.
“That’s enough!” she exclaimed, rising to her feet and slamming a fist on the table.
Splinters of wood shot across the room, and her drink spilled on the ground as the table smashed in half. From the other side of the room, Bucky perked up. Arthur frowned from the bar, and Harlan poked his head out of the kitchen. Neither Kale nor Sienna visibly reacted.
But Nicholas blinked, and Noele glared at him with a furious gaze.
“I’m not going to sit here and listen to you insult my friends,” she said through gritted teeth. “I’ve had enough here.”
She didn’t even wait for his response. The blonde girl couldn’t even meet his gaze. Blinking away her tears, she spun around and marched out of the restaurant.
—--
Noele barely made it out of Wolfwater before collapsing to her knees and breaking into tears. She had wanted to march all the way back to her home, but she failed, and now she was standing in the middle of the gravel road, crying her heart out in public.
Fortunately for her, it wasn’t crowded today. There weren’t very many travelers passing through— probably because Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant was closed for the day. She barely gave it a thought. All she could think of was how much of an asshole Nicholas had been.
A million questions raced through her head. But this time, it wasn’t of excitement, but of confusion and anger.
Did Nicholas even recognize her? Was he being serious when he said all that? How could he possibly believe what he said, despite being such a kind and noble man?
Her vision blurred as she tried to wipe her tears away. But she couldn’t staunch her sorrows. And all she saw was a distant memory. Her first time at the Adventurer’s Guild. When she met Nicholas the Noble Knight so long ago, he had shown her such a kind face.
Even though Nora had barely been a C-ranked adventurer, he had gone out of his way to greet her. He had gone out of his way to give both sisters a personal tour of the place. And yet, he was now telling the blonde girl that he despised individuals like her back then?
Had it all been a facade? Was it all a lie? What other motives could the Noble Knight have for being so… fake? Surely Noele hadn’t dreamt up those memories, right?
Noele didn’t know the answer to any of these questions. But it seemed evident enough— she had been a little girl back then, so perhaps her memories had been flanderized. She had romanticized the brief time she spent with a man she didn’t even know. Because of that, she placed him on a pedestal. But now, she was faced with reality, and it hurt her.
She ached knowing that she had once idolized the Noble Knight. It upsetted her knowing that she was inspired by such an arrogant fool. He had insulted Garron. Not just that, but Nicholas had put down her home. Her friends.
And more than anything, he had insulted Nora.
Noele’s sister had admired Nicholas more than anyone else. To think that he saw the Noble Sworddancer in such a light… it hurt Noele so much.
So she just knelt there as her tears continued to stream down her cheeks. It was humiliating for her to call herself the Noble Spellsword and still bawl in the middle of the road like a baby. But she didn’t care.
A few passersby gave her an odd look, but she ignored them. The blonde girl would have remained crying there forever— in fact, she didn’t even know how long she remained in that position— until she heard a set of footfalls approach her from behind.
She didn’t know who it was. All she wanted was to be left alone. But a gentle hand was placed on her shoulder, forcing her to look back up.
Noele didn’t know who she hoped to be there. Perhaps Garron. Maybe her parents. Or even Amelia. But it was none of them. Instead, she saw Nicholas standing there with a smile still on his face.
“Leave me alone,” the blonde girl growled, trying to shrug him off.
“Look, Noele—” he started as he tried to soothe her.
But she snarled at him. “You insulted my friends. You insulted my family. I don’t care if you’re an S-ranked adventurer, and I don’t care if everyone else in the world loves you. I don’t want anything to do with you.”
He stood there, silent. He stared at her as the smirk was wiped off his face, and he sighed. He knelt down next to her as she glared at him. But he still spoke reassuringly, shaking his head.
“That was a joke,” the Noble Knight said, meeting her gaze. “I was joking.”
And Noele blinked a few times. “W-what?”
All she could do was look at the man in disbelief. He chuckled, running his hand through his golden locks.
“That’s right, I was just trying to lighten the mood. Obviously, I would never be the type of person to say such a thing.” His eyes glinted as he spoke, and Noele stared at him. “Please, I am not that crass.”
“I… are you being serious right now?” the blonde girl asked as a sense of relief washed over her.
Oh, he was joking, she thought, wanting to sigh in relief. But as she met the Noble Knight’s gaze, she caught herself. Even if she wanted to believe what he was saying was true, she couldn’t just believe it outright. That would be so foolish of her.
Slowly, she rose to her feet as Nicholas continued to laugh.
“Come on, now. I was joking. You didn’t have to take what I said so seriously.” He nodded at Noele, before helping her wipe her tears from her face. “But I was being serious with my offer.”
“To join your team?” Noele scrunched up her brows, still suspicious of him.
“That’s right,” he said as he glanced back down the empty road. There was nobody there except for his two teammates. Noele didn’t even know when they got here. “I still believe that you deserve to be in an S-ranked team. So please, would you consider joining us?”
The Noble Spellsword once again wanted to say yes. However, she was less enthusiastic than before. She was far more discerning. Her eyes narrowed as she glanced between Sienna’s stoic gaze and Kale’s carefree demeanor.
“I… I told you, I am not sure if I want to leave Wolfwater anytime soon just yet. Especially with a group of people I just met. And that ‘joke’ you made earlier— I didn’t find it funny. At all.”
It was a curt response. But she was still rather upset at what Nicholas had said. Even if it was truly just a lighthearted, non-serious comment.
Nicholas stepped closer to her as she tried to shrug him off. “But you’ll get to learn from me— from us! We can teach you a lot. We can help you become an S-ranked adventurer, just like us!”
“What can you even teach me?” The blonde girl shook her head. “I’ve managed just fine before I met you this time around.”
“This time around?” He raised a brow, and she scoffed.
“So you really don’t recognize me,” she said, brows snapping together.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Noele. Recognize you? Of course I do! You’re the Noble Spellsword—” he started.
And Noele turned away from him as she scowled. “Just leave it. I’m not going to join your team. We’re done here.”
“Noele…” Nicholas whispered as a shadow swept over his gaze.
He opened his mouth, taking another step forward, inching even closer to her. He took in a deep breath as she lowered her head. She refused to even look at him.
We’re done here, she told herself. Just leave me alone.
Nicholas sighed under his breath as he stepped even closer. “You’re really making it difficult, aren’t you?”
“What are you even talking about?” Noele spoke through gritted teeth, still refusing to look at him. She opened her mouth to continue. “Didn’t you hear me? We’re done—”
And she froze before she could finish her sentence. She heard the unsheathing of a blade. A cold metallic object pressed against her back, and an aching pain ran across her body. She placed a hand on herself, feeling the touch of a warm liquid there.
She looked down, seeing a rapier poking out of her chest.
“What…?” she asked, before the blade slid out of her.
Noele collapsed to the ground, looking up at Nicholas as he drew his weapon back. He snickered as he shook his head at her.
“It would have been so much easier if you just listened. Now, all your friends are going to die along with you.” The Noble Knight spoke casually, the smile on his face never vanishing.
And darkness overwhelmed the blonde girl’s vision.




Chapter 21

Nicholas wiped the blood off his rapier as he stared at the blonde girl lying beneath him. She hadn’t even suspected a thing— that he had been sent here to kill her.
Well, he had been sent here to capture her at first. He was supposed to bring her to the [Hero King], at the behest of his mentor— Ammon the Arcane Archsorcerer. While Nicholas himself wasn’t the biggest fan of Kallistus Kal, he did as he was told anyway, and in exchange, he would be rewarded greatly.
But for whatever reason, once he arrived at Whiteridge, he received a new missive. It was an alteration in the mission he had been given at first— now he was no longer supposed to capture the Noble Spellsword, he was supposed to kill her.
Now, Nicholas the Noble Knight was no assassin. He was an adventurer first and foremost, even if he oftentimes would stoop below the law to get what he wanted. So, normally, he would have rejected this mission. He was not going to go around as a blade-for-hire, killing people for gold, despite his mentor’s request.
Unfortunately, he had already accepted the mission to capture his target, and even though its parameters had changed. If he just rejected it now, he was certain it would have created a rift between him and the Arcane Archsorcerer. And he did not want that.
His relationship with Ammon was relatively new, and he had been dubious about the benefits at first— Nicholas was an S-ranked adventurer, so how much could the Arcane Archsorcerer truly have helped him? But the benefits later on proved to be quite… substantive.
Still, he had hoped to keep this ‘assassination’ discreet. His plan was to use his [Noble Charms] to sway the Noele to follow him and join his team. It was an incredibly effective Skill— he had used it many times in the past to seduce any woman he so desired. Once, he had even spent a passionate night with a [Bandit Lady] and convinced her to give up her ways and turn in her men to the Adventurer’s Guild.
Of course, while Nicholas had promised that he would never turn her in to the authorities, he obviously lied. When she found out he had tricked her, she was upset at first. But he still managed to convince her that he was left with no other choice, and that he would do everything in his power to free her from her unfair incarceration.
That had been a decade ago, and she was still waiting for him to visit till this day.
What a fool, Nicholas snickered at that memory. So he had a lot of trust in his [Noble Charms]. Or at least, he had a reason to believe it would have worked on the Noble Spellsword.
He had planned to bring her away from Wolfwater, using the pretense of recruiting her to his team of S-ranked adventurers. While he didn’t actually have a team, considering both Kale and Sienna were other pupils of Ammon— in fact, they weren’t even S-ranks either— he still believed his reputation and his [Noble Charms] would have been enough to make things work out swimmingly.
But somehow, that had failed. And when it did, he decided to toss aside all discretion and simply kill Noele.
Wasting his time trying to talk to her was proving too much trouble, and he was tired of their conversations. So he stabbed her in the back, leaving her for dead. He shook his head as he sheathed his rapier.
“Kale, Sienna,” he called out to his fellow pupils of the Arcane Archsorcerer. “Did you clear the area?”
Kale scoffed, guesting at the empty road. “Do you see anyone around here?”
“I disposed of all potential witnesses,” Sienna replied coldly. She sheathed a bloodied dagger. “There is no human alive within the vicinity of the premises.”
“Good,” Nicholas said, taking a step away from Noele’s bleeding body. His eyes flickered as he looked down at her. “And what about the Steel Tank?”
Sienna shook her head. “Unknown.”
“He ran away after a bit of light teasing,” Kale said with a shrug. “He won’t be a problem. Let’s just get out of here.”
“It would be a problem if he suspects something once he realizes his friend is… missing,” Nicholas replied, glancing at Noele’s bleeding body. “We need to dispose of him too.”
Kale sighed as he reached for the large tome strapped around his back. “It’s probably easier to convince him that she left the village with us… but I didn’t like him, anyway. He had terrible tastes. So this will be much more fun.”
He grinned, and Nicholas nodded. The Noble knight turned back to Sienna.
“And dispose of this body.” The Noble Knight gestured at the blonde girl lying behind him. “I don’t want anyone—”
But before he could finish, a white blur shot past him, followed by a frantic clucking.
“Bawk bawk bawk!”
Nicholas blinked a few times, almost stumbling back. He felt the gust of wind sweep over him a moment later, before he looked back up to see that Noele’s bleeding body was gone. He looked at the puddle of blood, before glancing back at Sienna.
Her typically stoic demeanor had broken, and she was wearing just as quizzical of a face as he was.
“What… what was that?” Nicholas asked, utterly befuddled.
It was Kale who spoke up, raising a hand. “I believe that that was a chicken.”
“A chicken?” The Noble Knight just stared at his companion, at a loss for words.
Kale nodded, munching on another malim fruit. “And by the looks of it, it’s getting away…”
—--
Bucky didn’t trust them. From the very first moment they showed up, she knew she didn’t trust them. Unfortunately, she couldn’t speak, and no one ever listened to her when she squawked in terror.
At most, they’d try to placate her with food— which did work, because she liked to eat. And it distracted her long enough for her to forget about her distrust of those three smelly humies that entered her habitat. By the time she remembered to worry about it, Noele was gone, and so were they.
She made a fuss, and unfortunately, neither Harlan nor Arthur got what she meant. So she ran out. And by the time she found Noele, it was too late. The blonde human was lying on the dirt road, bleeding out and surrounded by the three smelly humies.
Bucky immediately acted, of course. Even though she knew it was dangerous, she wasn’t one to shy away from such situations. She dashed forward, grabbed Noele, and escaped into the trees.
While the chicken wasn’t the strongest, and she certainly didn’t know any magic, she was incredibly fast. So even if she could neither save Noele nor fend off those three smelly humies, she was confident in her ability to escape.
Or so she thought.
Bucky dashed around a thicket of trees, carrying Noele on her back, when she heard a sharp whistling approaching her from behind. She turned around just in time to see a whizzing arrow flying straight for her head. She leapt to the side as the projectile struck the ground and exploded.
The blast ripped apart the nearby trees, sending a shockwave across the ground. Bucky stumbled for a moment, before sprinting full speed forward.
That was close— the thought crossed her mind.
But a moment later, she heard more whistlings coming for her. And she spotted a figure leaping across the treetop. One of the three humies— the only lady amongst them— loosed a flurry of arrows at the chicken.
Bucky cursed as she danced around the litany of explosions unfurling around her.
“Bawk bawk bawk bawk!” she cursed.
That translated to, “Fuck off, you humie scum!” in chicken.
Unfortunately, her words fell on deaf’s ears as Bucky watched the humie pulled out a glinting arrow. The chicken’s eyes went wide, and the arrow was unleashed a second later. There was a chittering in the air. Like the screams of a thousand birds.
And Bucky’s body blurred as she flapped her wings. [Eagle’s Flight].
All at once, she shot into the air, flying high into the sky. Beneath her, the ground erupted into a massive explosion of ice. Everything in a hundred feet was frozen in an instant. Every insect and every animal turned into an ice statue.
The humie with the bow landed amongst the frozen landscape, looking up as Bucky flew away. The chicken still clung onto Noele, but there was nothing the humie could do about it.
Until a giant magic circle flashed in the sky. Bucky blinked, before her wings grew heavy. All at once, she came crashed into the ground with Noele, unable to fly any longer.
“Bawk bawk!”
Bucky landed with a loud squawk. Her face smashed against the icy floor, and Noele fell a moment after with a thud. The chicken looked up, trying to get back to her feet. But she could hardly even move. Whatever this spell was was keeping her down.
She heard the crunching of heavy footsteps on ice. The fat humie emerged from behind a frozen thicket, holding his book out. He licked his fingers as he stared at Bucky.
“Caught ya.” He grinned.
And behind him, the humie with the bow and the blond human stepped forward. They approached both Noele and Bucky as the two lay there helplessly.
“I want to eat the chicken,” the fat humie said, looking at Bucky.
Her feathers stood on end at that comment. Especially when the blond man nodded.
“Roast it alive,” he snickered as he unsheathed his rapier. “Make that chicken suffer for getting in our way.”
Bucky clenched her beak together as she mustered up the strength to get up. She raised her two wings, taking a defensive stance as she faced down the three humies. They looked mockingly at her, and she hesitated for a moment.
But there was nothing else she could do. She couldn’t run. All she could do was fight. So she readied herself for battle, even as the three humies stood menacingly across from her.
And a voice called out, interrupting their tense face-off.
“What is… going on here?” a man asked.
Bucky recognized the voice immediately. But the three humies did not. They turned around, facing a man standing between the frozen trees. He was dressed in a simple leather tunic with an apron tied around his waist. A splash of wine stained his shirt, and his face was drenched in sweat.
He blinked as he stared at Noele’s bleeding body, before looking at Bucky.
“Another interruption?” the blond humie said with a frown. “But this time, it’s just the [Bartender].”
Arthur blinked, looking back at the three humies with wide eyes. “You… did you guys do this? But why?”
It was a simple question. One which the blond man didn’t care to answer. He waved a hand dismissively at his two comrades, turning back to face Noele.
“Deal with this pest,” he said simply.
The humie with the bow nodded and drew her dagger. She walked up to Arthur as he backed away.
“How could you do this?” the bartender exclaimed, clenching his fist. “Why would you hurt them?”
And… fzzt. Bucky narrowed her eyes. She thought she saw a flicker of something run through Arthur’s hands. But her gaze snapped back to the blond humie as he drew closer.
“By the end of this, we’re going to have to massacre everyone in this town, huh?” he sighed, rubbing his temples. He stepped up to Bucky, raising his rapier. “Well, it is what it is—”
BOOM!
There was a flash of blinding light. A powerful shockwave washed across the frozen landscape, ripping apart the ice. The spell circle hovering in the sky was shattered, and Bucky felt the weight on her back vanish. She blinked as the blond humie stumbled forward.
He spun around with a scowl, staring back at Arthur. “What the fuck was— that…?”
His eyes went round when he saw the humie with a bow lying there in a crater, a charred corpse. He looked back towards Arthur as Bucky also stared in confusion.
“Bawk… bawk… bawk?” she asked. That translated to, “What… the… fuck?”
Arthur floated there, his body crackling with electricity. His eyes were burning with a purple flame. His skin was burning, and he cast a glare towards the two remaining humies standing there.
“You… you…”
Arthur pointed at the fat humie as the world was lit alight, and a massive lightning bolt shot shot down from the sky.
“Monsters!”




Chapter 22

Garron knew he shouldn’t have stormed out of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant like he did. But Kale’s words had struck a really sensitive nerve there. It was always grating to deal with arrogant, entitled bastards like those three S-ranks.
Or at the very least, Sienna and Kale are arrogant and entitled bastards. Garron hadn’t spoken to Nicholas at all since the latter arrived at Wolfwater— the two simply didn’t have a chance to converse because of Noele.
Garron had known that the blonde girl saw the Noble Knight as her idol. So seeing her act so enamored with Nicholas was not unexpected. In fact, it was normal.
Every adventurer— or most adventurers, excluding lunatics like Jax— had someone they looked up to. Someone that inspired them when they were a child to become an adventurer. After all, to be an adventurer was to be like a [Hero]. Or so was the naive outlook of a kid.
Of course, adventuring was far less noble that it seemed. And while Garron himself became an adventurer for less-than-noble causes, when he was younger he still idolized quite a few adventurers. Although most of them were either dead or retired by now.
So Garron believed that Noele’s infatuation with Nicholas was innocuous. There couldn’t have been any romantic undertones behind it. But then Kale implanted the idea into the Steel Tank’s head.
And that was when Garron snapped. Because it rubbed salt in the wound, considering that the S-ranks had already irritated him quite a bit before that moment.
Still, he felt bad for Noele. He wasn’t sure what she thought happened, but she certainly would have been bothered by the Steel Tank’s sudden exit.
Certainly, he couldn’t cast judgments on Nicholas yet. But if the Noble Knight was really a sleazy man who was after the blonde girl’s heart, then he could have easily manipulated her with that moment, convincing her that Garron was acting out of jealousy.
…which was partially true. But it was more so motivated by Kale and Sienna than anything else.
Garron sighed as he shook his head. He hadn’t known where to go when he exited the restaurant. So he slowly made his way back to his current place of residence— which was Nolan and Nicole’s farm.
They were growing quite a lot of malim fruits here now for Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant, so the pathway leading up to the main house was lined with colorful shrubs. Garron spotted a figure standing right ahead of him, knelt down as he dug a hole on the dirt ground.
It was Dorien— the [Druid] who was the protector of the Vox Forest. He was here helping plant and grow the malim fruits as well. He hardly ever spoke with Garron, even if the two knew of each other.
However, it seemed that Garron’s agitation was evident on his face since the [Druid] spoke up.
“Is something the matter?” Dorien asked, rising to his feet. “You seem upset.”
“I… I’m fine.” Garron shook his head. He didn’t want to confide that the reason for his attitude was because of something as petty as what had happened. “Where’s Noele’s parents?”
“Nolan is inside, resting for lunch,” the [Druid] replied. He dusted himself off as he nodded at the house standing just a few feet away. “But Nicole has gone to the city.”
“To Whiteridge?”
“That’s right. She’s trying to sell these malim fruits there— to make a profit off them.”
The Steel Tank raised a brow. “And you’re fine with that?”
Normally, [Druids] would be very much against trying to profiteer off rare natural resources. They were the guardians of nature, so they did not like it when their lands were plundered. The fact that Dorien was allowing this— let alone aiding it— was quite astonishing for Garron to see.
But the [Druid] just harrumphed. “As long as no one touches the Vox Forest, I do not care. They can buy malim fruits from Nicole all they want.”
“That’s… an interesting philosophy.” Garron placed a hand on his chin.
“Well, that’s how I live. If you don’t bother me, I won’t bother you.” Dorien said simply. “But if you bother me, I will rain fire on you.”
Garron shook his head. [Druids]... Everyone seemed to think they were peaceful folks. And while that was true to a certain extent, they could also be incredibly violent.
Perhaps the Steel Tank could learn a thing or two about them. If instead of storming off, he brought up what Kale had said to Noele, that could have saved a lot of embarrassment for Garron. But not just that, it could have warned the blonde girl that the S-ranks might not be as nice as they pretended to be.
Again, Garron wasn’t entirely sure if it was just Kale and Sienna, or if Nicholas was included, but if something had been said there, then there was no need for speculation. Unfortunately, the burly man had just stormed out.
“And what about Noele?” Dorien asked, breaking Garron out of his stupor. “She’s usually with you, isn’t she? I don’t see her.”
That made the Steel Tank purse his lips. “She’s…”
He wasn’t sure what to say— or how to explain the situation. He took in a deep breath as the [Druid] frowned.
“She’s…?” Dorien waited.
And Garron hesitated. But before he could come up with an answer, a powerful explosion erupted just outside of Wolfwater.
Both the [Druid] and the Steel Tank recoiled from the flash of light. A moment later, a powerful shockwave swept over the landscape. They braced themselves as a strong gust of wind threatened to knock them off their feet.
“What is that?” Dorien asked with wide eyes.
Garron’s eyes flickered, and he slowly reached for his sword at his waist. Dorien hadn’t noticed it, but the Steel Tank did. The attack that was unleashed wasn’t just an ordinary blast. It had been a blast of purple lightning— one that seemed to freeze everything as much as it destroyed all that it touched.
It was a blast of frost lightning. But not just frost lightning— it was empowered by the Void.
“...Arthur,” Garron said, gritting his teeth.
“Arthur?” Dorien blinked a few times. “You mean the [Bartender]?”
Garron just shook his head. It was too much to explain. He spun around, hearing a door slam open. Nolan sprinted out of the house with round eyes, staring at the smoke rising to the sky.
“What is going on?” the [Farmer] panted out.
“I’ll look into it,” Garron said quickly, glancing back towards Dorien. “Stay here and look after Nolan.”
“Right.” The [Druid] nodded, before running back to the [Farmer].
And the Steel Tank took off, even as he chewed on his lips. After all, he was nervous. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to help out if what he feared was true. Because if it was…
Then it meant that the Lich King had returned.
—--
Arthur had thought it was quite an odd day. Firstly, three S-ranked adventurers had shown up in Wolfwater without much explanation. That in itself wasn’t that weird to him since he didn’t think S-ranks were that uncommon. However, supposedly, he was told it was quite unusual in this day and age.
He didn’t question it much. He just did his job— even though it was his day off. But he didn’t care. Neither did Harlan. Noele made a special request to host the three S-ranks, so they fulfilled it.
But then, Bucky started to throw a fit. And Arthur had to placate the chicken with food. And while that was happening, Garron suddenly marched out of the room, upset over something that was said.
Arthur only looked on in confusion when that happened, but he didn’t question it. He thought that perhaps something else had happened— that it wasn’t the fault of the S-ranks.
However, shortly after that, Noele had also run out of the room. And this time, Arthur knew it was definitely because of the S-ranks. Unfortunately, before he could even question it, the three S-ranks exited the room as well.
And to make things even more confusing, Bucky then proceeded to sprint after them after she was done with her food. So Arthur and Harlan were left in the restaurant, utterly clueless as to what to do.
Eventually, Arthur decided to give chase to Bucky— to make sure she didn’t do anything stupid. And what he found… appalled him.
He saw Nicholas, Kale, and Sienna standing over Noele’s bleeding body. Bucky was protectively hovering over the blonde girl, but it almost looked like it was too late. The three S-ranks were laughing at what they had done. When they were found out, they moved to dispose of Arthur too.
But before they could do anything, Arthur killed Sienna with the power of the Void.
It happened instinctively. It was like he was reaching for something that was always there, but he refused to acknowledge. His eyes burned with a purple flame, and his skin threatened to melt off his bones. He hovered in the air as this unsettling power surged over him, but he didn’t reject it.
He could not reject it— not for the sake of either Noele or Bucky. He had to save them. So he pointed at Kale who raised a tome.
“[Shield—” the fat man started.
And Arthur bellowed, “Void Lightning!”
The Void’s essence poured out of his chest, reaching for the sky. And this twisted magic called forth a lightning bolt that would have destroyed all of Wolfwater. But its impact was concentrated only on Kale.
He screamed in pain as whatever barrier he conjured up was ripped to shreds, and his body was burnt and frozen by Arthur’s enraged attack.
Even though he was an S-ranked adventurer, he couldn’t put up a fight. Not when his opponent was a former Lich King— the very First Lich King. A crackle of purple electricity ran over Arthur’s body as he felt the searing pain of his mortal flesh melt away. But he ignored it, focusing his burning gaze towards his remaining target.
Nicholas took a step back, staring at the corpses of his two comrades in horror. “What…? But how?”
“Shut up.” Arthur pointed at the Noble Knight.
And another blast of purple lightning shot down from the sky. But Nicholas managed to react in time. He leapt to the side, before vanishing with a golden glow.
“[Noble Step],” Nicholas panted as he landed right in the middle of a thicket of frozen trees. “That was close…”
He glanced towards the small crater where he had been standing, before sweeping his gaze over to Arthur. But he blinked at what he saw there.
The former Lich King had conjured up a volley of purple ice spears. Dozens of them hovered over his head, glinting as he felt his cheeks burning away. His eyes flashed in anger, and the projectiles shot forward.
“Perish.”
Nicholas cursed, drawing his rapier. He moved to deflect the onslaught of attacks. But even as he tried his best to block what few he could. However, it quickly overwhelmed him. He screamed as he was impaled by the flurry of projectiles, being ripped apart where he stood. He collapsed to the ground, covered in holes.
And Arthur heaved heavily, slowly descending back to the ground. His body still ached— his skin still burned. The pain refused to leave his body just yet. But he shook his head, trying to ignore it as he stared at the Noble Knight’s corpse.
“It’s… it’s over,” he whispered to himself.
And a frantic clucking drew his attention to the side. “Bawk bawk bawk!”
Bucky hopped up and down next to Noele’s bleeding body. Arthur nodded as he took a step forward.
“Right,” he said as he fumbled for a healing potion from his belt. “I need to—”
And a glinting arrow shot forward, shattering the glass. Arthur blinked as he stumbled back. Bucky froze, looking past him. Slowly, the former Lich King turned around to face the source of the attack.
His eyes went wide when he saw Sienna standing there, her bow raised and glowing with a familiar light. Next to her, Kale got to his feet and cracked his neck as he eyes glimmered.
“How are you…?” Arthur asked as he stared at the two corpses come to life.
But it wasn’t just the two of them. Nicholas sighed as he pulled his shredded body up from the ground, his wounds slowly mending. A purple aura coated him as he sighed. He stared at the former Lich King, picking up his blade.
“You’re not the only one who has been blessed by the Void,” Nicholas said simply.
And he teleported next to Arthur, thrusting his rapier through the former Lich King’s chest.




Chapter 23

Noele didn’t know what had happened. It didn’t happen fast, but it was so sudden. It was so shocking. She didn’t even register what had happened until a minute after it occurred. But even then, she still couldn’t process it.
It was too surreal to understand. It was something that was almost incomprehensible. Despite what had happened with Nicholas earlier today, he was still an S-ranked adventurer. There was no reason for him to ever attack her unprompted. There was no reason for him to ever stab her in the back.
He could have been a jerk. He could have been a manipulative liar. However, that was a far cry from being a murderer. Being rude and callous was entirely distinct from killing someone in cold blood for no reason whatsoever.
And yet, that was exactly what Nicholas tried to do. No— that was exactly what he was doing.
The Noble Spellsword couldn’t react. Her body was wrapped in a numbing pain. It no longer ached. And she could hardly even think.
If she was still cognizant of the world around her, she would have been furious about what happened. She would have no longer felt betrayed or hurt— instead, she would have retaliated in an instant. She would have struck the Noble Knight down where he stood for this outrageous sneak attack.
However, that was the problem. Noele couldn’t even feel any of that anymore. Her mind was filled with a jumble of muted thoughts— her feelings silenced by the blaring hole in her chest. She couldn’t see anything any longer. Her vision had gone blurry at first, then was slowly shadowed over. The last thing she saw was… a chicken? Perhaps she could have recognized the chicken if she wasn’t bleeding out. But at her current state, she couldn’t.
And now, all she saw was an encroaching darkness. A cold breeze swept over her body, even though it had been the middle of the day last she saw. Her mind instinctively reached for something to grasp onto— to stave away the eternal dark.
But Noele found nothing. Not in her memories. Not in her bonds with her friends. She couldn’t cling onto anything. Except…
Her body convulsed in the darkness as she felt something calling for her. It was warm— comforting. A strange sensation. However, it was also so familiar. Like the soothing voice of her mama. Like the gentle embrace of her papa.
Whatever this was, it pulled her mind closer towards it. And as she could slowly make sense of it, she realized… it wasn’t a voice like she thought. It was something else.
It was a light in the darkness.
She reached for it.
And a blue screen flashed in her mind.
[Class advancement available! Please choose one of the following Class advancements:
[Champion Spellsword] - A [Champion Spellsword] is a protector of justice…]
This is… the World System? Noele barely managed to muster out the thought. That was right. Even though her mind was in a haze, she still remembered that her powers were granted to her all thanks to the World System.
Her Class— the fact that she was Level 57. It allowed her to be an A-ranked adventurer. It allowed to protect those she cared about. The World System was what saved her when she needed saving. It offered her power when she needed it the most.
Without the World System, Noele was nothing. She knew that it was a fact. She knew that this had always been true. She could never achieve anything without the help of the World System… right?
For some reason, something felt off about that train of thought. However, she couldn’t exactly place her finger on what was amiss, and her near-death state was in no condition to think things through. She just knew that she could survive if she reached for this power.
If she accepted the World System’s offer, she would be able to get back to her feet, and she would be able to defeat Nicholas with ease. So as she lay there in the darkness, her mind still whirling, but trying to focus on the blue screen that was waiting for her.
I accept— she started.
But before she could fully wrap her thoughts around her new Class, she was interrupted by a heavy… thunk!
Her entire world shook. Her body reverberated in pain. It felt like she had just been dropped out of the sky, causing her back to break. It was such a sudden jolt of shock, it overwhelmed the numbing sensation of approaching death.
Unbeknownst to the blonde girl, she had been quite literally dropped out of the sky. She had crashed from hundreds of feet in the air, landing on a hard, icy ground alongside Bucky.
Although she didn’t realize all this was happening, it still interrupted her thoughts. It broke her focus. And even in the darkness, her vision blurred once more. She tried to reach for the blue screen once more— in desperation, or compelled to by something else. But she couldn’t grasp it. It slipped out of her mind.
And slowly, Noele drifted further into darkness, now no longer just dying, but on the brink of death.
—--
Garron heard another explosion resound in the distance. He felt the prickling aura of the outpouring power of the Void. It was so familiar— so intense. A cold chill that made the hair on his back stand on end. It shook him to the very bone.
But even though he wanted to flee, he pressed on. He knew what he was getting into. He had already battled it once before. Or rather, he had tried to fight it. But he had only been able to watch from afar back then, needing to be saved by Amelia.
Unfortunately, this time, Amelia wasn’t here. So it was up to Garron to help stop Arthur.
He sprinted through the frozen trees, gritting his teeth. The Steel Tank really did like the bartender— unlike Noele, he held no animosity for what the former Lich King had done.
However, Garron had feared what could happen if the Lich King somehow did return. And now, it seemed like his worst nightmare was coming true. Fortunately, judging by the frozen landscape Arthur had created, he was significantly weaker than before.
But the problem was that he could grow stronger.
So Garron moved as fast as he could until he reached a clearing in the trees— the source of the overwhelming Void essence. He came to a halt right at the edge of a thicket of trees, spotting a gathering of figures already waiting there.
The first person he noticed was Nicholas and his team. The three S-ranked adventurers were standing just before Arthur, whose body was wreathed in a purple aura. Garron gritted his teeth, seeing that the worst had come to pass.
But before the Steel Tank could rush in, he paused when he heard an angry clucking. He looked to the side, and that was when his heart stopped. Lying there, just a few dozen feet from Arthur, was… Noele.
The blonde girl lay in a puddle of blood as Bucky stood protectively by her side. Garron needed a moment to process this sight. His lips quivered as he saw the pooling red liquid as he stood there, at a loss for words.
“What…?” He stared at the wound— at the hole in Noele’s chest. It was like she was stabbed through the back. And she was dying.
“Ack!” a scream broke the Steel Tank out of his stupor.
Garron glanced to the side, watching as Arthur was impaled through the chest by Nicholas. The Noble Knight had teleported straight to the former Lich King with some sort of Skill.
And Arthur was struck down. The purple aura dissipated. The last of the gathering Void essence was gone.
Nicholas pulled back, shaking his head. “That was close… he’s strong, but he doesn’t know how to control his power.”
“Good for us,” Kale snorted, before glancing at Garron. It was a strange look— almost threatening. It made the Steel Tank flinch. “So what do we do now?”
The Noble Knight took notice of Garron too. He just stepped forward, proffering a hand. “Do you have a healing potion?”
The Steel Tank blinked a few times, looking at the fallen former Lich King, then back towards the three S-ranks. He tried to work his jaw. “I-I… what happened?”
It was a simple question. Nicholas sighed as he strode forward, glancing towards Noele’s bleeding body. And Bucky continued clucking angrily there.
“I don’t know,” the Noble Knight said. “Somehow, the bartender was possessed by that strange power. And he attacked us all.”
Garron nodded slowly as he numbly reached for a healing potion from his bag. He walked up towards the Noble Knight, eyeing Arthur’s bleeding body. The former Lich King was taken down by a stab wound— through the chest.
“Do you have a healing potion?” Nicholas pressed the Steel Tank. “Otherwise, your friend will die if we don’t act soon.”
Bucky clucked loudly, but Garron barely heard it. He just produced the healing potion and slowly raised it as he looked back towards Noele. She was dying— not from a blast of lightning. But from a stab wound through the chest.
Nicholas accepted the healing potion with a smile. Garron stared at the Noble Knight— then he looked towards Kale and Sienna. Neither S-ranks wore even a hint of worry for Noele. They just eyed Garron like hawks.
“Thank you,” Nicholas said, before pausing. He frowned as he tried to take the healing potion, but the Steel Tank refused to let go. “What are you—”
And Garron punched the Noble Knight across the face as he bellowed, “[Knockback Blow]!”
Nicholas was sent flying back, even as he barely flinched in pain. Kale and Sienna reacted immediately. They pulled out their weapons, aiming for the Steel Tank. But Garron was already moving. He sprinted straight for Noele as Bucky waved her wings in the air.
“[Grand Fireball]!” Kale called out.
“[Arrow of Dawn],” Sienna whispered.
Both S-ranks unleashed their Skills at Garron as he ran for Noele. He glanced back, seeing a glinting bolt and a blazing sphere moving to intercept him— heading straight for the blonde girl’s bleeding body.
Garron gritted his teeth and tossed the healing potion at Bucky. The chicken blinked, watching as he spun around and raised his shield.
“Save her!” Garron screamed, turning to face the oncoming projectiles.
Bucky caught the healing potion and paused for a moment. She stared with wide eyes as Garron planted his feet on the ground, before raising his shield. His body shone with a brilliant white aura as he bellowed.
“[Lure Projectiles]!”
The [Grand Fireball] and the [Arrow of Dawn] swerved, redirecting away from Noele and towards the Steel Tank. He took in a deep breath, nodding at Bucky. The chicken hesitated, before uncorking the healing potion.
She began to pour the red liquid down Noele’s throat as Garron stood steadfast. His shield glimmered, before he activated all his defensive Skills at once.
“[Iron Will]! [The Guardian’s Protection]! [Aura of—”
And the Steel Tank was engulfed in a powerful explosion. His words were cut off— his body overcome by a searing pain. The barriers he had erected were instantly shattered. B-ranked Skills. No match for a single S-rank attack, let alone two.
Bucky looked away from the blast, refusing to see what happened. Was Garron still alive? She didn’t know. Instead, the chicken focused on pouring out the last of the healing potion, trying to save Noele.
And the blonde girl coughed as she lay there, her wounds slowly beginning to close.
—--
In the darkness, Noele felt her senses slowly returning to her. But she wasn’t returned to reality just yet. Instead, she continued to float in her mind, before seeing a blue light once again— the very same offer from the World System.
The offer to save her life.
To save her friends.




Chapter 24

Noele blinked her eyes open, but she still saw darkness. Her thoughts were cogent, and she remembered being stabbed, so only a single thought crossed her mind.
“Am I… am I dead?” she asked apprehensively.
Her blood ran cold as she feared the worst. She placed a hand on her chest, before stumbling back. She could think clearly now. However, she was still reeling in shock from everything that just happened.
And she still didn’t even know if she was alive. “The last thing I remember was… Bucky… and falling—”
The blonde girl paused as she rubbed her temples, trying to recall what else happened. Her eyes snapped wide open when she remembered something else. A blue screen. An instinctual compulsion.
“The World System,” she whispered.
And the same blue screen flashed before her eyes.
[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.]
The Noble Spellsword stared with wide eyes at the glowing message. An offer from the World System. The chance for her to receive an early Class advancement.
It had been a while since she had been given this offer— she was first given the chance to become a [Champion Spellsword] after she defeated the Monster of the Mist. After she slew Odell, the man responsible for killing her sister.
He had been empowered by the Void. And defeating him had not been an easy task. But she had won. Through her own efforts— through her own strength— she defeated him.
So when the World System came to her, offering her even more power, she had been reticent to accept that offer. After all, she didn’t want to rely on a power outside of her own. Because it would only limit her growth. She wouldn’t be able to grow stronger if she was always reliant on something else to fight for her.
Noele had to fight on her own. So her first instinct compelled her to cast aside the Class advancement once again. But then she paused as the screen flickered.
She hadn’t rejected it just yet, and for whatever reason, it vanished. Her eyes narrowed as in its stead, a crack opened up in the darkness. A rift that peered out of this black world. Noele’s eyes lit up as she thought she found an escape.
On the other side, Bucky flapped her wings in a panic. A powerful explosion ripped across the background, sending a shockwave over the frozen landscape. A giant pillar of smoke rose from the ground, and lying at the center of the crater was Garron.
Noele immediately reacted. She reached out as she took a step forward. “Garron! I’ll save you—”
She screamed, rushing forward to the rift. But when she reached it, she felt an invisible wall stopping her. Noele came to a halt, blinking a few times. Her arms dropped to her side, hanging limply as she saw Bucky clucking loudly.
The chicken was waving her wings, still in a panic. Like she was trying to wake Noele up.
And the realization sunk in as the blonde girl remained in the dark. 
“Oh,” she said softly. “I’m still dying.”
—--
Nicholas sighed as he pulled himself out of the rubble. He had been taken by surprise when Garron punched him across the face. It didn’t hurt— however, it annoyed the Noble Knight, considering that his [Noble Charms] failed once again today.
It was irritating. He didn’t know the reason why it failed the first time around, but he had chalked it up to Noele having some sort of Skill that allowed her to resist it. But Garron was a B-ranked adventurer. Unless he had a powerful artifact protecting him, there was no reason for him to be able to resist the Noble Knight’s Skills.
Nicholas dusted himself off as he watched his fellow students of Ammon unleash their attacks on the Steel Tank. Garron certainly tried to block it, but he was immediately engulfed by a powerful explosion.
The blast itself even made Nicholas wince. But he shook his head a moment later. “That’s what you get for being such a fool…”
He strode forward as he reached for his rapier. Kale and Sienna appeared at his side. He turned to them with a smirk.
“Don’t you think you went a little overboard?” He stared at the pillar of smoke, rising where Garron once stood. “A mere B-ranked adventurer poses no threat to us.”
Kale snorted, waving a hand off dismissively. “I would’ve preferred to take my time with killing that fool.”
“Your methods are inefficient,” Sienna said as she nodded at Garron’s burnt body. “The longer we take to finish this mission, the more witnesses we will have to eliminate.”
“Then let us slaughter them all. I do not care.” Nicholas waved a hand dismissively, coming to a halt right before the small crater.
He paused for a moment, before looking down at the Steel Tank with a frown. He didn’t spot any artifacts or amulets that could have blocked his [Noble Charms]. Not any that he recognized, at the very least. His brows furrowed as he raised his head.
Nicholas heard a loud clucking coming from right ahead. He spotted the same chicken from before, frantically shaking Noele’s bleeding body. He chuckled at the sight.
“Why are they all trying so hard to save a dead girl?” he said as he drew his rapier.
“Beats me.” Kale shrugged, before pointing a thumb at the chicken. “Want me to kill it? It’s pretty annoying, and I’m getting hungry.”
Nicholas nodded. “Go ahead. Whatever it takes to shut that annoying squawking up.”
The chicken froze where it stood. Slowly, it turned to warily face the three S-ranks. It hesitated for a moment, before taking on a defensive stance. Kale just grinned.
“I’m going to enjoy ripping out your feathers—” the fat man started.
But he was quickly interrupted by a flash of light. “[Piercing Blast]!”
A beam of light shot up towards Kale, striking him directly in the head. He stumbled back, screaming in pain as half his face was burned right off. Nicholas blinked, and Sienna’s gaze snapped towards the crater beneath them.
“I-I’m not finished yet…” Garron panted as he rose to his feet.
He was bleeding and burnt. He looked like he was dead. But somehow, even after tanking the combined attacks of two S-ranks, he was still alive. He lifted his shortsword as he glared up at Nicholas.
“How the fuck are you still alive?” the Noble Knight asked in a rather ignoble tone.
Garron didn’t respond. He just heaved his half-destroyed shield up, taking on a battle-ready stance. He didn’t turn around, but he spoke to the chicken.
“Grab Noele and run,” he said as he hefted up his shortsword. “I’ll hold them off.”
Sienna’s brows snapped together as she raised her bow. She nocked an arrow into it, aiming at Garron. But a screaming voice stopped her.
“I’ll kill that bastard!” Kale screamed, staggering forward. He placed one hand on her shoulder as he pushed her back.
The burn marks on his face were slowly healing— the Void’s essence wisping off his skin, mixing with the smoke from the blast. He was, quite evidently, furious.
Sienna, however, didn’t back down. She shrugged his hand off as she looked back down at Garron.
“We have messed around enough,” she said simply. “We should not waste more time. Nicholas, let us put an end to this already.”
She glanced over at the Noble Knight. He just had a brow raised. He looked between his two teammates. He didn’t really know what to say, considering they weren’t actually his teammates. They were all simply fellow students of Ammon.
He had no authority over Kale. Even if they had pretended that was the case.
However, Sienna wasn’t looking to Nicholas for his authority. She wanted his support so that Kale would back down. Because then it would be two-against-one. But Nicholas knew that if he did back Sienna, he was never going to hear the end of it from Kale.
So the Noble Knight took a step back, opting to keep out of this mess. “I’ll deal with the chicken. You two figure out who gets the Steel Tank.”
Sienna glared at Nicholas, and Kale laughed. But the Noble Knight ignored them, turning to face the panicked chicken. It clucked in terror.
“Bawk bawk bawk!”
“Bucky…” Garron said weakly, glancing back at the chicken. “Why haven’t you run away yet?”
Nicholas shrugged as he strode forward. “Perhaps the chicken knows that it is futile to try to escape. You should learn from it and roll over and die.”
The Noble Knight chuckled, twirling his rapier at his side. But before he could reach Noele, he heard the crackling of thunder coming from above. He paused, slowly craning his neck to face the sky. He sensed it coming before it came.
“[Noble Step]!”
Nicholas moved fast. He teleported back towards Kale and Sienna. A moment later, a pillar of lightning came crashing down from the sky. It ripped apart the ground where the Noble Knight had been standing.
And he looked towards the source of this immense power. He clicked his tongue as he faced the bartender— the very same one he had killed just a few minutes ago.
“I should’ve known you can regenerate too,” Nicholas harrumphed as he eyed Arthur.
In response, Arthur screamed, clapping his hands together, and sending out a blast of ice in all directions.
—--
“I’m dying,” Noele whispered as she looked at herself through the vision.
Somehow, she was able to see through her own eyes, even though she couldn’t move her body. And what she saw was Garron and Arthur, standing together to face down Nicholas, Kale, and Sienna.
Bucky was there too. But the chicken was busy trying to resuscitate the blonde girl. Unfortunately, even with a healing potion, Noele couldn’t recover. She saw the state she was in, and she remembered the injury she received.
Perhaps if she had just freshly been stabbed in the chest, with her levels, she could survive as long as she downed a healing potion. However, it had been quite a while since she had been impaled. Not only that, but she had also been dropped from the sky right after that.
She needed an elixir of healing— something far more powerful than even the highest grade of healing potion. But Arthur was a bartender, and Garron could barely even stand. Even if either of them had such an item, they couldn’t have saved her.
Not with Nicholas, Sienna, and Kale barring their path.
Noele could only save herself. But… what could she even do?
A blue screen flashed before her eyes as the thought crossed her mind. It was the same one that had vanished just earlier— the very same offer she had contemplated rejecting for months now.
[Class advancement available! Please choose one of the following Class advancements:
[Champion Spellsword] - A [Champion Spellsword] is a protector of justice—]
Noele recoiled at the sight. But then she stared at it closely. She read its description once again, and she hesitated.
“Should I accept this power?” she wondered aloud.
Even if it said nothing about helping her recover from a near-death state, she was inclined to believe that accepting this Class would save her. It was a strange intuition. And she thought back, trying to figure out why she felt that way.
“When I was barely conscious—” She closed her eyes, recalling the nebulous memories of the dark. “The World System tried to… trick me?”
That didn’t seem right. And yet, as she recalled what happened, when she hadn’t even been able to think, she was compelled to seek the power of the World System. And it did more than just convince her of its goodness.
“It lied to me,” Noele whispered. “The World System lied to me.”
When she spoke those words aloud— in her head— it sounded incredibly ridiculous. But she knew what she was saying was true. The World System had tried to convince that Amelia had never existed— that the blonde girl was only able to defeat Odell with the strength of her given Class.
In reality, Noele had defeated the Monster of the Mist with her own power. She had learned to fight with her own strength thanks to Amelia’s teachings.
…even if it was a lot of very unorthodox lessons.
“I can’t accept the World System’s power,” the Noble Spellsword told herself as she clenched a fist. “Not if it’s trying to manipulate me into using it. That would be no different than if I… I…”
Noele trailed off. But the thought still appeared in her mind.
It would be no different than if I were manipulated by the power of the Void.
She shuddered at the thought— at even daring to think of such a thing. There was no way the World System was comparable to the Void. And yet, she thought about how those who were in the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns were tricked and manipulated.
The promise of power. The lies that were told. What the World System was employing here was quite literally the same thing. The only difference was that Noele had not been in the right state of mind to make a well-thought out decision.
So the blonde girl gritted her teeth, turning away from the blue screen. It offered her salvation. However, she couldn’t accept it. Not for the sake of her own sanity. Not with what Amelia taught her.
And she just watched as she slowly died. She looked on as her friends helplessly fought back against the Noble Knight.
—--
Every night, when Arthur went to sleep, he would have nightmares— he would dream of the time he terrorized the world as the First Lich King. He would recall all of the heinous acts he committed. The atrocities he did would burn brightly in his mind.
And he would wake up in a puddle of sweat, fearing what he could become. Because he knew that this monster was hiding within him. So he had to be acutely aware of its power. He had to suppress it. He didn’t want it to see the light of day ever again.
But now, Arthur wished that he could become Ar’elith once more. He could tap into the power that he had stored within him. However, he did not have the prowess for battle. He did not have the skills to use it as best as it could be used.
He was… just a bartender. Before that, he was a [Priest]. He knew very little about fighting. Certainly, he held nebulous memories of what he had done. But that was incredibly distinct from actually knowing how to fight.
Arthur was barely even able to react before Nicholas stabbed him through the chest. Fortunately for the former Lich King, the powers of the Void were seemingly boundless. And he was able to regenerate, coming back from dying once again.
It still hurt, of course. And dying was always such a strange sensation. However, Arthur couldn’t focus on that. Instead, he turned his gaze towards the Noble Knight. He reached for the wealth of power within him. It poured out of him like a burst dam, and his skim was ripped apart once more. A painful, searing sensation ran through his body.
But he ignored it, even as he screamed in pain. He clapped his hands together, trying to channel the power into his hands. It was unleashed in an uncontrolled blast, ripping apart the frozen landscape, before freezing it once more.
Nicholas leapt back, landing right next to his two teammates. It was Kale who reacted, raising his book. But he didn’t incantate the chant for some spell in the tome. Instead, his voice echoed as whispered softly.
“Shield.”
An aura of the Void’s essence coalesced around him, forming a dome— a protective barrier that took the brunt of Arthur’s wild attack. Even though it was an unfocused shockwave that blasted out, it still ripped apart Kale’s Shield.
The three of them stumbled back as Arthur panted. His eyes flickered, spotting Bucky and Garron in the background. Fortunately, his attack missed them. But if Arthur was sloppy, he could accidentally hurt them in this battle.
He couldn’t let them happen. But controlling his powers wasn’t easy. Especially when he was in the middle of battle.
“I’ve had enough of this,” Nicholas said, taking a step forward. His eyes glimmered with a purple glow. “If you aren’t going to die, then I will make you wish you were dead.”
In an instant, he teleported forward. He reached Arthur, thrusting forward once again with his rapier. But this time, Arthur was prepared for it. He raised his hands, conjuring up a purple ice wall as he flew back.
The Noble Knight tore straight through the ice wall. He gritted his teeth, before flourishing his rapier. A spell circle flashed into existence before him as he called out the power of a Skill, before enhancing it with the strength of the Void.
“[Star Light]!” he said as the magic circle shone. And then it was overcome with a purple light. “Devour.”
All at once, the magic circle exploded with a pillar of darkness. But it slowly formed the head of a serpent, reaching out to grab the former Lich King. Arthur unleashed a bolt of lightning at it, completely destroying the oncoming attack.
He was evidently stronger than Nicholas. He knew that. And he also knew he wasn’t nearly as competent at fighting, so it didn’t surprise him when he found the Noble Knight waiting behind him with a savage grin.
Nicholas swung up, slashing across Arthur’s back. The former Lich King flew forward, even as his back bled, before slowly healing. He spun around, trying to conjure up a flurry of ice spears. However, he was too slow.
A volley of arrows shot towards him. They glinted with a purple glow, unleashed by Sienna herself. Her onslaught of attacks sent Arthur flying into the air as she raised her bow. His legs were blown apart from the impact, and he screamed in pain.
He tried to fly out of the way as she aimed carefully at him. But before she could loose another arrow at him, Garron slammed into her back. He nicked her shoulders with his shortsword as she grunted, backing away.
The Steel Tank huffed as he steadied himself, staring up at Sienna. “Don’t… forget… about… me…”
“Oh, I didn’t,” Kale answered as he stepped up next to Sienna. The fat man grinned, conjuring a purple fireball as Garron gritted his teeth. “I’ll be dealing with—”
And Arthur sent a blast of lightning lancing out towards Kale and Sienna. The two of them saw it coming, dodging out of the way in time. The former Lich King hovered in the air as he regenerated his legs. But Nicholas didn’t let up, flashing into existence next to him a moment later.
The two were interlocked in battle in the middle of the air as Kale roared and charged at Garron without magic. Sienna clicked her tongue, turning to face Arthur with a frown. She raised her bow, clearly recognizing the former Lich King as a greater threat, and readied another arrow.
And that was when Bucky joined the fray. The chicken leapt onto Sienna’s face and began to pluck her eyes out. She screamed as she backed away, trying to pry the chicken off her. When she failed to do that, she loosed her arrow onto the ground, exploding both of them together.
—--
And Noele looked on.
She watched as her friends fought their best against the three S-ranks. However, they were clearly outmatched. Not only were Nicholas, Sienna, and Kale at a higher level, they were also empowered by the Void.
If this kept on, the blonde girl knew that her friends were going to die. She looked on as Arthur was cut down from the sky by Nicholas once more. She winced as Garron was slammed to the ground by an angry Kale. She gritted her teeth as Bucky ran from Sienna’s onslaught of explosive arrows.
“I need to save them…” the Noble Spellsword whispered to herself. And a glint caught her eye. A blue box waited for her right beside the image of the real world. “But I can’t.”
She bit her lower lip, staring at the offer from the World System. If she accepted this, she knew she would be beholding herself even more to a power that wasn’t hers. And it wasn’t just the memory manipulation that scared her.
Her master— Amelia— had even rejected an offer to be a [Hero] from the World System. All to avoid enslavement.
Noele didn’t want to be a slave to the World System. However, she didn’t want her friends to die either. She closed her eyes as she took in a deep breath.
“I delayed making a choice because I was scared. Because I didn’t know what to do. But I have to make a decision now.”
She didn’t know what was going to happen if she accepted the Class. Maybe there would be no difference— as Amelia said, the blonde girl had been reliant on the World System for a long time now. What difference could accepting the Class of a [Champion] make?
However, there was the possibility that she would succumb even further to the World System. There could be tricks that were played on her mind. Like with how the blonde girl couldn’t quite process what was wrong with… Amelia’s something.
Even now, Noele struggled to overcome the World System’s influence over her. But she remembered that there was an object in her master’s possession that was incomprehensible because of the World System.
There was a chance that if the Noble Spellsword accepted this Class advancement, she'd even forget Amelia entirely. A slim chance, of course. That was highly unlikely.
But she feared that it was a possibility. She hoped that nothing would happen— that nothing would change because of the World System. However, even if that were true, she didn’t care.  Because if she had to sacrifice her sanity to save her friends…
Noele would save her friends without any hesitation.
[You have advanced your Class!
You are now a [Champion Spellsword]!
Skill Evolved: The Titan’s Strength -> A Champion’s Might!
Skill Evolved: Noble Slash—
Skill Gained: Healing…]




Chapter 25

It was slowly coming back to Arthur. Not only did he feel the power surging through him, but the memories of the many battles he won in his past life poured through his mind. It was not easy to emulate what he had done. However, he had no other choice. He had to fight.
Arthur floated back into the sky as his body flickered with electricity. A gaping hole on his chest closed, healing slowly as the pain of the injury went away. He focused his gaze and looked down at Nicholas.
The Noble Knight was leaping through the air, jumping on magical symbols that glowed with the power of the Void. His rapier glinted with a dark light, and he moved fast, blurring with each step he took.
Seeing this, Arthur began to conjure another bolt of Void Lightning. However, he paused when he caught a glimpse of Garron being beaten down by Kale down below. The Steel Tank struggled to get back to his feet, trying to protect himself with whatever defensive Skill he could. However, each time, these protective auras were ripped apart by Kale’s magic.
It seemed like Kale was intent on beating Garron to death with fists. And because of the latter’s already-injured state from earlier, there was nothing he could do to fight back against the fat man.
Arthur gritted his teeth, glancing between Kale’s looming figure and the rapid ascent of Nicholas. After a moment’s hesitation, he unleashed his Void Lightning down into the ground. Nicholas paused for a split-second, watching as the purple blast shot past him. It streaked straight towards Kale who was none-the-wiser.
“Kale, you idiot!” Nicholas shouted.
The fat man blinked, raising his head just in time to see the Void Lightning reach him. He tried to erect a barrier. And perhaps he got it off just in time. But it wasn’t strong enough to deflect the attack. He screamed in pain as he was engulfed by a powerful explosion.
Was it enough to kill him? Arthur highly doubted it. However, he knew it was enough to keep Kale down for at least long enough for Garron to recover. In the meantime—
“I got you!” the Noble Knight snarled as he reached the former Lich King.
Arthur cursed as he tried to fly out of the way. But he was too slow. Nicholas slashed him across the chest— a deep gash that would soon close, so Arthur did his best to ignore it. Unfortunately, Nicholas wasn’t finished.
The Noble Knight raised an open palm, shining with a spell circle. Arthur blinked, only to entangled by a dozen purple chains. They were heavy, restricting his movements. And with a whipping motion, Nicholas sent the former Lich King flying straight down.
Arthur’s bones shattered as he impacted the ground. He wheezed in pain, feeling his ribs puncture his lungs. Blood sputtered out of his mouth, but before he could even regenerate in the slightest, Nicholas whipped the chains again.
The former Lich King was smashed into the ground again and again. Nicholas simply stood on a glyph, hovering high in the air, laughing as Arthur’s body was utterly broken.
“I—” Arthur gasped, seeing the world spin around him.
But he couldn’t steel himself. All he felt was pain. He couldn’t fight back against the Noble Knight, being beaten to the ground. Everything was a blur around him. He could barely even catch a glimpse of Kale emerging from a smoking crater, healing slowly and gradually from the earlier attack.
Arthur’s vision began to grow dark as he was repeatedly slammed against the ground. He would’ve passed out there and then, but he heard a clucking coming from the side. The panicked cries of a familiar chicken.
And the former Lich Lord saw, for the briefest of moments, Bucky backed up against a tree, cornered by Sienna.
His eyes went wide as he knew what was going to happen next. He couldn’t allow it. His mind flashed with a vision— a memory that he tried to repress and forget. But he still remembered it nevertheless.
The day he tamed the Five Grand Revenants of Arelioth’s Path. How he defeated them with only a single spell.
He had been a Lich lord once. But more importantly, he was an [Archmage of Death]. His powers extended far beyond reanimating an army of corpses. He could conjure grand magic that even [Archmages] couldn’t comprehend. He could manipulate all the elements, and he could even shatter all the bones in a body with the snap of a finger.
He didn’t need to fight the Five Grand Revenants. All he needed to do was control their movements. So that was what he strove to do now.
Just because Arthur was now limited to the power of the Void, did not mean that he could not cast magic. So he drew the outpouring of the Void’s essence from his soul, and he pooled it into the tip of his fingers. He took in a deep breath, focusing despite the pain— ignoring his breaking bones.
Instead, his mind drifted towards the solid bones of the three S-ranks. He felt their presence very clearly. And all he had to do was raise his hand out—
And snap.
Arthur felt the chains holding him vanish all of a sudden. He heard the screams of pain echoing around him, and his broken body began to repair. He picked himself up as he saw a figure falling from the sky. Nicholas landed with a heavy thud right next to the former Lich King.
The Noble Knight was screaming in pain alongside his teammates. His neck was bent backwards, his head twisted out of shape. Arthur stared down at Nicholas, before sweeping his gaze over to Kale and Sienna.
All three of the S-ranks were crying in pain where they lay— their necks having been snapped in an instant by the former Lich King.
Their bones shattered from the mere flick of his wrist.
Arthur wanted to finish them off, but he himself was still healing. He turned to Garron and Bucky and shouted at them.
“Grab Noele and run!”
The chicken and the burly man both exchanged a glance for a second. However, before either of them could react, Arthur recoiled in pain.
A rapier stuck out of the former Lich King’s chest. He stumbled forward as his body rushed to heal his newest injury. But behind him, Nicholas rose to his feet.
“I have had enough,” the Noble Knight snarled, eyes flashing with the power of the Void.
—--
Nicholas was getting tired of this.
It was simply bothersome— an annoying obstacle that he couldn’t overcome. But the most frustrating part was that he knew it was something he could easily deal with. After all, he was an S-ranked adventurer who had also been touched by the Void.
He was certain that he could tackle even SS-ranked threats now. A B-ranked adventurer, a [Bartender], and a chicken should have been no match for him alone. And that was not to mention Sienna and Kale who were here helping him as well.
Yet, somehow, both Sienna and Kale were lying on the ground with their necks broken. Nicholas, too, had his head suddenly twisted by some powerful magic. But even with the pain running through his body, and the paralyzing feeling gripping him, he still managed to muster up the strength to hurl his rapier at Arthur.
Now, the Noble Knight was back on his feet, healing from his broken neck. He cast his gaze towards the biggest source of his problems.
Arthur.
“You—” Nicholas snarled, marching forward.
The bartender wheezed, conjuring up a crackling bolt of lighting. But the Noble Knight saw it coming and teleported forward with a flash of light. He slammed his foot down on Arthur’s head with enough force to crush any ordinary skull.
Somehow, Arthur managed to resist having his head exploded. He gritted his teeth, pushing against the metallic boots of the Noble Knight. Nicholas grunted, grimacing in anger. He grabbed his rapier and sliced up, opening Arthur’s stomach.
That made the bartender recoil in pain, slumping back onto the ground. However, before Nicholas could capitalize on this, he heard a loud clucking coming towards him.
“Bawk bawk bawk!”
Nicholas looked up just in time to see a chicken leaping into his face. He stumbled back as he screamed, prying it off. However, Garron slammed into his side a moment later. That sent the three of them tumbling forward.
They wrestled with each other— Nicholas against the chicken and the Steel Tank. It wasn’t difficult, just especially annoying when he found his neck being snapped by Arthur’s Void magic a moment later.
The Noble Knight roared in pain before he cracked his neck back into place. A pulse of his wisping purple aura exploded from him, sending both Garron and the chicken flying back. He rose to his feet and screamed as he pointed at the staggering Arthur.
“I will kill all of you!” Nicholas unleashed an uncontrolled blast of the Void’s essence at the bartender.
Arthur barely created an ice barrier in time to block the attack. Nicholas drew forward, roaring in anger.
“I have had enough of this!” He marched forward and punched a hole through the ice barrier.
Arthur’s eyes went wide, and Nicholas grabbed him by the neck. After a moment’s struggle, the Noble Knight heard a crack. Arthur’s body went limp, although it wouldn’t last long.
“But it’s long enough,” Nicholas whispered, turning to Garron and the chicken.
They were both picking themselves up from a group of fallen trees, still dazed from the earlier blast. Nicholas grinned savagely and started forward.
“I have to admit ,you are tenacious, surviving this long. But you should have played dead,” he said as he was wreathed in the essence of the Void. He took another step forward, watching as the chicken ran back, but Garron failed to rise to his feet. “Because now I’m going to make you wish you were actually dead.”
Nicholas raised his rapier as he loomed over Garron. The chicken clucked in a panic, but could only watch. The Steel Tank gritted his teeth, staring up at the Noble Knight in defiance.
“Goodbye—” Nicholas laughed, swinging down with his blade.
And there was a flash of a golden light. It was just for a split-second, but it was blindingly bright. It almost made Nicholas wince. However, he pushed through the sudden glow and followed through with his attack.
He blinked, watching as his rapier struck the empty ground. The earth ripped open, and the thick layer of sleet covering the forest floor was shattered. The impact from his attack would have completely obliterated the Steel Tank.
But Garron wasn’t there.
Nicholas stared with a frown for a moment, before he heard a soft voice speak behind him.
“Are you alright?”
Immediately, the Noble Knight spun around. He saw Garron lying on the ground a hundred feet away, looking up in confusion. And standing right next to him was—
“What…?” Nicholas froze. His eyes went wide as he stared at who it was. “Noele?”
And there she was. The Noble Spellsword stood there with her two swords sheathed at her side. She nodded at Garron with a smile on her face as he stared at her.
“You’re alive,” the Steel Tank said.
“Bawk bawk bawk!” the chicken cheered from the side.
Arthur raised his head from where he lay, a small grin on his face as he eyed Noele standing there.
“It’s alright,” the blonde girl said reassuringly. “I’ll deal with these backstabbing bastards.”
Nicholas clicked his tongue. He sighed and shook his head as Kale and Sienna appeared at his side.
“I feel like this is becoming a trend. Why won’t any of you stay dead?” The Noble Knight raised his rapier, eyeing the Noble Spellsword. “No matter, I shall make quick work of you.”
He took a single step forward, and Noele’s gaze snapped towards him. Suddenly, she vanished, carried by a golden light. Nicholas paused, but it was too late. Noele was standing beside him with both her blades already raised.
“No you don’t!” she yelled, swinging down at him as he gaped in shock. “Glorious Noble Slash!”
All at once, Nicholas was engulfed by a brilliant golden blast, screaming in pain as his body was ripped apart. 
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Sienna couldn’t believe her eyes. She had been certain that Noele was on the cusp of death— that the Noble Spellsword wasn’t going to survive her wounds even with a healing potion. A healing elixir or some other potion of regeneration was needed to heal that gaping hole in her chest at the very least.
And yet, now Noele was standing once again. It wasn’t even like what happened with the bartender, where he had regenerated thanks to the power of the Void. Sienna could understand that, because she herself was empowered by the same touch— the same twisted magic she was still learning to comprehend.
No— Noele was still injured. The healing potion had recovered some of the flesh from the hole in her chest, but it hadn’t stopped the bleeding. And yet, somehow, she was moving unimpeded.
Sienna knew of some S-ranks who had Skills that let them fight despite their injuries. Was this the same thing? But how did Noele go from on the brink of death to… this?
It made no sense. The Noble Spellsword cut down Nicholas in an instant, before engulfing him with a golden blast. He couldn’t even scream. He was turned into a charred corpse in an instant.
“How…?” Kale blinked a few times.
But Noele ignored him. She didn’t pay attention to either of the other S-ranks, instead looking down at the burnt body of Nicholas. Her shorter blade was lit ablaze by a golden flame, and she pointed down at the regenerating man.
Sienna’s eyes widened as she realized what was happening. Kale took a moment to process it, and she clicked her tongue at his incompetence. Quickly, she drew her bow and nocked an arrow, aiming for the Noble Spellsword.
Noele’s eyes flickered at Sienna as the arrow glinted with a purple aura. Spinning around, the Noble Spellsword’s golden flames faded away and she braced herself for the attack.
Sienna loosed the arrow, and it shot forward. A magical bolt, unleashed with the power of the Void. It would have killed Noele. The blonde girl should have leapt out of the way— maybe teleport to the side. But for whatever reason, she stood her ground.
“[Nobleflame Armor],” she whispered, raising her to blades. Her both was wreathed in an aura of golden fire, before the flames spread up to her twin swords. Her eyes flashed with a white light. “And— [Nobleflame Fury]!”
All at once, she unleashed a blaze streak of fire out back towards the glinting arrow. The attack was unlike the previous golden aura blade that ripped apart the landscape. Instead, it was like a wildfire— an inferno that raged and destroyed everything it touched. It was like a flurry of slashes that tore apart the earth, shattering the oncoming bolt.
Sienna’s eyes went wide as she backed up as the fiery blast shot her way. But Kale grabbed her, pulling her to his side.
“Get back!” he bellowed as he slammed a fist to the ground. All at once, a giant rock wall shot up into the sky.
It was shaped like a gate— a solid archway with an intricate design of glowing runes etched into its surface. The symbols shone with the power of the Void, flashing brightly for but a brief moment. A second later, Noele’s [Nobleflame Fury] struck the magical barrier.
Kale grunted as he stood his ground. His feet shifted under him, and the barrier cracked. The two powerful spells clashed as Sienna looked on with round eyes.
This was no longer comprehensible. Perhaps the way she defeated Nicholas with ease could have been explained away with the element of surprise earlier. But now, Noele’s magic was matching Kale’s own.
He was not simply an S-ranked. He was an S-ranked who was touched by the Void. The flurry of golden flames slowly dissipated as Sienna turned to her partner.
“Kale—” she started.
But her eyes darted to the side when she saw a glint coming from the frozen trees. Noele’s shortsword spun through the air, curving around a bush, before flying straight at the two S-ranks.
Sienna clicked her tongue and drew her dagger. She parried the flying weapon, before her eyes flickered to the side. There was a flash of light.
Noele appeared there, right next to her blade, carried by some kind of teleportation spell. She caught the shortsword and swung back at Kale before he could even react. He staggered away and screamed, slashed across the chest.
It took a moment for Sienna even to register what just happened. Her dagger glinted with a purple aura, and she stabbed at the Noble Spellsword.
“You bitch!” Sienna cursed.
But Noele saw the attack coming. She spun around and swung up with her longer blade, moving faster. Sienna recoiled as her forearm was sliced open, forcing her to drop her dagger.
Leaping back, Sienna barely avoided a follow-up slash from Noele. It was an ordinary swing— an attack followed by no magical aura. And yet, when it struck the earth, the ground was smashed open. Shredded by an immense force.
A column of dust shot into the air as Sienna just blinked. She stared at Noele who stepped away from the spraying dirt.
“What… happened to you?” Sienna asked, wide-eyed.
Noele straightened as she turned to face the [Archer]. The blonde girl’s gaze was calm— cold. And her voice was soft.
“I—” Noele started.
But Kale appeared behind her, raising his spell book. The ground beneath her feet cracked open as a bright red-purple light shone underneath her.
“[Molten…” Kale said, before his eyes flashed with the power of the Void. “Eruption!”
Noele spun around just in time to be engulfed by a blast of purple lava. Sienna jumped back as she was struck by an intense heat— she wasn’t in the blast zone, however she could already feel the hair on her skin sizzling and smoking.
Sienna landed far back, looking on as the purple lava continued to pour into the air. Kale floated down next to her as he wiped the sweat off her brows.
“That was the best spell I’ve got.” He shook his head and looked towards ground zero of the eruption. “She should be dead.”
“Unless she teleported out of the way,” Sienna said simply, eyes narrowed.
Kale harrumphed. “Impossible. I know I got her dead-on. There is no way she could have survived…”
His voice trailed off as his spell slowly came to an end. He looked on in horror as a figure waited there. Even Sienna couldn’t believe her eyes.
Noele hadn’t escaped from the blast. She stood there and took it. A bubble of white light protected her— scintillating and shimmering with a strange pattern that almost made it seem like a face with many eyes.
She smirked as she stared at both the S-ranks. “[The Guardian Angel’s Shield].”
“What the fuck?” Kale said in disbelief.
Sienna couldn’t even muster up the right words to say. She just processed the situation she was in, glancing between Noele and herself. Slowly, she swept her gaze over her surroundings.
Nicholas was still regenerating from the damaged he sustained, and Kale was shaking in his boots. The bartender was standing to the right, and both the chicken and the Steel Tank were towards a clearing of trees behind Noele.
Sienna assessed the predicament she was in, and came to a single conclusion.
“We’re not winning this,” she whispered.
Kale blinked. “What?”
But before he could even turn to face her, she ran.
Sienna left the fat man behind.
—--
[You have advanced your Class!
You are now a [Champion Spellsword]!
Skill Evolved: The Titan’s Strength -> A Champion’s Might!
Skill Evolved: Noble Slash -> Nobleflame Fury!
Skill Gained: Healing Factor!
Skill Gained: Nobleflame Glory!
Skill Gained: Nobleflame Teleportation!
Skill Gained: The Guardian Angel’s Shield!
Skill Gained: The Guardian Angel’s Lance!
Skill Gained: Passive - Championship Match!
Skill Gained: Passive - Near-Death Resiliency!]
Noele saw the flurry of notifications from the corner of her eye. The blue boxes that told her she had undergone her Class advancement. Now, she was a [Champion Spellsword]. And with it, came a lot of upgrades to her old Skills as well as new Skills she could use.
It was a lot to take in. It was evidently a big difference. She had thought that even with this new boost in strength, nothing would be comparable to the power of a Glorious Noble Slash. But now, she was certain. She was—
“Stronger,” she whispered, looking down at the golden flames encasing her body. “I’m stronger in every way.”
Noele looked back up as her [The Guardian Angel’s Shield] began to collapse. It reminded her of the barrier Z357 had erected back when she first met him in the restaurant. It was weaker, of course. However, there were similarities she couldn’t ignore.
As the last of the magical barrier faded away, she saw Kale standing there alone. He had been abandoned by his teammate. Sienna ran away, leaving him behind. Even though they were supposed to be partners, it didn’t matter. They didn’t care for each other at all. The fat man stumbled back, bumbling like an idiot as he held out an arm.
“Sienna! You bitch!” he called out.
And Noele moved, ignoring his cries of outrage. The Noble Spellsword threw her shorter sword— still burning with her magical nobleflames— straight at him, but he erected a barrier just in time. Sparks violently shot out as the wisping blade struck the magical shield.
Kale grunted as he held his ground. But he blinked when Noele appeared right next to him.
“What…?” He stared in horror as she grabbed her weapon.
To him, it looked like she had teleported to her weapon. But in reality, the blonde girl was carried to her magical nobleflames. It was intuitive to her. She knew that she could just pull herself to any golden flame that belonged to her.
Noele smirked as she swung down with an Elegant Noble Slash, cutting open Kale’s barrier. He screamed and pointed at her. A grand fireball exploded from the palm of his hand, engulfing the both of them in a fiery explosion.
It was a powerful blast. It exploded upwards, filling the sky with its intensity. The nearby trees were felled from the shockwave, and the ice melted over. The fat man staggered away from his own attack, bleeding and burning.
“D-did that get here?” Kale panted as he swept his gaze over his surroundings.
But from the fire emerged a burning golden flame. Noele stood there, still unscathed. No different than she was before. Her [Nobleflame Armor] protected her, and she just grinned back at Kale.
He began to regenerate, but his face grew pale. “How am I supposed to win?”
All he could do was stare at her. Noele shook her head as she took a single step forward. Both her blades began to wisp wildly, engulfed by the same golden flames that were protecting her.
“That’s the thing,” the Noble Spellsword replied simply. “You’re not supposed to win.”
And with that, she swung down with her twin blades. A blast of [Nobleflame Fury] shot out, enveloping the fat man. He screamed as his body was slowly incinerated. His Void-given regeneration kicked in, however it wasn’t enough to counter the deluge of golden flames. It only prolonged his death.
Noele finally took a step back when he was gone. She was certain he was dead— nothing remained of Kale but ashes. Shaking her head, she flicked her blades back. And she spun around to look where Sienna had gone.
“Now that they are both dealt with…” Her eyes narrowed as she looked towards a small crater.
Standing at the bottom was Nicholas the Noble Knight. He was no longer a charred corpse, having fully regenerated back to full form. He wore a furious expression on his face as he raised his rapier and pointed at the blonde girl.
He glared at her as he spoke dangerously. “I will make sure you regret doing that.”
Noele smirked, raising her twin blades. “I’d like to see you try that.”
And with that, the two noble adventurers teleported forward, clashing with a flash of light.




Chapter 27

Nicholas teleported forward with a [Noble Step]. It was one of the best movement Skills in the world. An upgraded version of [Flash Step]. He could teleport near-instantaneously over hundreds of feet, and there was barely a few seconds of cooldown between each use. However, somehow, Noele managed to keep up with his speed.
His eyes flickered as the Noble Spellsword appeared behind him, slashing down with her two blades. A fiery golden aura enveloped her weapons, before being unleashed at him. He raised his rapier as a purple sphere engulfed him— a barrier created from the Void.
It should have been enough to stop even an S-ranked attack. And yet, Nicholas watched as the golden flames ate through the purple barrier. He gritted his teeth, looking on as Noele’s attack made its way towards him. As he began to feel the heat of the golden flames creeping its way across his skin, his [Noble Step] returned to him.
He teleported out of the way as a powerful explosion rocked the forest. Nicholas landed as he clicked his tongue.
“How…?” he whispered softly as he stared at the blast.
Behind him, there was a flash of blue light. He spun around just in time to see the Noble Spellsword flanking him once more. This time, she stabbed him, but he parried the attack. She was relentless. With both her blades, she unleashed an onslaught of strikes his way.
At first, the Noble Knight managed to keep up with her pace. But then her two blades shone with a golden light. He recognized what it was immediately— an aura blade.
“[Noble Aura Blade]!” Noele cried out, before slashing for his head.
He ducked out of the way, not even bothering to block the attack. He knew how aura blades worked. Even he doubted whether his S-ranked Oricalcum Rapier could withstand the strike without shattering.
The Noble Knight’s eyes flickered as Noele’s longer blade barely whizzed by his head, before he caught a glimpse of the shorter blade from the corner of his eye. He tried to back away, only to feel a searing pain erupt from his shoulder.
Noele was too fast. She struck him with her shorter blade, before slashing him across the chest with her other sword. Nicholas screamed, feeling the blood pouring out from both his wounds. He leapt back as he avoided another follow-up swing from the Noble Spellsword.
His wounds began to close, but he still groaned in pain regardless. Even if the power of the Void let him heal from most of his wounds, he still felt his injuries. He was acutely aware that he had been sliced across the chest.
Nicholas gritted his teeth as he looked back up at Noele. She flicked his blood off her blade as she pointed at him.
“Your regeneration is quite annoying, isn’t it?” she said with an annoyed look on her face.
“Coming from you, that’s rich.” The Noble Knight tried to muster up a smirk, only to grimace. He raised his rapier as a purple aura protected him like armor. “You are supposed to be dead.”
Noele shook her head, taking a step forward. “Maybe if you weren’t such an arrogant piece of shit, you’d have finished the job. But unfortunately for you, you are.”
And with that said, she dashed forward, thrusting for his head with her two blades, still coated in the golden aura. He recoiled, ready to move out of the way. But she teleported at the very last moment.
He blinked, before he spun around. Once again, there was Noele, attacking him from behind. He expected it— she was getting too predictable. In response, he teleported out of the way with his own [Noble Step]. He grinned as he flew up into the air, staring down at her.
“Did you really think that would work—” he started as he pointed at her, conjuring a purple sphere.
But Noele’s body disappeared with a blue light. Once again, she teleported. This time, she appeared right in front of him. It happened so quickly, Nicholas couldn’t even use [Noble Step] again.
He just stared at her as she raised her two blades.
“With just a [Flash Step]...?” he whispered in awe.
And Noele screamed, swinging down at him. “Glorious and Elegant Noble Slash!”
The golden light engulfed him as he braced himself, trying to block the attack. But it was too much. His Void armor began to rip apart, and his skin tore away. He closed his eyes as the explosion overtook him.
—--
Sienna came to a halt as she saw the flash of light coming from behind her. Turning around, she watched as a powerful cross-like blast shot into the sky, shining brighter than the sun. She covered her eyes for a brief moment, before shaking her head.
It didn’t take a genius to figure out what happened. The Noble Spellsword had defeated the Noble Knight. Of course.
Sienna didn’t know what happened, but somehow, Noele was far stronger than any A-rank had any reason to be. In fact, Noele was stronger than most S-ranks Sienna had ever seen. It didn’t make sense. But it didn’t need to make sense for Sienna to make the most pragmatic decision and flee.
Whatever was the cause didn’t matter. All that mattered was how Sienna responded to it. And unlike Kale and Nicholas, she wasn’t foolish enough to pursue an enemy she couldn’t beat. After all, Kale was an idiot who didn’t know when he had lost, and Nicholas was too arrogant to ever admit defeat.
Sienna was simply intelligent, so she ran away. Although… she wished she escaped sooner. After all, there had been too many oddities with that group. A bartender that had been touched by the Void. A chicken with levels. A B-ranked adventurer who fought with the tenacity of any A-ranked adventurer.
She should have realized something was amiss sooner. It was only her fault that she failed to notice this odd discrepancy as a problem earlier. Fortunately, she now knew her mistakes, and she extricated herself from the situation as quickly as she could.
Now, she was safe. She was alive. Unlike Kale and Nicholas.
“Idiots,” she whispered under her breath as she watched the golden light fade away.
Spinning around, Sienna moved to leave Wolfwater behind. She would have to explain herself to Ammon later— he would very likely be upset about their failure, but he would laud her for having the intelligence to escape unlike his other apprentices.
Silver linings, she told herself as she took a step forward.
But then a glint caught her eye. From her peripheral vision, a speeding arrow shot towards her, moving faster than she could react. It struck her shoulder as she leapt back, narrowly avoiding a fatal wound, but unable to escape unscathed.
Sienna gritted her teeth as she stumbled back, before she spotted more arrows whizzing through the forest around her. This time, she expected the attack. She quickly whipped out her bow and shot down each of the oncoming bolts.
Or at least, that was what she thought. But somehow, the ground beneath her exploded into a giant, blossoming rose— one that was covered in sharp thorns and tangled vines, threatening to trap her and rip her apart. She screamed as her legs were cut open, and she loosed an explosive bolt at her feet.
Her own attack shredded the giant thorny rose, cutting her free. However, she also injured herself in the process. She leapt away from the explosion, covered in burn marks as she clenched her jaw. She swept her gaze over the empty surroundings as she called out.
“Show yourself, coward!”
Sienna’s voice echoed throughout the forest. In response, the vegetation surrounding her seemed to loom over her. Shadows crept across the underbrush, and it seemed like the canopy of trees had grown thicker than before.
Her eyes flickered as she tried to pinpoint her assailant. Finally, she saw a figure darting across the trees. Sienna smirked as she raised her bow, aiming for her target.
“There you are…” she started as she nocked an arrow coated with a purple aura.
But before she could unleash her attack, she watched as the figure stopped moving, dispersing with the leaves. No— like the leaves.
“A distraction?” Her eyes went wide as she saw the moving leaves settle.
Her attention had been drawn by leaves? Sienna couldn’t believe herself for making that mistake. She heard a shuffling behind her, and for a moment she thought it was another distraction.
But she saw the glint light, so she spun around. And behind her stood a man with a bow aimed at her back. He had green hair, pointed ears, and a smug smile on his face.
“So you really have been touched by the Void. Although… you can barely even use its power.” The elf snickered as Sienna’s eyes went wide
“You are—” She raised her bow.
But the elf just laughed and unleashed his own glinting arrow at her. “[Superior Blooming Deathhowl].”
She stared in shock as his arrow was engulfed by a scintillating aura. It seemed to grow in size, shooting forward towards her. In retaliation, she fired back with her nocked arrow— empowered by the Void. It was her strongest attack.
And yet, she watched helplessly as her purple bolt was consumed by the elf’s attack. A giant blast engulfed her, and she closed her eyes, bracing herself for oblivion. She waited for the pain. She waited for the all-consuming darkness. But there was none of that.
Because a second later, she felt nothing more.
—--
Noele watched as the golden light engulfed the sky. Her combined attack of Glorious Noble Slash and Elegant Noble Slash was as powerful as ever. It was what allowed her to defeat all of her strongest opponents who had been touched or blessed by the Void— even their healing factors weren’t enough to regenerate from the blast.
So she thought it would have been enough to wipe Nicholas off the face of the earth. In fact, she was pretty certain it was more than enough. So she waited for the smoke to clear. She watched as the golden light faded away, lowering her twin blades.
But her attention was drawn away from the blast as she heard an excited clucking from behind her. Noele spun around just in time to see a white blur shoot straight towards her. She blinked as Bucky crashed into her, knocking her off her feet.
“What…?” she sputtered.
And the chicken exclaimed, “Bawk bawk bawk!”
“Bucky? Wait, I’m in the middle of—”
“Bawk bawk bawk bawk bawk!” Bucky ignored Noele’s pleas.
The blonde girl struggled for a moment longer. But then she felt the way the chicken tightly hugged her. Her eyes went wide when she saw the worry on Bucky’s face.
And that was when Noele paused. Slowly, she reached back and hugged the chicken with a small smile.
“Bawk bawk…” Bucky squeaked softly.
“I’m glad you’re fine too,” Noele said as she ran her fingers over the chicken’s feathers.
The two lay there, embracing each other for a long moment. It was a strange feeling to Noele— she was used to recovering from small wounds thanks to the help of healing potions. And she had even recovered from some grievous injuries with higher quality regeneration elixirs. However, this was the first time she had ever… come back to life?
No— she had returned from the brink of death. But it was pretty much the same thing. After all, the Noble Spellsword knew she should have died there.
She looked down at herself, staring at the scar on her chest. There was once a gaping hole there, right where her heart was. And yet, it had now closed shut. Not through the help of a healing potion, but thanks to her brand new Skill.
[Healing Factor]. [Near-Death Resiliency].
Noele’s eyes flickered as she saw the blue box floating before her, listing her brand new Skills. It was what saved her from dying. And she had gotten it thanks to advancing into a [Champion Spellsword]. But… she didn’t remember even accepting the Class.
Something had happened while she was on the verge of death. She couldn’t quite remember what occurred— everything was a blur since she was stabbed through the chest. The most she remembered was seeing the option to advance, before everything became dark. Now, she felt like she missed something important.
“Noele!” a voice called out to her, breaking her out of her thoughts.
Both the blonde girl and the chicken looked up. Arthur and Garron hobbled over— the bartender was helping the Steel Tank stand. Noele blinked a few times, before getting to her feet.
“Garron… are you ok?” She gaped as she saw the state the B-ranked adventurer was in.
He was bruised, burnt, and cut all over. Noele didn’t even know how he was standing— he looked like he should be dead. But he was just smiling weakly as he looked her over.
“I should be the one asking you that question,” the Steel Tank chuckled, before breaking into a coughing fit.
The blonde girl rushed to his side. She took him from Arthur who nodded at her.
“Garron should survive. But—” The former Lich King hesitated. He bit his lower lip as he looked Noele up and down. “How are you still alive, Noele?”
Bucky clucked in agreement, looking up at the blonde girl in disbelief. Garron seemed to share the sentiment as he tried to steady himself.
“We thought we lost you, Noele. I thought…” He pursed his lips.
And Noele scratched the back of her head. She would have liked to know the answer to that as well. But she didn’t even know how to explain it to her friends.
“I… uh…” she trailed off as they waited expectantly.
But before she could continue, she heard a hard thud resound from behind her. She spun around as her brows snapped together. Arthur narrowed his eyes, and Bucky clucked in alarm. They all watched as a burnt figure landed in a small crater between a thicket of trees.
It looked like a charred corpse at first. But Noele watched as it began to twist and turn, regrowing flesh. The vaguest semblance of a face formed there, and a sharp gasp echoed from it. 
Noele shook her head as she raised her blades. “Seriously?”
It was Nicholas to the Noble Knight. He was still alive. She almost couldn’t believe it. Almost.
She took a step forward as he continued to regenerate, and his pained voice grew more coherent. Bucky, Garron, and Arthur tried to join her, but she stopped them. Noele gave them a small nod.
“I can handle this.” She strode ahead as they paused. Garron opened his mouth to protest, but she met his gaze. “Please. I need to deal with this.”
“...right.” The Steel Tank came to a halt.
And Noele continued marching on towards Nicholas. She only slowed for a moment to murmur to herself. “I cannot believe he’s still alive.”
But she looked down at herself, before turning to Arthur. She saw the flicker of a purple aura come over him, and she looked back towards the regenerating Nicholas.
“I guess this is how he felt though, huh?” she said as she raised a brow.
Noele shook her head and finally reached her target.
—-
Nicholas tried to scream. But all that left his lungs was a gargled, wheezing noise. He could barely even gasp. He couldn’t breathe. He was in so much pain. This was the worst feeling he had ever endured. He wanted to die. He wanted his suffering to end. But…
His scrambling thoughts were overwhelmed by a strong emotion. A desire and anger that drowned out his desire to be put out of his misery. It was so intense, and it was focused entirely on a single target.
Noele the Noble Spellsword.
This couldn’t be how he died. He refused to perish like this. Not to some peasant girl living on a farm. He was going to kill her if that was the last thing he did.
Nicholas had lived a long and noble life. And he didn’t mean noble like what the peasantry thought— no, he did all he could do to be strong. He sought glory, and he refused to let others drag him down. He did whatever he could to accomplish his goals. That was what it meant to be noble. That was what made him great.
Not that bullshit of saving lives and giving to others. That was weakness. That was to be ignoble. After all, nothing mattered more in life than oneself. To compromise his own status for the sake of some peasant-folk was to sacrifice his dignity and greatness.
“I’ll kill you—” the Noble Knight inhaled sharply as his voice left his lips.
His lungs reformed, and he managed to find his words once again. He raised his head, watching as his hands grew back. He reached out as he looked up—
And a sword dug down into the palm of his right hand, pinning him to the ground. Nicholas screamed in pain as he tried to pull back. But he couldn’t escape. The blade held him down as he squirmed where he lay, still trying to regenerate.
His lower body hadn’t regrown yet, so he couldn’t get back to his feet. He looked up and saw Noele looking down at him with a callous gaze.
“You—” he yelled as he raised his other hand.
But Noele swung down with her second blade, slicing off his entire left shoulder. The Noble Knight’s eyes darted to his side. He stared at the dismembered limb, pupils trembling in shock. The surprise of it numbed him for a moment.
“I… what?” Nicholas got the question out, before a sharp pain echoed throughout his body.
He cried out in agony, rolling around where he lay and flailing with his head. All he had left was his right hand. But it was still pinned to the ground by Noele’s blade. Eventually, Nicholas stopped moving as he just sobbed there.
And Noele knelt next to him. He tried to look away, but she forced him to meet her gaze.
“You know, I really did respect you,” the Noble Spellsword said. “You were the reason why my sister became an adventurer.”
“Fuck your sister,” Nicholas spat back.
She ignored his remark, shaking her head. “What changed? What made you become… like this? Or were you always this kind of a person?”
It was a simple question. Nicholas looked back at her, and he opened his mouth. He wanted to curse out the blonde girl. But he paused. He saw the look on her face. The hanging sadness that she wore.
Was it disappointment? Or was it something else? Nicholas didn’t know. But he peered through that expression, staring deep into her eyes. And he saw something else.
The Noble Knight was used to reading people. That was how he grew to be so good at playing them— at using them as his tools. When he looked deep into Noele, he saw a glimmer of hope.
He had seen it plenty of times before. A desire to believe that reality wasn’t… real. Nicholas predated on that feeling. He used it against his targets. And now, he saw a chance to use it against Noele.
All he had to do was convince her he was acting against his will, and then he could exact his revenge against her. So Nicholas lowered his head as the blonde girl stared at him and waited for his answer.
“I… I…” He closed his eyes, reaching for his [Noble Charms]. When he looked back up, his eyes were round and afraid, the purple glint in them gone. “What’s going on? Where am I?”
Noele blinked as he pretended to panic. He swept his gaze over his surroundings, before looking back up at the blonde girl.
“The last thing I remember was… hearing a voice. And then I—” He caught himself. Nicholas pretended to look down at himself in horror. “What have I done?”
Noele frowned as she stared at him. Behind her, Garron called out.
“What’s going on, Noele?” He wore a confused look on his face.
Arthur’s brows furrowed together, and Bucky clucked quizzically. Noele didn’t respond. She just stared at Nicholas as he sputtered.
“You’re Noele the Noble Spellsword, right? It wasn’t me who attacked you! It was that voice in my head! It controlled me! I couldn’t fight back against it! I… I would never do something like this! You have to believe me!”
“He was being controlled just like me…” Arthur whispered from the side.
Bucky nervously glanced around as Garron stared at Noele. The Steel Tank opened his mouth, before pausing. He didn’t know what to say.
Good, Nicholas thought as he could see the others falling for his lies. He turned back to Noele as she just studied him. “I swear on my honor! I am not the monster you think I am!”
“...so you were being controlled?” Noele finally said as her gaze darkened.
“That’s right! How could I possibly do such heinous things? I am Nicholas the Noble Knight! I couldn’t have possibly earned such a Title if I were this… this… this monster!” he exclaimed.
“And now you’re back to yourself,” the blonde girl continued, speaking softly.
Nicholas nodded adamantly. “Yes! By the Thrones, I assure you it was not me who attacked you!”
Noele took in a deep breath as she rose to her feet. She reached for her sword, and Nicholas hid his grin. He watched as she yanked her blade up, unpinning him from the ground.
That’s right… now I just have to bide my time… He looked on as she took a step back. He shook his head, putting on his facade once again. “Thank you! I promise you, I shall pay you back for what I have done here! Even though it was not me, I cannot apologize enough! I—”
And the Noble Spellsword ignored him, cutting him off. “What was her name?”
That made Nicholas pause. He blinked a few times as he stared at her shadowed face. “Uh, what?”
“My sister,” Noele said as she raised her head. “Since you’re back to normal, you remember her, don’t you? Ten years ago, when we met for the very first time— in the Adventurer’s Guild of Whiteridge.”
“That’s…” His mouth hung open for a moment.
“So you don’t remember her? A D-ranked adventurer, golden hair just like me?” The Noble Spellsword tilted her head curiously. “You showed her around the Adventurer’s Guild. Does that not ring a bell?”
“It sounds kind of familiar,” Nicholas said apprehensively. Truth be told, he couldn’t even recall this. He spoke to plenty of D-rank women— mostly to seduce them. But he never actually cared to remember any of their names or faces.
Unfortunately, it seemed his response was not what the blonde girl wanted to hear. He stared at her, and he realized she didn’t believe him. He wanted to curse, but he gathered his wits.
“I have met a lot of people, Noele! You can’t possibly expect me to remember everyone I’ve spoken to before!”
But Noele shook her head. “The Noble Knight I looked up to would not have forgotten.”
Nicholas blinked a few times in a panic. He tried to protest. “You can’t be serious, Noele! You can’t condemn me for forgetting your sister!”
“But I can condemn you for all the lies you have told. I will not allow myself to believe another one of your facades.” Noele took a step back as she raised her two blades to her chest. “Goodbye, Nicholas the Noble Knight.
He watched with wide eyes as the sky darkened and dimmed. The eddying clouds above crackled with a golden light, and he clicked his tongue. Once again, his [Noble Charms] failed on her. So he did all that he could do now.
He clenched a fist as a purple aura gathered around him once again. His eyes shone with the power of the Void.
“I will kill you!” he screamed as he raised a hand, pointing at her.
But Noele just exhaled softly. “[The Guardian Angel’s Lance].”
And a tiny spell circle flashed in the sky, before expanding in size. All at once, a giant golden pillar came crashing down from the sky, falling faster than lightning. It engulfed everything in a hundred feet’s radius, consuming the Noble Knight.
He tried to unleash his own attack back at Noele. But he watched as his purple magic was washed away by the falling golden light. And when the attack struck him, he found himself being forced into the ground. At first, that was all that happened.
But then he felt a radiant heat begin to overwhelm him. His body started to burn, then twist and turn. He felt like his entire being was being compressed into itself. He tried to scream, but he couldn’t. His eardrums burst as an incredible roaring echoed around him. His skin melted away, and the rest of his charred flesh began to flake away.
Nicholas was crushed under this pillar of golden light as he was submerged in an immense pressure.
Until his mind collapsed in pain.
Until nothing was left.
Until Nicholas the Noble Knight was dead for good this time.




Chapter 28

“Well, it seems like I got here a little bit too late,” Jax murmured as he watched the golden light fade away.
He lowered his bow and shook his head. The overcast sky cleared, and all that remained was a crater where Nicholas the Noble Knight once lay. The Forsaken Archer watched as Noele drew back from the rubble.
She swept her gaze over her surroundings, searching for any trace of the Void-touched S-ranked adventurer. But he was gone. There was nothing of him left.
Or at least, Jax did not sense a semblance of the Void left anywhere around Wolfwater. It was entirely possible he might not have been keen enough to detect it, but he highly doubted that. After all, neither Nicholas nor Sienna were proficient in using the powers of the Void.
At least, compared to those Jax had seen before. His eyes flickered as he remembered the battle he witnessed back at Mount Arkais. The overwhelming aura he sensed back then— it was incomparable to what he saw here.
His Skills allowed him to gauge and estimate the rough levels of his opponents. He was certain that Sienna had been a low S-ranked, but she fought about as well as a mid S-ranked adventurer would thanks to the Void. However, that was a far cry from what kind of a boost it should have been able to give.
They should have been able to grow to be as powerful as even Jax. Or perhaps even stronger. After all, Kallistus Kal was able to match Grat-ra’zun in battle. The [Hero King] shouldn’t have been stronger than Jax was as an S-rank, and yet, he was able to defeat an Elder Dragon.
So that was how Jax surmised that these Void-touched S-ranks could be so much stronger. But they were so weak, even Noele could deal with them.
“Hardly a challenge,” he said as he shook his head. “It’s a good thing I didn’t arrive in time. I would have been sorely disappointed. Although…”
His eyes flickered as he eyed the Noble Spellsword from afar. He had sparred her a handful of times since he arrived in Wolfwater. She had hardly been a challenge each time, although he could admit that she was quite impressive for her level.
Now, though? He grinned as he watched her draw back from the crater.
“She’s grown even stronger now,” Jax said as he placed a hand on his chin. “I wonder if she’s strong enough to even be a challenge for me?”
It was a question he didn’t know the answer to, but he had seen her growth from Windrip to Wolfwater to now. At this rate, she could even surpass Jax one day. Especially as Amelia’s apprentice. And that thought alone excited him.
“That is exciting…” he said as he turned around, stepping into the forest. “But I’m not going to sit around and let that happen either.”
And with that, he strode on, searching for a challenge to grow even stronger.
—--
This time, it was over. Nicholas the Noble Knight was dead. He was not going to come back, saved by the Void. He had been obliterated into nothing— and Noele was certain of it. Even the World System confirmed her victory. She watched as a pair of two blue boxes flashed before her eyes.
[You have leveled up! You are now Level 58!]
[You have leveled up! You are now Level 59!]
Oddly enough, she didn’t gain any new Skills for the levels she gained. Certainly, at the higher ranks, it was much harder to get a new Skill, although each new Skill was so much more impactful too. But she expected to be given at least one new Skill.
Perhaps it was because she had just undergone a Class advancement— the World System saw no reason to award her with any new Skills after she had just been given an abundance of them.
“That’s probably it…” Noele muttered as she looked down at her twin blades.
She saw her reflection there on the bloodied metal. When she saw herself, she was almost unrecognizable. Normally, she’d be coated in a wild, blazing golden aura. But this time, it was like she was wearing translucent armor— like she was a knight who had been fighting in battle.
Not only that, she had just been able to defeat a group of S-ranks, and she wasn’t even Level 60 yet. It was all thanks to her new Class. It was all thanks to becoming a [Champion Spellsword].
And yet, victory felt bittersweet. It was not just because she learned the truth behind Nicholas the Noble Knight. That definitely played a part in this strange sense of emptiness she felt in defeating him.
He was her sister’s idol. He was an inspiration to her. Noele respected him as much as she respected Amelia. And yet, he proved himself to be… to put it simply, a ‘massive asshole’.
It was upsetting. However, Noele didn’t want to dwell on it. She tried to distract herself by thinking about something else— by thinking about how strong she had become. But she still felt off.
Noele didn’t know how to describe it. At best, she thought it felt like she had done something wrong. However, what could it possibly have been that she did that was so off-putting?
Before she could prod the feeling any further, she heard a clucking coming from behind her. This time, she was prepared for what was to come. Bucky leapt forward, and she caught the chicken.
“Easy there,” Noele said with a chuckle, holding Bucky up.
“Bawk bawk bawk!” The chicken flailed her wings as she nodded excitedly at the blonde girl. “Bawk bawk?”
Noele slowly lowered the chicken to the ground. “Yeah, it’s over for real this time.”
“Are you sure?” Garron asked from the side, able to walk on his own now. He hesitantly looked towards the crater. “How do we know that Nicholas is really… dead?”
“He should be dead,” Arthur replied as he walked up to the crater. “Nicholas barely had any control over the Void. Which… I know, is ironic, coming from me. But if he were alive right now, he’d be regrowing from a piece of burnt meat somewhere over there.”
“And he isn’t,” Noele said with a nod.
Garron sighed as he collapsed to the ground. He took a seat, massaging his temples. “That’s a relief.”
“Bawk bawk bawk!” Bucky clucked in agreement.
“Oh, speaking of the power of the Void.” Noele drew back from the chicken and turned to Arthur. Her eyes narrowed as she looked him up and down. “Since when were you able to do that?”
The former Lich King blinked, before immediately tensing. He took a step back and raised his hands defensively. “I— I don’t know! It just came to me at the moment! I didn’t even know I could do that!”
Noele raised a brow as she eyed him. He shrank back, clearly unsettled by his returning powers. The blonde girl took a step forward, and he flinched. But she just placed a hand on his shoulder.
“Thank you,” she said with a kind smile. Arthur froze as she nodded reassuringly. He met her gaze, and she continued. “For saving me.”
“I… I…” He hesitated for a moment. The former Lich King looked down at himself, before closing his eyes. “Right.”
That was all he managed to muster up. Noele shook her head as she stepped away from him. She turned to Garron who was downing a healing potion.
“Are you alright?” she asked as she knelt down next to him.
Garron nodded back as he lowered the potion. “I’m… alive. But I’m more concerned about you, Noele.”
“I told you, Garron.” The blonde girl waved a hand dismissively. “I’m fine. I’m alive.”
“That’s not what I meant.” The Steel Tank glanced to the side. “I mean— why were they after you?”
“Oh.” That made Noele blinked.
She glanced towards the crater where Nicholas died. For a moment, she just stared at the clearing smoke. Then she pursed her lips as she spoke softly.
“I… I have no idea,” she said, before shaking her head. “But I think I’m going to have to talk to Amelia about this when she gets back.”
Garron stared at the blonde girl for a long moment. It looked like he had something to say, but he was debating whether to say it. Finally, it looked like he came to a decision.
“You do realize that Amelia probably won’t be back for a few more days, right? She left just this morning.”
“I know,” Noele sighed. “I know…”




Chapter 29

In Wolfwater, Noele the Noble Spellsword defeated Nicholas the Noble Knight in a hard-fought battle. She nearly died, but she emerged triumphant in the end. And as she wondered about the mystery as to why these Void-empowered individuals were coming after her…
Amelia was cooking.
—--
It was expected, really. I knew that the offer I had been given was too good to be true. But I took it, because I thought I could maybe bring back some help for Arthur and Harlan while expanding my business.
However, I didn’t expect that I would be dragged all the way to the Capital of the Astrad Kingdom to be brought into the war. I refused to partake in this mess. Sure, I was strong enough to put a halt to it— Noele had criticized me for my inaction before.
Perhaps she was right. The Kingdom of Kal was probably the one in the wrong for invading the Astrad Kingdom. But war was no simple matter. And if I was going to go out of my way to deal with this, then I had no excuse for neglecting… everything else.
After all, why only intervene in this war, and not the other wars that were happening all across Vacuos? And why stop only at intervening in wars between nations? Why didn’t I stop [Bandits] from terrorizing cities? Why didn’t I stop criminals and thieves from robbing houses?
It was a slippery slope that could only be stopped by me. I was the only one who could set my boundaries. But I didn’t want to act hypocritically, nor did I want to do things based on how I felt that day. So I had decided that I was only going to intervene with what I could see.
And that was why I was ignoring King Jalen as he pleaded with me to help out.
“Please,” he begged as he banged on the doorway. But I could barely even hear his muffled voice. “If you have any heart, you would—”
“Sorry, can’t hear you over the fire!” I called back to him.
I swept my gaze over the empty kitchen. I had kicked everyone else out. They tried to stop me. A few [Knights of the Astral Order] had tried to apprehend me. But I kicked them out with everyone else. Now, I was alone. And I continued to turn the wok over the stove as I made fried rice. I came here to Astral to cook.
So that was what I was going to do.
—--
Edlyn could barely process what just happened. She hadn’t been working at the Astra Palace for long— she had only just become a [Royal Chef] a year and a half ago. But she had never seen anything like this before.
…and she doubted anyone had ever seen anything like this before either.
Firstly, she watched a random brown-haired girl storm into the kitchen. That was not unusual in itself. Random nobles would often get mad about their dinners, and they would come into the kitchen screaming and demanding to reprimand the [Chef] who cooked for them.
No— what was unusual was what came next. King Jalen and the [Knights of the Astral Order] came rushing down the hallway, giving chase to the brown-haired girl. They pleaded with her. They begged for her to listen to them. They called out her name. But she ignored them.
At first, Edlyn was impressed by the brown-haired girl. Even though the King of the Astrad Kingdom was shouting, “Ms Amelia, please wait!”... Amelia didn’t care.
The [Royal Chef] admired the sheer audacity for doing such a thing. After all, that was King Jalen— no one disobeyed him!
But what Edlyn witnessed next immediately changed her opinions. Captain Jordan Cel of the [Knights of the Astral Order] moved to apprehend the brown-haired girl. He was infamous for his immense brute strength, despite lacking the elegance his colleagues often had. He should have been able to grab Amelia with one finger and drag her out of the kitchen.
And yet, she literally waved a hand dismissively in his direction, and a gust of wind sent him flying out!
Edlyn couldn’t believe her eyes. She barely even processed what happened. It was like her mind refused to accept that was reality. But she was forced to believe it when a group of other [Knights] shouted in outrage and tried to seize her. They were dismissed just as easily as their Captain.
After that, Amelia locked herself in the kitchen, leaving King Jalen, the [Knights of the Astral Order], and Edlyn utterly flabbergasted. The only ones who didn’t seem taken aback by what just happened were Sir Rowland Donovan and Sir Wyn Stefard. They both just sighed and shook their heads, muttering under their breaths.
Now, Edlyn was no longer amazed by the audacity of Amelia. In fact, she was more amazed by King Jalen’s audacity for even still trying to get the brown-haired girl out of the kitchen after what just happened. But more than anything, the [Royal Chef] was terrified of what she witnessed.
“Just… what was that power?” Edlyn asked as she trembled where she stood.
She wanted to get out of there— she wanted to run down the hallway and leave the Astra Palace for good. Unfortunately, she stood there indecisively debating whether it was worth running away before King Jalen turned to her.
“Edlyn!” he exclaimed, and she flinched.
“Y-yes?” the [Royal Chef] squeaked as she straightened, forgetting to address him by his Title.
Not that it mattered, since no one seemed to notice it. They were all preoccupied with trying to find a way to break Amelia out of the kitchen.
Jalen shook his head as he gestured at the lock door. “Do you know if there are any side entrances into the kitchen? Any secret passages, perhaps?”
“Secret passages?” Edlyn blinked. She wanted to question why that would even be necessary. It was so ridiculous. But she stopped herself from quipping back at him because he was quite literally the King of the Astrad Kingdom. “I… I don’t believe so, your majesty.”
He clicked his tongue in response. Spinning around, he turned to Sir Rowland Donovan who was standing off to the side.
“Sir Rowland, do you believe you’d be able to break through this doorway?” Jalen gestured at the entrance to the kitchen.
It was a set of ornate stone doors. They were quite heavy to even close, so they were usually kept open. The [Knight]-Captain studied it before shaking his head.
“They are enchanted with quite a powerful protection spell. Perhaps I could break my way through… but are you sure you want us to do that?” Rowland raised a brow.
King Jalen blinked. And it was Wyn who began to explain.
“We brought Amelia here to the Astra Palace because we believe she could be an asset to us in the war,” the [Knight]-lieutenant said, clearing his throat. He eyed Jordan Cel with a sidelong glance. “I think it would be in our best interest to not act in a manner that could aggravate her any further.”
“That is… true.” Jalen pursed his lips.
And Wyn continued, “Especially if we want to recruit her to our cause— we should do our best to placate her. Appease her. And maybe she would listen to our request.”
Jordan Cel rose to his feet, rubbing the side of his head. He scowled as he heard the [Knight]-lieutenant’s request. It looked like he was about to protest, but Rowland Donovan spoke first.
“I agree with your assessment, Sir Wyn,” the older [Knight]-Captain said, crossing his arms. “Perhaps it may be quite hypocritical for us to say this— considering that we deceived her into coming here— but I believe that there is a far more tactful and graceful way to approach this. After all, we do not want to upset what could be the only SSS-ranked individual in the world.”
SSS-ranked…? Edlyn’s eyes crossed when she heard that. There was no way that was true. It was said that even in the times of old, when dragons still ruled the world, there were only a handful of individuals who ever reached such levels of power.
And yet, somehow, this random brown-haired girl was allegedly at that level? It was inconceivable. But that was the only explanation for her immense power. Edlyn didn’t want to believe it, however she could see it.
Unfortunately, Jordan Cel was still skeptical. “SSS-ranked? Ridiculous! You bring this random girl from some random village back to our palace, and now you’re telling us to placate her even though she has committed these heinous crimes against our King? Do you have no shame, Sir Rowland, Sir Wyn?”
“I do very much have the dignity to admit when I am wrong,” Wyn replied sharply. “I was dubious of Amelia’s strength at first too. But after witnessing what she has done, I can only say that she is at least as strong as an Elder Dragon. After all, she defeated Jax the Forsaken Archer with only a single blow.”
“What?” Jordan’s eyes went wide at that.
A few of the listening [Knights] and guardsmen gasped. Some sputtered in outrage, while others backed away in fear. Edlyn’s head just spun as she stood there. She didn’t even want to run away anymore. She just wanted to lie down and fall asleep— hope that this was all a strange dream.
“Are you absolutely certain of this, Sir Wyn, Sir Rowland?” King Jalen finally spoke up, meeting the gazes of both [Knights].
The two of them exchanged a glance, before nodding at the same time.
“Of course.”
“Yes, my liege.”
Jalen lowered his head and tapped a finger on his chin. “I see.”
For a moment, there was a long silence that hung over the room. Edlyn could only hear the muffled sound of cooking coming from the kitchen. Finally, the King of the Astrad Kingdom took a stepped back and nodded.
“Very well.”
“You can’t be serious, my liege!” Captain Jordan Cel protested, eyes growing wide.
But Jalen ignored him, instead turning to Wyn Stefard. “What do you propose we do then? How do you suggest we convince Amelia to aid us in this war?”
Wyn exchanged a glance with his Captain. They locked gazes, before nodding at each other. Edlyn watched as the [Knight]-lieutenant swept his gaze over the room and cleared his throat.
“There is only one thing we can do,” Wyn said in a low voice.
King Jalen leant forward, listening intently to every word. Even Edlyn was drawn forward by curiosity, wondering what could such a monster be placated by. And the [Knight]-lieutenant finished.
“We eat her food.”
That made everyone in the room pause. Jalen blinked, and Jordan tripped as he was getting back to his feet. Edlyn gaped in disbelief, barely even working her jaw.
“Uh, what?” she asked, utterly befuddled.
But before either Wyn Stefard or Rowland Donovan could explain themselves, the door to the kitchen flew open. A powerful aroma emerged from the double doorway, followed by a trail of gray smoke. All heads in the room turned to face the brown-haired girl as she stepped out.
She was wearing an apron, and she was actually wearing Edlyn’s spare [Royal Chef] hat that signified seniority amongst all the other [Chefs] in the kitchen. But Edlyn was not focused on that— instead, her gaze was fixed on the large bowl Amelia was carrying, steaming and wafting with a delicious scent.
“What is that?” the [Royal Chef] asked, round-eyed.
And Amelia just answered simply as she showed her cooking to the entire room. “Here you go— shrimp fried rice.”
King Jalen, Sir Wyn, Sir Rowland, Sir Jordan, and the rest of those gathered just stared at what she cooked for a long moment, taking it in. And slowly, Amelia drew back as she spoke flatly,
“And please don’t make any stupid jokes about how a shrimp managed to fry this rice. Now, let’s eat.”
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What are we doing? Edlyn asked herself as she sat down in the grand dining hall of the Astra Palace. Normally, she was running around, serving her best dishes to the gathered guests. But today, she was sitting down as a guest herself.
And why was this happening? Why was she taking a seat alongside Captain Rowland Donovan of the [Knights of the Astral Order] and King Jalen at this large round table in the middle of the room? Why were there both [Chefs] and servants seated here with [Knights] and Dukes?
It seemed utterly ridiculous to anyone who was from the outside peering in— in fact, it seemed ridiculous to everyone who was involved— and yet, they had no other choice but to partake in this insanity. After all, they were all doing this to appease a certain brown-haired girl.
Edlyn looked up and watched as Amelia swept across the table, serving a bowl of steaming golden-brown rice to all those gathered. Shrimp fried rice— that was what the dish was called. Even as a [Royal Chef], Edlyn had never heard of such a type of food before. But with her Skills, she could take one look at this so-called ‘shrimp fried rice’ and know that…
It’s not great, Edlyn gulped as a bead of sweat ran down her neck.
Certainly, it could be popular amongst the masses. It wasn’t bad at all, and she could see what Amelia was trying to do. But Edlyn knew the nobles of the Astra Palace. She had learned what each individual one of their tastes were, and she had curated her cooking for each one of them.
And yet, there were many times where even the meals her high-leveled [Chefs] had prepared weren’t enough to satisfy these spoiled nobles. Edlyn’s eyes flickered to a rather rotund man sitting just across from her.
Baron Lyzon. He was one of the pickiest eaters she had ever met. At least once a month, she would have to deal with an incident caused by him. And it was always a big deal because of how massive of a tantrum he’d throw when his meals weren’t cooked to utmost perfection.
Now, if Amelia was serving her shrimp fried rice to a handful of guards, the fact that her cooking wasn’t the best wouldn’t have been a problem. But considering that there were all these stuck-up nobles here, at least one of them would end up insulting their meals.
“And that is going to be a massive problem,” she whispered as she glanced between Amelia and Baron Lyzon. “He’s going to spit in her face, and she’s going to murder him…”
“Did you say something, [Chef] Edlyn?” a voice asked from the side.
Edlyn blinked and faced the source. It was King Jalen himself who was sitting right next to her. He had asked her to be by his side to help him with her expertise. She didn’t quite know what that meant, but she listened anyway.
She shook her head as she replied, “Apologies, your majesty. I was simply thinking aloud.”
“I see,” the King of the Astrad Kingdom said, placing a hand on his chin. He eyed Amelia as she continued serving her fried rice around the table. “That is quite the interesting delicacy. Have you ever seen anything like that before, [Chef] Edlyn?”
“I cannot say I have, your majesty.” Edlyn shook her head. “But it seems almost reminiscent of the cuisine you’d find along the coastal cities.”
Jalen raised a brow. “So it’s seafood, you say?”
She pursed her lips. “I… wouldn’t exactly call it that.”
The [Royal Chef] of the Astra Palace left no further remarks as Amelia approached. The brown-haired girl placed a few more plates down, before taking a step back. Now, everyone sitting at the dining hall had a plate of shrimp fried rice before them.
“Alright,” Amelia said as she clapped her hands together. “It’s time to dig in.”
Everyone in the room exchanged an apprehensive glance. A soft susurration rose out for a moment, where servants and nobles alike murmured whether they should actually eat this food. But they saw the way the brown-haired girl tapped her feet on the ground expectantly. And slowly, they started to feast.
Edlyn watched hesitantly as next to her, Sir Rowland Donovan picked up a spoon and chowed down on a mouthful of the shrimp fried rice. She didn’t really have to worry about the [Knights] because they were more used to ordinary food. But then she turned to the other side and looked on with wide eyes as the King of the Astrad Kingdom followed suit.
This was going to be a disaster. Edlyn could already tell. There was no way someone wasn’t going to run their mouth on Amelia. When that happened, King Jalen’s ploy to recruit the brown-haired girl to the side of the Astrad Kingdom for the war against the Kingdom of Kal was going to fall apart.
Edlyn gritted her teeth as she tightly held onto her spoon. She stared down at the golden-brown rice, poking it apprehensively.
And that isn’t even the worst-case scenario. Edlyn closed her eyes, imagining the bloodbath that could occur if Amelia was truly angered by one of the petty nobles. She would kill us all—
“This is…!” a voice exclaimed, snapping the [Royal Chef] out of her thoughts.
She recognized the source of the voice immediately. Her gaze shot up as she stared at the rotund man sitting across from her. All heads in the room turned to face the scene. Even King Jalen paused his eating to frown at what was going on. Baron Lyzon had leapt to his feet as he stared down at the shrimp fried rice with wide eyes.
“Oh no,” Edlyn gasped. She knew what was going to happen next. Just as she suspected, he was disgusted by Amelia’s cooking. And the worst would befall them all.
The rotund man narrowed his eyes as he slowly turned to face the brown-haired girl. “You— you made this?”
Someone stop him! Edlyn pleaded mentally, but she was too afraid of what was going to happen next to move.
Amelia just nodded flatly. “Yeah, I did.”
“I see.” Baron Lyzon took in a deep breath, his gaze shadowing over. “You…”
Edlyn closed her eyes, bracing for the worst. She couldn’t bear to watch what happened next. They were all going to die because of that stupid fat man—
“You are amazing!” he exclaimed.
And Edlyn blinked. “What?”
Baron Lyzon marched up to Amelia, eyes sparkling in excitement. “I have never tasted something quite like this before in my entire life! This is an amazing recipe! How did you come up with this?”
“It’s, uh, from my home,” the brown-haired girl replied as she backed away from him. “Also— too close. Please give me some personal space.”
“Oh, of course. My apologies.” The rotund man cleared his throat. He took a step back as he nodded back at his plate. “This dish you have brought to me— it is the first time my taste buds have ever been so delightfully assaulted by anything in my entire life. And I fancy myself quite the gourmet… if I may ask, what level of a [Chef] are you?”
Amelia scratched the back of her head. “That’s… private?”
“I see— then I must apologize for prying.” He shook his head, before gesturing back to the round table. “And I am sorry for causing such a ruckus, but I had to express my appreciation for this wonderful dish. It is simply exquisite. I need to know where I can find more of this food.”
“Well, if you want to try more of my cooking, you can always visit me at Wolfwater,” Amelia said with a shrug. “I run a restaurant there— it’s called Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant.”
“Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant in… Wolfwater? I’ve never heard of that city before—”
“That’s because it’s not a city. It’s a… farming village? Or a farming town? I’m not exactly sure, honestly.”
“A village? Surely you jest—”
“No, I really am not…”
Edlyn looked on, completely dumbfounded by what she was witnessing. Baron Lyzon— the most troublesome of the nobles she had to deal with— actually liked this shrimp fried rice? Was it all just an act? Or was he actually being serious right now?
She didn’t think that King Jalen was able to inform all those here at this dinner about his plan in time. So Baron Lyzon should have been completely clueless about Amelia’s immense strength and potential as a military asset. That meant he was being genuine in his reaction.
“But how?” Edlyn asked no one in particular.
And she got her answer a moment later as she heard a satisfied grunt come from her left. She looked towards Sir Rowland Donovan as he leant back in his seat, his plate already completely cleaned empty.
“As usual, Amelia’s cooking cannot be topped.” He grinned, looking past Edlyn straight at the King of the Astrad Kingdom. “Do you agree, my liege?”
Jalen took a bite from the shrimp fried rice and nodded approvingly. “This is indeed quite a unique dish. I wouldn’t say it is the best dish I have had, but it is certainly quite delicious.”
Edlyn nearly went cross-eyed. “...what?” she repeated herself.
But as she swept her gaze over the round table, she realized that it wasn’t just Baron Lyzon, Sir Rowland, or King Jalen who was impressed by the dish. It was everyone here. She watched as her [Chefs] gushed over the ingredients of the dish with the servants. She looked on as the normally snobby nobles eagerly whispered amongst each other and sang praises Amelia’s way.
Edlyn slowly lowered her head as she saw this. She stared down at the plate laid before her. This was what everyone was gushing about? It looked so unimpressive— and it wasn’t like she was a layperson judging it for its poor presentation.
Did her Skills somehow fail her? Did she misjudge the quality of the food that had been presented to her? That had to be it.
That was what Edlyn told herself as she dug her spoon into the plate, before raising a spoonful of the shrimp fried rice to her mouth. She took in a deep breath and nodded at herself.
“That’s right,” she said, closing her eyes. “Don’t judge it for how it looks. Judge it for what it is. And it is—”
Edlyn bit into her spoon, and her eyes snapped wide open. Her jaw dropped and hung open as she tasted the eclectic range of flavors washing through her mouth. Slowly, she lowered her spoon as the realization sunk in…
It was very, very, very average.
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Average. That was what it was. It wasn’t horrible, nor was it even good. It was not bad. That was the most charitable description Edlyn could provide the shrimp fried rice.
As a high-leveled [Chef]— and the head [Royal Chef] of the Astra Palace— she could clearly see what Amelia was trying to do here. But there were still a lot of issues with how the dish was made.
First of all, the presentation was absolutely horrible. The rice wasn’t uniformly cooked into a glistening golden-brown. There were parts of it that were burnt black, and other parts that were a dirty white due to a lack of the seasoning and sauce. That was ignoring the fact that the entire dish looked like it was just thrown into a large pan and stirred without any delicacy or care.
But that was expected from someone who was clearly not a [Chef], let alone a kind of [Fine Dining Chef]. However, Edlyn had met [Street Cooks] who were able to make some of the most delicious meals she had ever tried, whilst simultaneously looking like some of the worst meals she had ever seen. So she knew better than to be a snobby noble who judged food based purely on its aesthetics.
After all, flavor mattered the most. And… that wasn’t what was going on here either.
Edlyn wrinkled her lips as she took another bite of the shrimp fried rice. It’s just… average.
The thought crossed her mind as she stared at the plate. Whatever spices Amelia added to the shrimp fried rice was too muted, overwhelmed by the sauce she used. It was like there was something missing. And more than that, the proportion of ingredients was off too. Too much shrimp and rice, too little vegetables to balance the flavor.
And yet, despite this…
“This is quite the extraordinary dish,” Baron Lyzon said as he sat back down in his seat. “I must know the recipe.”
He posed the question to Amelia who just shrugged in response. Next to them, a group of other nobles whispered excitedly amongst each other, forgetting their manners as they quickly scarfed down the food.
“The rich taste— the flavor! It feels like it has quenched a thirst I never knew I had my entire life!” a Lady exclaimed.
“I have never been quite the lover of seafood, but I think that has changed…” a Duke murmured as he wiped his mouth.
And that was not all. Edlyn swept her gaze over the rest of the table. She watched as the [Chefs] under her retainer gushed over the unique mix of ingredients Amelia used for the shrimp fried rice. They had never once praised the [Royal Chef]’s cooking, yet here they were, praising Amelia’s cooking as they attempted to deconstruct it.
The [Knights of the Astral Order], too, were impressed. Edlyn looked on as Wyn Stefard nodded approvingly, and even Jordan Cel— the man who tried and failed to apprehend Amelia— gave a begrudging grunt to show his satisfaction with his meal.
“It is as you said, Sir Rowland,” King Jalen said as he leant back in his seat, eyeing the brown-haired woman from afar. “In addition to being a force of nature, she is quite the terrific cook too.”
“Indeed, my liege.” The [Knight]-Captain nodded with a hearty laugh. “Her culinary skills are truly unique in this world.”
King Jalen leant forward, propping up his elbows onto the table and resting his chin on his knuckles. “I wonder, where is she from?”
“I am not sure—”
Edlyn tuned out of the conversation as she looked back towards her plate. She felt like she was living in an alternate reality— like she was the only sane person left in the room. But more than that, she felt almost… insulted.
It felt like all her effort and work for the last year and a half she’d work here in the Astra Palace was utterly wasted. It wasn’t the fact that they liked Amelia’s cooking which sat wrong with the [Royal Chef]. It was the fact that Edlyn had incessantly labored day and night to provide the best meals she could for everyone, but she never once received any kind of reception quite like this.
Edlyn gritted her teeth as she eyed her shrimp fried rice. “This…”
She opened her mouth, and a voice drew her attention from behind. “Are you not going to finish that?”
Immediately, Edlyn froze. She recognized the voice, even if it was mostly unfamiliar to her. But it was clear who had asked the question. Stiffly, the [Royal Chef] craned her neck to face Amelia.
The brown-haired woman was standing there with her arms crossed and a brow raised. She ignored King Jalen and Sir Rowland who were seated right there, instead focusing only on Edlyn.
“Do you not like it?” Amelia asked, tilting her head.
She didn’t sound offended. Her tone was just curious. But still, Edlyn backed up nervously, stumbling over her words.
“W-what? Me? I… I…” the [Royal Chef] sputtered.
And Amelia crossed her arms, speaking bluntly. “You can be honest. I don’t actually care that much if you hate it. I’d just like to know the reason why. I mean, you’re [Chef], right?”
That didn’t offer Edlyn any reassurance. She sank back into her seat, before looking towards King Jalen for help. But he didn’t seem to take a hint, distractedly taking another bite of his shrimp fried rice.
Amelia tapped her fingers expectantly, and Edlyn squeaked.
“I-I-I mean— you kind of put too much… sauce into it?” With each word that left the [Royal Chef]’s mouth, she tried to back up even further away from Amelia, until it wasn’t even possible any longer.
“And?” Amelia pressed on.
Edlyn pursed her lips. Should she even continue? Was Amelia upset? The [Royal Chef] couldn’t tell. But still, she was asked a question, and she couldn’t stop herself from running her lips as her instincts as a [Chef] took over.
“And it’s missing… something?” Edlyn said, losing some of her meekness from earlier. “I don’t quite know what it’s missing, but there’s a key ingredient that needs to be added. And that’s why I think it’s very average—”
She immediately caught herself, covering mouth before she could continue. But the damage had been done. Edlyn sank even further in her seat, almost falling off.
I’m going to die, she thought as Amelia furrowed her brows. I’ve doomed us all. Not that fucking idiot Baron Lyzon— somehow he liked something for once. But me. I was the one who fucked up.
And Edlyn flinched as Amelia raised her head. But contrary to what the [Royal Chef] expected, the entire palace wasn’t blown to bits. Instead, the brown-haired girl just placed a hand on her chin.
“Missing something? Do you mean MSG?” she asked casually.
“M… what?” Edlyn blinked a few times.
“It stands for— oh, nevermind.” Amelia shook her head. “Basically, it’s like salt, but better. It adds a lot of flavor, and it’s honestly the most important ingredient when making fried rice. Unfortunately…”
“Unfortunately…?” the [Royal Chef] repeated, still processing what was going on.
Amelia sighed as her shoulders sagged. “Unfortunately, I have no idea how to make MSG. I don’t even know how to get MSG. So I had to do my best without it.”
“R-right.” Edlyn hesitated. Somehow, she was still alive. She thought she’d be dead by now. But Amelia didn’t seem to be bothered at all by the critique. And that emboldened the [Royal Chef] a tiny bit enough for her to sit up and continue. “But that’s not all.”
“It isn’t?” The brown-haired woman blinked.
“You needed to add more vegetables too. More green onions, more carrots, more peas… and I think you need more sesame oil too?” Edlyn frowned, using [Recall Taste] as she licked her lips.
“Wait, you knew all that just from tasting my cooking?” Amelia stared at the [Royal Chef], her previous dull expression gone, replaced by a look of amazement.
“Well…” Edlyn scratched the back of her head, avoiding eye contact for a moment. “I am a Level 47 [Royal Chef], after all.”
Amelia gave Edlyn an approving look. “That’s impressive. Isn’t that pretty close to Xakor’s level?”
The [Royal Chef] flushed from the compliment. “I mean, I don’t think levels mean everything. But I would say that I might catch up to him soon…”
Most of Edlyn's anxiety was gone now. Somehow, Amelia— the monster who was as strong as an Elder Dragon— actually appreciated the [Royal Chef]’s Skills. For the first time since Edlyn had started working here in the Astra Palace, someone had been impressed by her. And that seemed to calm her nerves.
Maybe we’re not all going to die, after all… the thought crossed her mind as she eyed Amelia standing there.
The brown-haired woman almost seemed harmless— like she couldn’t slaughter everyone in the dining hall in an instant— as she nodded to herself. She met Edlyn’s gaze, and for once, the [Royal Chef] didn’t look away. But perhaps she should have.
Because when Amelia opened her mouth again, Edlyn couldn’t come up with a response.
“Do you,” Amelia said, “want to work for me?”
“...what?” And Edlyn’s eyes went wide.
It took a moment for the [Royal Chef] to process the words that had just been uttered. And when it finally clicked, she recoiled in shock.
“You want me to work for you?!” Edlyn exclaimed, her voice drawing the attention of the entire room.
The dining hall went still. The cacophony of voices that had filled the table just a second ago went silent. Everyone that had been gathered here— from the stuck-up nobles of the Astra Palace to the [Knights of the Astral Order]— turned their heads to face this scene.
King Jalen furrowed his brows, craning his neck to face Edlyn. Sir Rowland wore an amused expression on his face as he leant back in his seat. The [Royal Chef] ignored all of them, instead staring round-eyed at the brown-haired woman.
In response, Amelia replied flatly, “Yes, that is what I said— do you want to work for me?”
“I…” Edlyn blinked a few times.
She was taken aback by the sheer audacity of that question. It was such a ridiculous proposal— she was being asked to quit her job as the [Royal Chef] of the Astra Palace, one of the most prestigious positions to hold in the entire country… and for what? To work in some backwater village most people had never heard about before?
The answer was obvious.
“Of course n—” she started.
But a sudden clatter of cutleries interrupted her. Edlyn looked up and watched as King Jalen hurriedly jolted to his feet. She stared at him for a moment, and he took a step forward.
“You wish to hire our head [Royal Chef]?” he asked Amelia with wide eyes.
The brown-haired woman nodded in response. “Yes, I literally just said that… twice.”
“I see…” He wrinkled his lips.
Edlyn thought that he was going to save her. She thought that he was going to protest Amelia’s proposal. After all, he was the King of the Astrad Kingdom, and Edlyn was his head [Royal Chef]. Surely he was going to intervene, right?
But that was not what he did. Instead, he grabbed Edlyn by the shoulders, helping her to her feet. She followed dumbly, not understanding what was going on as he ushered her away from Amelia.
“What are you doing?” the brown-haired woman asked, watching this scene unfold.
“I apologize, Ms Amelia,” King Jalen said from halfway across the room, bringing Edlyn in tow. “But could I have a word with [Chef] Edlyn in private, please?”
“Sure…?” Amelia replied with narrowed eyes.
“W-what?” Edlyn broke out of her stupor. She glanced between Amelia and Jalen, completely befuddled. “What’s going on?”
But the question fell on deaf’s ears as the [Royal Chef] was led out of the dining hall. The King of the Astrad Kingdom closed the ornate double doors behind them, leaving the two of them alone in the gilded hallway outside. He leant against the door handle for a moment, then took in a deep breath. Edlyn stared at him as she pursed her lips.
“Your majesty?” she asked.
And he sighed. King Jalen turned towards her, meeting her gaze as he said, “You must accept Amelia’s offer.”
“What…?” Edlyn seemed to say for the hundredth time today. “You can’t be serious, right? You want me to go with… that monster?”
The [Royal Chef] hesitated as she finished her sentence in a whisper. Jalen shook his head as he glanced vaguely over his shoulder. He spoke in a low voice.
“The Astrad Kingdom is being overwhelmed from all sides. The Kingdom of Kal has us on the back foot, and all our best men are dying in battle to the [Hero King]. Just yesterday, I received a report that General Raymon and his forces were completely wiped out at the edge of the Sofron River.”
Edlyn’s eyes snapped wide open. “General Raymon? But he was— how? I didn’t hear about this…”
“This information will not be released to the public until next week,” King Jalen said as his gaze was shadowed over. He lowered his head as he whispered. “I do not wish to admit this to anyone, but I have spoken with all my advisors, and I have only come to one conclusion.”
“And what is that?” Edlyn asked, gulping. She knew what the answer was, but for whatever reason, she felt the need to confirm it.
The King of the Astrad Kingdom closed his eyes. “At the rate the war is going… we are not going to win.”
“Oh.” That was all the [Royal Chef] could say.
It took time for the realization to fully sink in. The Astrad Kingdom was going to lose this war. The Kingdom of Kal was going to be the victors. And that… wasn’t the most unexpected outcome.
Somewhere, deep inside of Edlyn, she knew that this was their fate from the very beginning. After all, they were up against the [Hero King]. This was a moment in history for the books— a chapter that would discuss the rise and reign of the Kingdom of Kal for at least another hundred years. The Astrad Kingdom would have only been but a single page in that chapter. Then forgotten for the rest of time.
But Edlyn had held hope. Even if it was irrational. Emotionally, she wanted the Astrad Kingdom to come out victorious, despite knowing that logically it only ever had a slim chance of happening. After all, they were a mostly peaceful country, having not waged a war in decades. Meanwhile, the Kingdom of Kal had been relentless in their expansion, so with their hardened veteran armies, they already had a massive advantage.
And now, to receive confirmation from the King of the Astrad Kingdom himself that her worst fears were going to come true… Edlyn dropped to her knees.
“I… what will happen to all of us?” she asked weakly. “My family—”
“They’ll be safe,” King Jalen said reassuringly. He bent down to one knee, placing a hand on the [Royal Chef]’s shoulder. “If the tides of war do not turn by the end of the year, then I shall surrender my crown.”
That made Edlyn jerk back. She looked up with a shocked expression on her face. It was not something she expected the King of the Astrad Kingdom to ever say. And yet, today was a day full of surprises where everything that happened was unexpected.
“But why?” she asked. “You’ll be killed— if not, tortured and imprisoned!”
“I am very much aware of that, [Chef] Edlyn.” King Jalen smiled bitterly as he rose back to his feet. “However, I’d rather be the one to suffer if it means that my people can be spared.”
Edlyn gritted her teeth. She saw the defeated look on his face, and she shook her head. “We can’t just surrender without trying.”
He nodded slowly— morosely. “I know. That is why I am doing this. That is why I am turning to you for help.”
“To work for Amelia,” Edlyn said, eyes flickering towards the double doorway of the dining hall. “So I can recruit her to our side.”
“Yes,” the King of the Astrad Kingdom replied simply.
The two of them remained there in silence for a moment. Edlyn took this in, her head spinning— the world around her seemingly shaking. But she tried to compose herself. She took in a deep breath, before exhaling as she looked up to meet King Jalen’s gaze.
“Must I do this?” she asked, peering into his weary eyes. “If I say no, will you fault me?”
The King of the Astrad Kingdom shook his head. “This decision is up to you, [Chef] Edlyn. I shall not punish you nor condemn you if you choose not to do this.”
Edlyn closed her eyes. “I see.”
She didn’t know why she was so hesitant to accept this offer. It was an ostensibly simple task. In fact, it sounded like a much more relaxing job than working at the Astra Palace. And yet, this was everything she had ever worked for.
Edlyn didn’t grow up rich. She wasn’t raised by a noble family at birth. So she never had much to her name. All she had to her was her cooking. Her family always praised her and encouraged her to pursue her passions even if they couldn’t offer her much. Because of that, she wanted to be able to give back to them— she wanted to make them proud.
And for most of her life, she thought that the way to do this was to become the best [Chef] in the Astrad Kingdom, which meant becoming the head [Royal Chef] for the Astra Palace. So that was what she had striven to do. That was what she had done.
Now, she was being asked to give it all up. To abandon it all. And for what?
“For the sake of the Astrad Kingdom…” she whispered, answering her own question.
Edlyn bit her lower lip. She could save millions of lives if she did this. All she had to do was work under Amelia. That was relatively easy enough, right?
The [Royal Chef] sighed. She rose to her feet as her emotions warred within. But she saw the look on King Jalen’s face. She thought of her friends and family back home. And even though she didn’t want to— even though she was afraid of what could happen if she messed up while working under Amelia— she still made her decision.
“I accept,” Edlyn said.
And King Jalen smiled. “Thank you, [Chef] Edlyn. For you may have just saved our kingdom.”
The two of them returned back to the dining hall with her decision. But as Edlyn strode through the room, seeing the staring faces looking back at her, before locking eyes with her new employer, she hoped, for the sake of her sanity and safety,  that this was the right decision.
She hoped that she would be able to save them all. 
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Edlyn had resolved herself. For the sake of her friends and her family and the entirety of the Astrad Kingdom, she needed to do this. She was going to be leaving the Astra Palace— effectively temporarily resigning from one of the most prestigious positions in the world as the head [Royal Chef]— and sacrificing herself to that monster.
She looked up as she walked through the gilded halls of the Astra Palace. Up ahead, a tall archway led to an open courtyard. And there awaited her fate.
Amelia. A woman with brown hair. Seemingly harmless at first, dressed in strange clothing and with an unassuming sword sheathed at her side. With the way she stood and carried herself, she looked like she barely even knew how to swing a sword. Such a casual demeanor. It looked like she’d accidentally hurt herself if she drew her blade.
But Edlyn knew better now— after hearing the stories that Rowland Donovan and Wyn Stefard told. The fact that Amelia was able to defeat the [Knights of the Astral Order] with a flick of the wrist lent credence to their claims.
There were still some doubters, of course. Particularly, Jordan Cel was the most vocal one. Even though he had been defeated by a gust of air, he still refused to admit he was wrong. He still claimed that Rowland Donovan had gone senile and imagined seeing Amelia beat Jax in a duel.
However, Edlyn was not one of these doubters. She believed what she saw, and she believed what others saw. So she was nervous. She had taken a full day to prepare herself to leave for Wolfwater, but she couldn’t fully get rid of her anxiousness. And now, as she stepped out of the halls of the Astra Palace into the vast courtyard, her trepidation only grew worse.
It’ll be fine, she tried to reassure herself with logic. As long as I don’t do anything to upset Amelia, I’ll be fine.
King Jalen, Sir Rowland, Sir Wyn, and a handful of the [Knights of the Astral Order] were waiting there, standing in an orderly line. Even Jordan Cel was present, although he looked more disgruntled than ever.
“What a farce…” he muttered under his breath as he gave a sidelong glance towards Amelia. “Why are we doing anything to appease that fraud?”
No one acknowledged his statement. Edlyn pursed her lips, before shaking her head. If Sir Jordan can get away with his snide comments, then I’ll survive.
It wasn’t going to be anywhere near as bad as she thought, right? She walked up to King Jalen as he nodded at her.
“Thank you, [Chef] Edlyn. If anything happens to you… I shall ensure that your family will be able to live well for generations to come.” He placed a hand on her shoulder.
That did nothing to reassure her. Edlyn just took in a deep breath. She turned to face her fate.
“Are you ready?” Amelia asked as she raised a brow.
The [Royal Chef] wasn’t ready at all. But still, she replied, “I am.”
“You packed everything?”
“Yes.”
“You sure? Well, actually it doesn’t really matter. We can always come back here if you forgot something.”
Taking a step forward, Amelia proffered a hand. She waited expectantly as Edlyn blinked. Slowly, the [Royal Chef] accepted the gesture.
“That’s right. I can always come back…” Edlyn whispered, trying to steel her nerves. It was even better if she found an excuse for them to return to the Astra Palace. After all, then it would be easier to try and recruit Amelia into the war.
So it was going to be fine. As long as the [Royal Chef] was smart, there was no reason for anything to go awry. All she had to do was befriend Amelia, and she was going to save her country. Everything was going to be fine—
“By the way, make sure you hold on tight,” Amelia said. “And don’t scream too loud.”
“Wait, wha—” Edlyn blinked.
And suddenly, Amelia leapt into the air. Edlyn’s eyes went wide as she found herself soaring up and above the Astra Palace. Beneath them, Jordan Cel and the [Knights of the Astral Order] recoiled in shock. King Jalen looked on with wide eyes.
And Edlyn’s resolve shattered as she screamed.
“—AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH—”
—--
My trip to the Astra Palace took a whole day, but it ended up proving productive as I managed to get a brand new [Chef] for Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. I was a bit annoyed at first when I found out that Sir Rowland and Sir Wyn both tricked me. But I decided to ignore their request and just brute-forced my way into the kitchen.
Then I forced-served them a meal, which they all liked, much to my surprise. It was my first time making shrimp fried rice, too. Well— my first time doing so in Vacuos. It was one of my favorite meals to cook back when I was on Earth.
But I didn’t exactly have all the proper ingredients to make the best shrimp fried rice I could make. I knew that. So I really appreciated Edlyn’s criticism of my dish. There were plenty of [Chefs] in that room, but she was the only one who seemed to actually notice anything.
That was why I offered to hire her. And I wasn’t surprised that she said yes either. I wasn’t an idiot— I knew that King Jalen brought her out of the dining hall to convince her to work for me. I knew that this was a ploy to try and get me to side with the Astrad Kingdom against the Kingdom of Kal. I knew this would happen. In fact, I planned for it.
And maybe this scheme of theirs could work in the end. Maybe Edlyn could tug on my heartstrings and get me involved in the war. But as long as I came out of this ordeal with a new employee, it was worth it to me.
I looked down at Edlyn as I continued to carry her through the air. She had passed out a while ago. I had tried to take it slower than even when I was traveling with Garron. But the [Royal Chef] was an ordinary person— for the most part. So it made sense that she couldn’t quite handle this type of travel like high-leveled adventurers could.
I felt a bit bad for her. However, I wasn’t going to take a few days to get back to Wolfwater. So I continued on until I would arrive back at the farming village. While my trip to the Astra Palace was short, it was actually quite exhausting. Normally, I’d be at the back of my restaurant, just cooking away.
I never really had to deal with my customers— that was up to Harlan and Arthur. So being inundated with a flurry of questions from the nobles of the Astra Palace about my restaurant completely exhausted me. Even the [Knights] tried to pester me, asking me how I got to my level. I was completely honest when I said I didn’t have any levels, but most of them seemed to think I was joking.
And the [Chefs], too. They were the most bothersome bunch. They kept trying to poke and prod at me for how I got the recipe for the dish. Then when they heard I had worked with Xakor before, they tried to interrogate me on that too.
So I couldn’t wait to get back to Wolfwater so I could relax. I couldn’t wait to play with Bucky again, and I couldn’t wait to have a casual conversation with Nicole and Nolan. My restaurant wasn’t going to reopen until another day from now, so I had time to rest. Maybe I could even take some time to train Noele again.
I hadn’t done that in a while, and I felt bad about it.
The only annoyance I would probably have to deal with back in Wolfwater was Jax. He was definitely going to challenge me to a duel again. Even though I told him that we weren’t going to have another duel until he was SSS-ranked, he was persistent. Like a cockroach.
Anyways, I would deal with him when I had to deal with him. For now, I landed back in Wolfwater in a good mood. I carried Edlyn on my back as I walked back to my restaurant, prepared to be greeted by the smiling faces of my friends— ready to be pounced at by an excited Bucky. But instead, I saw…
Bucky sitting in the corner of the room with a broken wing. Garron being tended to by Arthur, covered in bandages and with an arm slung in a cast. And Noele slumped over a table, eyes-closed as her shirt was stained with blood.
I stared at this scene for a long moment. And then I could only sputter out.
“What the fuck happened while I was gone?”




Chapter 33

I had only been gone for a day. I left Wolfwater for Astral literally yesterday morning. I didn’t expect much to happen while I was gone— in fact, my intention with this two-day break was to give my employees a brief reprieve.
Arthur, Harlan, and even Noele— not Jax— had done a lot to help me over the last few weeks. I was grateful to them for all they did for me. They had been working overtime to help Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant succeed.
And Noele wasn’t even my employee. She was my apprentice.
But now, I swept my gaze over my restaurant with wide eyes. Bucky, Garron, and Noele were all injured to varying degrees. I didn’t know what could have happened while I was gone. My first thought was that Jax had gone rogue— that he had attacked them to provoke me for whatever reason.
However, Arthur immediately explained what happened to me. I blinked a few times as he recounted what happened shortly after I left. I took a seat as I rubbed my temples when he finished.
“Nicholas the Noble Knight, huh?” I muttered under my breath. “Way to embody the literal opposite of your Title. What an asshole.”
And that was an understatement. I shook my head as I looked Arthur up and down.
“So your powers returned,” I said simply.
The former Lich King hesitated. He glanced towards the kitchen— Harlan wasn’t here. So Arthur was free to talk as transparently as he wished.
“They… did.” He nodded slowly. He looked incredibly uncomfortable knowing that. Averting his gaze, he asked, “Should I—”
“You shouldn’t be worried,” I cut him off, knowing what he was going to ask. “The Voidgod isn’t going to possess you again. Not after I already kicked your ass.”
Arthur pursed his lips. “R-right.”
“And with your powers, you were able to defeat Nicholas and his goons?” I said with a raised brow.
But the former Lich King shook his head. And it was Garron who spoke up. The Steel Tank was badly injured, covered in bandages, however he still rose to his feet as he spoke.
“It wasn’t Arthur, nor was it me.”
“Was it Bucky?” I asked, looking towards the injured chicken.
She piped up at her name. But then she shook her head when she saw my expectant look.
“Who was it then?” I frowned.
Garron looked towards the back of the room. There, lay Noele.
“It was her,” he said softly.
And I blinked. I took a step forward as I saw the state she was in. Her eyes were closed, and she was slumped over a table. Her clothes were drenched in dried blood, but she didn’t move. There was a hole in her shirt— right where her heart was. I bit my lower lip as I inched closer towards her.
“Noele…?” I asked apprehensively. I glanced towards Garron and Arthur. “Is she—”
And the blonde girl jerked up, blinking a few times. “Wha— huh?”
I watched as she wiped the drool from her cheeks. She rubbed her eyes, staring at me with a squint.
“Amelia? You’re back?” she said drowsily.
“And you’re alive,” I observed, raising a brow.
“Oh, sorry.” Noele took herself in. “I was taking a nap.”
“I noticed,” I said flatly.
She scratched the back of her head as she rose to her feet. “Well, it’s a good thing you’re back. We’ve all been waiting for you. We were attacked—”
“I heard,” I interrupted her. “Three S-ranks attacked you. And they were all touched by the Void.”
Noele took in a deep breath for a moment, like she was recalling something. But then she shook her head. “Yeah. We were in trouble for a while. But we managed to pull through.”
I stared at her. I looked at the state she was in. Then I glanced towards Garron and Bucky. They all looked tired. Even Arthur, who wasn’t injured, looked very exhausted. I gritted my teeth seeing how hurt my friends were.
“I’m annoyed that I didn't sense them. I should have noticed them. But…” I raised my head, taking in a deep breath. “They must’ve been so weak, I couldn’t even sense them.”
Noele rolled her eyes. “Alright, don’t just insult all of us like that.”
“I’m being serious,” I scoffed.
“And my ego is hurt,” she replied, shaking her head.
I crossed my arms, but didn’t argue any further. I glanced back vaguely towards the exit of the restaurant. “Did Jax not help out?”
Noele shrugged. “He arrived too late. But apparently, he took out Sienna while he was on the way to help out.”
“Sienna’s the chick with the bow, right? That must’ve been something…” I couldn’t imagine how outclassed she had to have been going up against Jax. He might’ve been an annoying pest to me, but he was one of the strongest people in all of Vacuos.
Even if she had been Void-blessed, I highly doubted that she could have been able to defeat him.
“Well, I’m glad it was all resolved without anyone getting hurt—” I caught myself as I stared at all my injured friends. They stared back at me flatly. I corrected myself, “...without anyone dying.”
Noele sank back into her chair. “We’re all alive, somehow. But I think we need to be more vigilant. We were unprepared for this, so we nearly died. Next time around, we can’t let our guard down.”
“Who do you think is behind this attack anyways?” I asked as I pulled out a seat. “Why were they even targeting you?”
“I don’t know. But I have my guesses.” She drew her lips into a thin line as she lowered her gaze. “It was probably the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns.”
“Those assholes? Again? What makes you so sure?” I frowned.
“I already had a target painted on my back after killing Odell. That was why Zevya came after me, remember?” Noele sighed as she leant forward in her chair. “That’s the only explanation. Why else would three Void-touched individuals come after me if not for what I’ve done?”
“That’s true.” I placed a hand on my chin, before my eyes narrowed. “But that means even more of those assholes are going to keep coming after you now.”
The blonde girl nodded exasperatedly. “They will, and I’m not looking forward to that.”
I gritted my teeth. That was going to be a pain in the ass to deal with. I didn’t want any harm to befall Noele. She was my apprentice and my friend. I needed to find a way to ensure that something like this didn’t happen again while I was gone.
I could help Noele out with the Lich King because I was vaguely made aware of what was going on beforehand. Also— the Lich king was magnitudes stronger than those three S-ranks. But for circumstances like these where those going after my friends were too weak for me to notice but strong enough to be a danger to them, I needed some safety measures in place.
“Well, I’ll figure that out later…” I murmured as I shook my head. “For now, the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns won’t be a problem since I’m here.”
“That was how our day went,” Noele said with a shrug. She turned to me with a curious look. “I hope your trip to Astral went better.”
I nodded and took a step back. “Oh, yeah. It went great. I managed to hire a new [Chef] for the restaurant.”
“You did?” Arthur blinked.
“Bawk bawk?” Bucky immediately perked up at that— probably because of the allure of more people to serve her food.
I gestured towards the woman I had lain in a chair at the front of the restaurant. “That’s right— this is Edlyn, and she’s a Level 47 [Royal Chef].”
Noele stared as Garron pursed his lips. Everyone in the room exchanged a glance, before the blonde girl finally spoke up.
“Amelia… that lady is unconscious.”
“Oh, I know,” I replied simply. “And her name is Edlyn.”
In response, the blonde girl could only sigh.
—--
Edlyn was still unconscious even an hour after we landed back in Wolfwater. So I quickly found her a room and left her there so she wouldn’t just be slumped over a table in my restaurant. It was the spare room in Noele parents’ farm that I stayed in when I first came to the farming village.
Or was this place a town now? I didn’t really know. And in my brief time in the Astra Palace, I had come to determine that most people weren’t sure either.
Anyways, I returned to Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant after dealing with the unconscious Edlyn. Noele and Garron waited there, still recovering from their fight. Arthur had gone out to find Harlan. I didn’t know this, but apparently, Harlan liked to go fishing on his days off. So it was just Noele, Garron, and I in the main hall of the restaurant.
“Bawk bawk bawk…”
Oh, and Bucky too.
I looked towards the chicken as she crawled out of her little cage. She still looked hurt. I watched as she massaged her wings in pain, before sidling up towards me. I knelt down next to her and patted her on the head.
“Good job with what you did,” I said with a small smile. “For saving Noele.”
“Bawk bawk,” she replied.
I watched as she tilted her head back, before pointing at her mouth with her wings. I blinked a few times, then she rubbed her belly. That was when I realized what she wanted from me.
“You want me to feed you,” I pointed out flatly.
Bucky nodded eagerly, piping up. “Bawk bawk bawk bawk!”
My gaze bore into her, and she shrank back. I stared at the chicken as she hesitated for a moment, before she gestured at her injured wing.
“Bawk bawk…?” she said apprehensively, looking at me with round eyes.
“Don’t tell me you’ve been trying to guilt-trip me into feeding you more by playing up your injury?” I sighed as I got back to my feet.
The chicken blinked a few times, then she waved both her wings in protest. She flinched when she raised her injured wing too violently. And I rolled my eyes.
“Don’t hurt yourself. I didn’t say I wasn’t going to cook you something nice.”
“Bawk bawk?” Bucky paused. She stared at me in shock, and I grinned back at her.
“You did do a good job,” I said as I drew back. “So you deserve a nice treat.”
“Bawk bawk bawk!” she exclaimed excitedly.
I scoffed, watching as the chicken enthusiastically hopped up and down in glee. I shook my head, seemingly disapproving. But I was glad to see that she was safe. And the same applied to everyone else.
“I’ll make you two food too,” I said as I looked towards Garron and Noele. The two adventurers exchanged a glance, before nodding gratefully. “How does curry sound?”
“It sounds great, Amelia. Thank you.” Noele smiled at me.
Garron leant back in his seat, intrigued. “I have not had your curry yet, but I’ve been meaning to try it.
“Alright.” I nodded to myself as I started out the doorway. “I’ll just have to harvest some honey from the bastion bees and I’ll be right—”
But I paused as suddenly Noele leapt to her feet. She slammed her hands on the table as her eyes went wide.
“Oh no.”
“What is it?” I blinked, caught off-guard by her sudden movement.
Bucky stared at the blonde girl, confused for a moment too. But slowly, it seemed a realization settled in as she clucked in a panic too.
“What’s going on? What’s gotten into the both of you?” I narrowed my eyes as I looked between Noele and Bucky.
“The bastion bees…” Noele bit her lower lips. She closed her eyes, before slowly massaging her temples. “I forgot about them.”
I just frowned. “What are you talking about?”
—--
“Oh.”
I stared at the hive of the bastion bees— the small rock fortress that they had constructed right behind my restaurant. It was like the size of another bedroom. It protruded from the back, giving the building a little bit of flair to its dull exterior. After all, I was the one who fixed up the place, and I was certainly not an architect of any sorts.
Anyways, there was a clear problem with the hive of bastion bees when I found it. Usually, it would be buzzing dangerously— warning anyone who came close to it not to mess with what was within. I would usually be able to see shadows darting about inside. And when I got close to the hive, I’d be greeted by one or two of the nursing bees.
This time around, there was none of that. In fact, I couldn’t even peer into the hive. Because the entire structure was encased by a magical glass-like dome.
“So you’re saying that the bastion bees have been trapped in here for a whole day,” I said, turning to Noele and Bucky.
Both the chicken and the blonde girl flinched. They both nodded slowly, not saying a word.
“And somehow, you forgot this had happened?” I narrowed my eyes.
The two of them exchanged a hesitant glance. It was Noele who spoke up, scratching her cheek apprehensively.
“Well… a lot happened. And we kind of just—” She bit her lower lip, cutting herself off.
I sighed as I strode forward. “It’s fine. Let’s just hope the bastion bees had enough air to survive a day.”
Being realistic, the sacred monsters were probably still alive. I didn’t think that being cut off from oxygen in a relatively medium-sized enclosure for a day was enough to suffocate them. But I didn’t know how much air they needed to breathe. So I never could be too certain.
I tapped a finger on the magical barrier encasing the bastion bees in their hive, and it shattered like glass. Noele and Bucky flinched as the broken fractal shards collapsed around me, before fading away.
Immediately, I could feel a shift in the air around me. Like I had stepped into a hot and humid environment, before I was inundated by a clamorous buzzing. It blared loudly— an angry sound that nearly seemed to shake the ground. Noele and Bucky backed up instantly as I crossed my arms.
“Well, at least I know they’re alive,” I remarked casually.
And a moment later, I watched as a swarm of baby bastion bees shot out, followed by the dozen nursing bees that were charged with starting the new hive. I stared at them as their gazes bore down at me. They looked livid.
More so than I had ever seen them before. Which was quite a feat, considering how they almost always seemed to be angry.
I swept my gaze over them all— the tiny bastion bees that were flapping their small wings as they formed their swarm. There had to have been at least a hundred of them. Each one was relatively small— about the size of the palm of my hand. But I remembered seeing them as soon as they hatched not too long ago.
They had grown relatively quickly in size since then. But that was not all. I raised a brow as I whistled.
“You guys sure learned how to fly fast. Weren’t you just wriggling around on the ground, unable to even crawl just a week ago?” I looked towards the larger nursing bees that were tasked with taking care of the babies. “You did a good job raising them.”
I locked gazes with the usual nursing bee I spoke with. She was floating there in the middle of the swarm, not flying out to meet me as she normally did. She didn’t seem to be angry like the rest. But she also seemed quite… muted.
I frowned at her as she just floated there, buzzing softly. “Are you alright?”
I asked the simple question, but she didn’t reply. Instead, she just shifted back. I blinked and watched as she gave way for another bastion bee to take her place. It wasn’t a nursing bee— it was a baby bastion bee like the others.
But this one was different. It was slightly more rotund, and with larger wings than the rest. I stared at it for a moment, before I realized what it was.
“Are you… the new queen?” I asked curiously.
It didn’t respond. Instead, I watched as its eyes flashed. And all at once, the buzzing grew silent for a moment. Before all the gathered bastion bees charged my way.




Chapter 34

The bastion bees were livid. I could tell that they were angry, even before they swarmed out of their hive. There could have been a plethora of reasons as to why they were upset. For example, they could have been mad that I left them again.
I was supposed to be the protector of their new hive. That was why they had come with me— so they could expand safely, under my watchful eye. However, I had been absent quite a bit. More often than I would have liked. And that could have been one of the reasons why they were buzzing their wings in a cacophonous clamor when I approached them.
Another reason could have simply been the fact that they were enraged over being locked away in their hive for over a day. They might have had enough oxygen to survive, but it must have been terrifying for them, knowing that they couldn’t escape even if they tried. Now, they were just directing their anger to their closest target.
After all, these were baby bastion bees. They weren’t that intelligent— or at least, I assumed that they weren’t born fully cognizant of their actions. I was presuming that they were acting purely on instinct, rather than any logic or reason.
Now, the reason they were angry didn’t matter. All that mattered was that I had somehow managed to incur their wrath. And they were sacred monsters. There were over a hundred of them. They charged at me all at once, a black and gold swarm that buzzed thunderously and consumed me like a hurricane.
It was a terrifying sight. Like a tempest of rage was bearing down on me. One that would swallow anything in its path, leaving it bare and dead.
And I just stood there, staring at the baby bastion bees as they attacked me. I remained unmoving for a long moment, before scratching the back of my head.
“Uh, are you guys done?” I asked simply.
But the baby bastion bees continued their onslaught of attacks. Their tiny little stingers struck my skin— and bounced off harmlessly as I didn’t even budge. I looked past them, eyeing the nursing bee I knew that was waiting in the distance.
“You knew they were going to attack me, right?”
She didn’t respond. Her head was hung low, and her wings buzzed softly behind her. The other eleven adult bastion bees stayed back too, letting only the baby bastion bees unleash their onslaught on me.
“You should’ve told them it wasn’t going to work,” I sighed, shaking my head. “They’re going to hurt themselves, if anything.”
I gestured at the baby bastion bees as they repeatedly slammed their stingers against my skin to no avail. The nursing bastion bee bobbed back and forth in the air like she was making a shrugging motion— as if she was telling me that she already tried to advise her new queen against this.
But I guess as a relatively new newborn, the baby bastion bee queen refused to listen to reason. I sighed as I stood there, continuously attacked by the swarm.
“What do I do now?” I asked, looking at the adult bastion bees for help. They offered me nothing. I turned back towards Noele and Bucky. The two of them were just looking on in shock. I raised a brow at them. “What about you two? Got any ideas?”
“Uh, nope,” Noele said as she took a step back. “Other than to just stand there far away from us? I have no other ideas for you, Amelia.”
“Bawk bawk bawk!” Bucky clucked in agreement.
I rolled my eyes, before looking back towards the swarm of baby bastion bees. They were still angry. They were still stinging me— well, trying to sting me and failing. But I wasn’t going to fight back. I didn’t want to hurt them by accident.
So I just sighed and sat down. “I guess I’ll wait for you guys to tire out.”
And the swarm of baby bastion bees continued to assail me. Bucky and Noele exchanged a glance, before they both shrugged. They left me alone with the bastion bees as I just waited. But unfortunately for me, it seemed that the baby bastion bees had a lot more energy than I thought. So I continued waiting even as the sun began to set, until the next day arrived.
—--
“Ugh, that was a terrible dream…” Edlyn murmured as she rubbed at her eyes.
The sun shone brightly, its golden rays leaking in through the slits of the window blinds. In the distance, a rooster crowed. Crickets chirped in the distance, and all sorts of little critters and insects crawled out of their sleep. Slowly, the world came alive.
And Edlyn sat up in her bed. She was a relatively young woman— in her mid 20s, with short black hair that fell to her neck. While she’d rather have longer hair, it often got in the way when she was cooking. As a [Chef], she had to make sacrifices to be as efficient as she could be so that she could become a [Royal Chef] in the Astra Palace.
She yawned, before massaging her shoulders. “It seemed so real too. But at least it’s over now.”
Edlyn did her morning stretches before groggily making her way out of her room. For some reason, its layout looked a little bit different than she remembered, but she was still half-asleep so she brushed it off. She pushed the door open as she rubbed her temples.
“Mama,” she called out as she strode out of her room. A voice hummed down the hallway to the kitchen. “I had the weirdest dream. I became the head [Royal Chef] of the Astra Palace, then this weird woman showed—”
“Oh, you’re finally awake!” the voice exclaimed, and a head popped out from the end of the corridor.
Edlyn blinked a few times, staring at the blonde lady standing there with an apron. It took a moment for the [Chef] to gather her wits.
“Who the fuck are you? Where’s my Mama?” Edlyn asked, taking a step back. She paused when she finally took in her unfamiliar surroundings. “And where the fuck am I?”
“I’m Nicole,” the blonde lady said as she strode out of the kitchen, untying her apron. She laughed and proffered a hand to the [Chef]. “And you’re in my husband’s farm in Wolfwater.”
“Wolfwater? That’s—” Edlyn’s eyes snapped wide open.
She remembered her dream. She recalled everything that happened. From leaving her family behind to pursue her goals in Astra, to becoming the head [Chef] of the Astra Palace, to being kidnapped by a strange brown-haired woman… Edlyn realized that it hadn’t all been a dream.
It hadn’t been a nightmare. It was actually reality. It really did happen.
The [Royal Chef] dropped to her knees and closed her eyes. “Angel’s breath, I am actually stuck here, aren’t I?”
For a moment, she knelt there, processing her predicament. She had been left with no other choice. It was either remain in the Astra Palace as a [Royal Chef] and let the Astrad Kingdom be defeated by the Kingdom of Kal, or go befriend Amelia and convince her to put an end to the war.
While the latter outcome seemed unreasonable, the only other outcome was even more unreasonable. Edlyn had little reason to believe that she could convince Amelia to even leave Wolfwater, let alone partake in the war. But the [Royal Chef] believed she had to try. For the sake of her country. For the sake of her friends. And for the sake of her family.
But now… she was starting to regret her decision.
“I made a terrible choice…” she murmured as she faced the ground, hearing a soft set of footfalls approach her.
“Well, I wouldn’t say you’re stuck here,” Nicole said as she walked up to the [Royal Chef] with a warm smile. “You’re our guest here— and you were out for a while. So come, just relax.”
Edlyn furrowed her brows as she was helped up and led out to the living room. “I’m your guest?”
And she paused when she caught sight of a bowl of steaming stew laid out next to a platter of bread on the table. Nicole nodded with a soft chuckle.
“That’s right. You must be starving after sleeping for that long. Help yourself.”
The sweet scent of the food reached Edlyn, and her stomach growled. Certainly, she was incredibly hungry. But she was still confused as to what was going on. Even as she took a seat and reached for a toasted loaf of bread.
“Why are you doing this for me? Are you friends with… Amelia?” Edlyn asked hesitantly— as if uttering that name was enough to summon that monster.
Nicole nodded simply, taking a seat across from the [Royal Chef]. “I am friends with Amelia, indeed. But if I met anyone who was ever in need or trouble, I would help them regardless if a friend of mine knew who they were.”
“I… see.” The [Royal Chef] pursed her lips.
She looked down at the hot stew, before staring at the warm piece of bread. She felt like something was off about this situation. She felt like Nicole was too nice. Was this some kind of a test by Amelia? Was this a trap? Was Edlyn supposed to be able to critique the food she was given?
She didn’t know. And she didn’t want to fail whatever this was, so she just stared at her loaf of bread for a minute.
“Are you alright?” Nicole asked, tilting her head. “You haven’t touched your food.”
“I’m…” Edlyn trailed off. She didn’t know what to say.
And Nicole clapped her hands together and smiled. “Oh, of course. You must be thirsty. Let me get you a glass of water.”
She quickly hurried off and brought back some water for the [Royal Chef]. Edlyn bit her lower lip, before accepting the cup. If this was a test, then the only way to pass was by eating what was given to her.
So Edlyn swallowed away her apprehension and dipped the loaf of bread in the stew before taking a bite out of it.
I can do this— she started internally. And then she paused. Her eyes went wide as she chewed on the bread. “This is…”
It wasn’t the best cooking in the world. It was certainly not prepared by a high-leveled [Chef]. In fact, it probably wasn’t even prepared by a [Chef] at all. It was a home-cooked meal. Incomparable to what could be found in restaurants. And yet… and yet…
Edlyn teared up as she slowly lowered the loaf of bread.
“It tastes just like Mama’s cooking…”
“Did you say something?” Nicole asked, leaning forward.
And Edlyn caught herself. “O-oh… I was just saying it’s delicious!”
“That’s good to hear. Truth be told, I haven’t really sat down and cooked anything in a while. So I was quite afraid you’d dislike it and all, considering that you’re such a high-leveled [Chef].”
“No— absolutely not! I love it!” Edlyn protested, waving her hands in the air. “It’s… delicious.”
How long had it been? She’d left her parents’ home over ten years ago to make a better life for them in the city of Astra. And the [Royal Chef] had been so focused on achieving her goals, everything had become so complicated. She hadn’t once stepped back to just enjoy herself— to take in the simpler things in her life.
“Thank you,” she said as she looked towards Nicole. “For cooking this for me.”
The blonde lady just smiled back. “Well, you are most welcome. And I do hope that you’ll enjoy the rest of your stay in Wolfwater as much as you enjoyed my cooking.”
“That’s…” Edlyn swept her gaze over her surroundings. She stared at the cozy living room— she heard a kettle boiling from the kitchen. A golden glow came from the window, the ambience created by the morning sun.
And outside, birds were chirping. Insects were buzzing. A large field of grass and crops swayed with the blowing wind, and a few golden-brown leaves fell from the nearby trees. A handful of [Farmers] worked the faraway fields, and a soft susurration of voices came from the nearby town. It was quiet. But not too quiet.
It was relaxing. It was calming. It was unlike the chaos of the streets of Astral. It was unlike the bustle of the Astra Palace.
It was familiar.
Edlyn closed her eyes as she turned back to Nicole. “I feel… I feel like maybe I didn’t make the worst choice of my life, after all.”
And the blonde lady just blinked. “What?”
“It's nothing. I was just talking to myself, that's all."




Chapter 35

Edlyn changed her mind. This was definitely the worst choice she had ever made in her life. She should not have come here to Wolfwater— she shouldn’t have cared about her family, her country, or her friends. In fact, she should have just told King Jalen to surrender himself over to the Kingdom of Kal there and then.
Because now she had to deal with this abomination of a human being.
“Glad to see you’re finally awake,” Amelia shouted over the clamoring in the room.
Her hands were on her hips, and she stood not too far away from the [Royal Chef]. Yet, she was still shouting. But even more than that, Edlyn could barely even hear the brown-haired woman.
The [Chef] was told to come to Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant located in the corner of Wolfwater. After mustering up the courage needed to even leave the farm, Edlyn eventually found the restaurant and took a step in—
Only to be greeted by this scene of a cacophonous crowd gathered in the room.
That made Edlyn stop in her tracks. It made her freeze where she stood, jaw hanging agape in shock.
As a [Chef], she had worked in many restaurants in her life. She had seen many different crowds of people. So she knew what there was to expect. But she never expected… this. Whatever this was.
No— Edlyn wasn’t faced with a large crowd that could fill out even the largest ballrooms of the Astra Palace. She had seen plenty of such crowds before in her life. That was a normal sight to her considering that she was the most decorated [Royal Chef] in all of the Astrad Kingdom.
It wasn’t a small crowd either. Seeing an empty restaurant wasn’t an unusual sight. Edlyn didn’t come out of the womb as a high-leveled [Chef]. She had to grind her way up to where she was now. And that meant she had worked in many restaurants, with many of them barely even attracting a crowd back when she was still an [Apprentice Chef].
Now, what Edlyn saw was something she had never seen before in her life. It shocked her more than seeing Amelia defeat the [Knights of the Astral Order] without even touching them. It seemed to be a common trend, but everything Edlyn witnessed since meeting Amelia had been almost completely insane.
And this was no different.
Amelia stood there, in the center of the room, covered in giant buzzing bees. There had to have been at least a hundred of them— each one the size of Edlyn’s fist. And they were angrily stinging the brown-haired woman as she stood there without any care in the world.
“Yeah, the restaurant is empty today,” Amelia said as she gestured at the vacant room. “We had a little bit of an incident, so we can’t open back up just yet.”
“An incident?” Edlyn just blinked.
And Amelia gestured vaguely around herself— at the giant bees swarming her. “This incident.”
“Oh.”
The [Royal Chef] just stared blankly back at the swarm attacking the brown-haired woman. It took a minute, but Edlyn gathered her wits about and asked the question in her mind.
“What are… they?”
“They’re bastion bees,” Amelia replied simply. “Baby bastion bees, to be exact.”
“Bastion bees? As in— the sacred monsters?” Edlyn wasn’t even sure how to react anymore. Her head spun, and she didn’t know if that was from the spinning swarm of the baby bastion bees or because of what Amelia just said.
“Yeah, they help me make honey for my curry,” the brown-haired woman said with a shrug.
“I… see.” The [Royal Chef] certainly could see that. After all, she knew where honey came from. Although, she didn’t exactly know what a curry was.
But she shook her head as she dismissed the thought. There were other pressing matters to ask. Like for example—
“And why are these bastion bees attacking you?”
“Hell if I know,” Amelia scoffed.
“Hell? What’s—” Edlyn started.
“All I know is that they’re mad at me,” the brown-haired woman continued, ignoring the question. “And I’m waiting for them to calm down before I reopen the restaurant.”
The [Royal Chef] frowned, looking Amelia up and down. “And do you, uh, know when they’ll calm down?”
“Nope.”
“Right…” Edlyn pursed her lower lips at the answer.
“But they’ve been at this for a day,” Amelia said optimistically. “So surely they’ll calm down soon, right?”
Unbeknownst to her…
—---
Attack! Destroy the invader! the baby queen bastion bee sent the buzz of command throughout her swarm.
They were winning. She was certain they were going to defeat this monstrous beast. It was a difficult battle— especially after they had been assailed by the deadly environment around them just before that. So they were all fatigued, partially injured by the terrible heatwave that had swept across their home.
But then their safety barrier had been breached just after that. Their impenetrable wall that protected them from the wretches of the outside world was taken down. That was when the baby queen bastion bee gathered her forces to repel this invader.
While she didn’t have a name quite yet, she wasn’t too young to lead her people in battle. Her caretaker was against it. The baby queen bastion bee didn’t get it, and she didn’t care either. She was the one who was in charge. And she knew they were going to come out as victorious.
After all, why else would she be growing even stronger with each passing moment she attacked the brown-haired monster?
So she would persist. She would continue her onslaught of attacks. Even as she grew tired, she would never waver. She would not stop until she won.
And for her bravery, she was greatly rewarded.
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…
This was why she was able to keep going— each time she faltered, these blue boxes would come and save her, giving her the to continue this effort. Until the invader was dead.
—--
“They’re going to run out of energy eventually,” Amelia said, nodding reassuringly to herself.
Edlyn bit her lower lip. She wanted to argue against it, but she decided to remain quiet. Instead, she stood there quietly as Amelia shrugged.
“Anyways, while the restaurant is closed, you should take your time to familiarize yourself with the kitchen— learn a few of the recipes. Maybe even introduce yourself to the other staff.”
“Right… I’m here to work, after all,” Edlyn said as she lowered her head. She was so focused on the task given to her by King Jalen, she almost forgot about the ostensible reason why she was here.
So she nodded and started towards the kitchen, keeping a wide berth away from Amelia and the swarm of bastion bees in the process.
“I’ll just make my way here—” she excused herself.
And Amelia waved a hand dismissively. “Sure. And I’ll be outside. If you need anything, call me really, really, really loudly. I can barely hear anything because of… all this.”
Edlyn just steeled herself as she stepped up to the bar. Behind her, her new employer exited the room. And the [Royal Chef] just stared at the doorway leading into the kitchen.
She was dreading meeting her fellow employees here in Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. After all, whoever was working for Amelia probably had a few screws loose. At the very least, no sane person would willingly want to work in an establishment like this, where a swarm of baby bastion bees attacking the owner was considered the norm.
It took her all her strength to even step foot into the kitchen. There, she immediately caught sight of three men gathered together at the back of the room. She shuffled her way up to them as she kept her head low.
Calm down, she told herself. Nicole was very nice. Just because these people are working for Amelia, doesn’t mean they’re crazy like her.
“Hey, are you the new [Chef]?” a young man called out.
Edlyn looked up to face him. He had short brown hair, and his skin was rough and calloused. Like he had previously been either a [Warrior] or a [Farmer]. He proffered a hand to her as he smiled.
“My name is Harlan. I’m the head server here. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
“I’m, uh, Edlyn,” she said as she shook his hand. Her eyes flickered up to meet his gaze for a moment, before she looked past him.
A second man came forward as Harlan stepped to the side. He had long blond locks that fell past his shoulders, and he looked to be about a decade or so older than her.
“I’m Arthur, the bartender. And I must apologize for what you had to witness earlier.”
“What I…?” Edlyn raised a brow.
And Arthur chuckled, gesturing past the [Royal Chef]. “What happened with Amelia. It was really surprising for all of us, and I’m sure it must be quite the surreal sight for most normal people.”
Edlyn frowned in return. “Normal people?”
“Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean it as an insult. I just meant that what happens around Amelia might seem quite insane from the perspective of someone who doesn’t know her.” Arthur scratched the back of his head apologetically.
“I didn’t take it as an insult,” the [Royal Chef] replied as she slowly raised her gaze. She looked between both Arthur and Harlan. “I was just… you both—”
They exchanged a glance. “We?” They repeated after her.
Edlyn sighed as her shoulders sagged. She didn’t know how else to describe it, so she just out and said it, “You both seem… relatively normal.”
Harlan blinked for a moment, before guffawing. He wrapped an arm around Arthur’s shoulder as he shook his head.
“That’s because we are just a couple of normal guys, right Arthur?”
“...right,” the bartender agreed not-too-enthusiastically.
“I didn’t mean it as an insult, either,” Edlyn quickly clarified. “I think it’s a good thing that you’re both normal.”
She wanted to sigh in relief. By the Thrones, am I actually going to be working with ordinary individuals? Am I going to be spared from working with absolute lunatics?
Edlyn shook her head and looked back up. There was still one more man standing here. She looked towards him as she narrowed her eyes.
“What about you?” she asked. “What’s your name?”
Harlan and Arthur stepped back as the third man drew forward to introduce himself. Immediately, Edlyn noticed that he had pointed ears— that he was an elf. Which was slightly unusual. But she tried to ignore that little detail until he opened his mouth.
“I am Jax the Forsaken Archer,” the elf said as he crossed his arms. “And I am a temporary waiter at this establishment.
“Jax the…?” Edlyn’s eyes crossed. It seemed she was wrong— she was still able to react to the insanity of Amelia and this restaurant.
She stared at him for a long moment, before she dropped to the ground and closed her eyes. All three men stared at her in confusion as she muttered wildly to herself.
“I knew it was too good to be true… I knew it…”
And Jax just gestured at her, glancing towards Arthur and Harlan. “Is this girl crazy? What’s wrong with her?”
The two human men just shrugged in response. 




Chapter 36

At this point, Edlyn wasn’t sure if anything could even shock her anymore. The things she had seen over the last few days— none of it seemed grounded by reality. She was waiting to wake up at any point from this strange dream, but she knew that was never going to happen.
Because this was her life now. This was what she was going to have to deal with from now on. The daily insanities of Amelia and her restaurant— Edlyn could already tell, it was going to be a common occurrence. She closed her eyes as she sat at the corner of the kitchen.
“Jax the Forsaken Archer works here…” she whispered softly. “How…?”
It wasn’t like she didn’t expect to run into him while she was here in Wolfwater. The [Royal Chef] recalled a brief conversation where he was mentioned to have been present here. But she assumed that he was a customer— or that he had just been passing through the village.
She never once imagined that he was actually working here as a ‘temporary waiter’ or whatever. That job title didn’t even make sense to her. Was he just working here part-time? Was he replacing a previous employee who quickly quit after witnessing Amelia’s insanities?
Edlyn was pretty sure it was the last option, if anything. And that didn’t bode well for her. Sure, Arthur and Harlan seemed normal enough. However, it was very much possible that they were also secretly insane.
She hoped that wasn’t the case. But it could very much be true. Even Nicole could have been insane for all Edlyn knew.
The [Royal Chef] hadn’t been here in Wolfwater long enough to familiarize herself with anyone here. In fact, she barely even heard about the farming village before yesterday. And she didn’t even have time to do any research before she left the Astra Palace.
So she was completely in the dark here, not knowing anything or anyone in this place. She wanted to cry. But she was too scared to even cry. Because she had heard about Jax’s reputation, and she was pretty sure he would have killed her for making too much noise.
“I need to calm down…” Edlyn told herself as she raised her head. “I need a smoke.”
She reached for her pipe in her back pocket, producing it in her right hand. But when she searched for her lighter— or any matches to light the pipe with— she realized that she forgot to bring any from the Astra Palace.
So she sat there, cursing as her pipe stuck stupidly out of her mouth. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck!”
Each time she swore, her voice grew more emphatic. More annoyed. She no longer felt like crying. She was just angry. Upset at her situation. She didn’t know what she did to get pushed into this corner she was in. She took in a deep breath, ready to scream out of frustration.
But a voice interrupted her, and she blinked.
“Here,” Harlan said as he stood over her, proffering her a metallic cylinder. “This is a lighter. We use it for the kitchen. Well, Amelia uses it, but I found it for you.”
Edlyn just stared at him for a moment, processing what he had said. She finally realized that he was giving her the lighter for her pipe. She accepted it as she rose to her feet.
“O-oh, thank you.”
She fumbled with it, then activated its magical enchantment as she lit the bowl aflame. She took a puff of it. And she sighed in relief.
“Angel’s breath…” she whispered, shaking her head. She handed the lighter back to the head server of the restaurant. “I really appreciate it. Seriously, I mean it.”
Harlan chuckled as he took a step back from her. “It’s no problem at all. And— don’t worry about Jax. He may have a bad reputation, but he’s mostly harmless.”
“Mostly?” Edlyn narrowed her eyes as she took another puff from her pipe. Each puff she took eased her nerves even more.
The head server shrugged. “As long as you’re not a monster, he’ll leave you alone. Unless you’re Amelia, but she’s basically a monster too anyway.”
“You’re telling me…” the [Royal Chef] scoffed.
She didn’t know if it was the pipe taking effect, or if it was because of Harlan’s words. But she found it quite comforting to know that not everyone here viewed Amelia as a normal person.
Edlyn was calmer now, and she was able to evaluate her circumstances in a much better state. Earlier, she was afraid that Harlan might not have been a normal person. But now that she could take a good look at him and the way he was acting, he seemed ordinary enough. Which was a relief to her.
She placed a hand on her chest, before she caught a glimpse of her own reflection. She was a mess. Her face was red, and her hair was anything but tidy. She realized she was the one who looked like an insane woman.
So she quickly cleared her throat as she tried to dust herself off. “And I’m, uh, sorry for my appearance. I just got here, and it’s been… a lot.”
Harlan just laughed, waving a hand off dismissively. “Don’t worry too much about it. I was the same way when I first met Amelia. She is quite… something.”
“Something is an understatement,” Edlyn muttered under her breath. She steeled herself and nodded at him. “So I’m not the only one who thinks Amelia is insane, huh?”
“Well, she certainly is crazy,” Harlan chuckled as he took a step back. “But don’t worry too much— you’ll get used to it eventually.”
“Are you sure about that?” The [Royal Chef] raised a brow. Somehow, she didn’t believe him. For very good reasons.
But he nodded at her reassuringly. “Trust me. Amelia is a very kind person. I wouldn’t even be here if not for her. She’s the reason I managed to get my act together.”
“I… see.” Edlyn was skeptical, but Harlan had no reason to lie. So she didn’t question it further. Instead, she slapped her face as she turned to the kitchen counter. “Well, I guess it’s time for me to get my act together too and learn these recipes for tomorrow.”
“You should— if you don’t, Amelia’s going to punish you like she did with the last [Chef],” Harlan said as he crossed his arms.
That made the [Royal Chef] freeze where she stood. She turned to him with wide eyes, staring at him in horror. She nearly dropped her pipe. “What…?”
“I’m kidding! I’m kidding!” Harlan quickly said as he raised both his hands. “Relax— as I said, Amelia is nice.”
Edlyn gritted her teeth, before shaking her head. “Please don’t make a joke like that again.”
“Alright. Sorry.” He scratched the back of his head, before nodding at her. “But I’m telling you, Amelia really isn’t a bad person.”
“You’re not being very convincing anymore…” Edlyn said simply.
“I’m serious!”
“Yeah, right.”
“Come on—”
And the two just chatted with each other as the [Royal Chef] began to cook, familiarizing herself with the menu of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant.
—--
As a high-leveled [Chef], Edlyn was able to replicate the recipe of nearly any food-item she saw as long as she had access to the right ingredients. She didn’t even need to taste it— she could just take one quick glance, and she’d already know what she needed to do.
But that wasn’t a Skill that was special to her. Every [Chef] above Level 30 could do just that. Edlyn would never have been made the head [Royal Chef] of the Astra Palace if that was all she was capable of doing. No— at her level, she was able to not just replicate any food dish she saw, but she was also able to improve it too.
She was able to refine any dish that wasn’t already perfect. And from what she saw of Amelia’s cooking, there were a lot of flaws there. So Edlyn worked on improving the fried rice for now, experimenting with various different ingredients so it would taste better, especially since the restaurant had no shrimp or prawn or any seafood alternatives.
“For now, we’ll have to use beef,” Edlyn muttered as she brought the plate of fried rice out of the kitchen. “Or maybe we’ll use chicken—”
“Bawk bawk bawk?” a squeak interrupted the [Royal Chef]’s thoughts.
She blinked and looked towards a figure sitting in the corner of the room. Edlyn’s eyes went wide when she saw a chicken there, head perked up and staring directly at the plate of fried rice.
“Why is there a chicken…?” Edlyn started.
And the chicken squawked, before dashing forward straight at her. The [Royal Chef] recoiled as she backed away, nearly spilling the fried rice. But Harlan caught her from behind and steadied her as the chicken clucked and waved its wings.
“Are you alright?” the head server asked as Edlyn sighed in relief.
“I’m… fine.” She looked towards the chicken as it jumped at her feet. “Why is it— can it understand me?”
“Bawk bawk bawk bawk!” the chicken exclaimed.
That made Edlyn flinch. And Harlan nodded casually, trying to calm her down.
“That’s Bucky— she’s our mascot. And she can understand you.”
“Seriously?” The [Royal Chef] gaped at the hopping chicken. “But how?”
Harlan scratched the back of his head. “Well, as far as I can tell, Bucky’s like Level 20 or 30. I’m not exactly sure. But she’s got some levels, which makes her more intelligent than the average chicken.”
His words made the chicken puff up proudly. Edlyn’s eyes felt like they were going to bulge out of their sockets. She thought she was desensitized to the insanities of everything surrounding Amelia. And perhaps, the [Royal Chef] was. Because she didn’t feel like she was going to faint.
She was more afraid of what could happen to her— after what she said just earlier.
“Is… is it mad about what I said?” Edlyn asked as she turned to Harlan. “About adding chicken to fried rice?”
“Bucky?” Harlan blinked a few times, before chuckling. “Bucky eats chicken. She literally doesn’t care.”
“It— I mean, she does?” The [Royal Chef] looked down in horror.
And Bucky just nodded in confirmation, before clucking in outrage even more.
“Then why is she upset?” Edlyn asked apprehensively.
Harlan rolled his eyes as he gestured at the plate of fried rice. “That’s because she’s hungry, of course.”
Edlyn blinked, before looking down at the food she was carrying. “Hungry? Are you saying I should give this to her?”
“I mean, I don’t see why not?” Harlan shrugged. “Bucky can be your first taste tester.”
“But she’s a chicken!” Edlyn protested. “Are you saying I’m supposed to give my cooking to a chicken? I’m a [Royal Chef]!”
“And Bucky’s hungry. She’ll eat anything, so don’t worry about your cooking being too highbrow for her taste buds.”
“That’s not what I’m saying—” And Edlyn bit her lip, cutting herself off.
She glanced down at the chicken for a moment. She saw the pleading black eyes staring back up at her, and she took in a deep breath. After deliberating over it for a minute, she acquiesced and scooped up a small bowl of rice for Bucky.
“Fine, here.”
“Bawk bawk bawk!” Bucky clucked excitedly, waving her wings in the air. She immediately dug into the bowl of fried rice to devour it whole, then she paused. Her eyes went round as she backed away, and Harlan frowned.
“What’s going on?” he asked as he knelt down to face the chicken. “Are you alright, Bucky?”
The chicken looked up at him for a moment, and then nodded excitedly. “Bawk bawk bawk bawk!”
She quickly buried her head back in the bowl of fried rice, finishing it in moments. When she was done, she collapsed to the ground with a full belly. She gave Edlyn a thumbs-up— even though she didn’t have any thumbs.
Harlan leant back, blinking. “I think… I think Bucky likes it.”
“R-right,” Edlyn said, unsure how to react.
“Let me try some.” Harlan turned to face her and dug a spoon into the plate of fried rice.
The [Royal Chef] watched as he took a bite from the dish, before his eyes lit up. He turned to her as his jaw dropped, and he nearly dropped his spoon.
“This is… amazing!” he exclaimed, taking a step forward. He grabbed her by the shoulders as he continued, “Seriously, this is the best dish I’ve ever had! It’s better than even Amelia’s cooking!”
“You think so?” Edlyn backed up as he drew closer. She scratched her cheek, unsure if that last statement he made was an insult or a compliment.
“Yes— I didn’t even think you could cook fried rice any differently! I thought that there was only one way to make it. But this is so different from how Amelia does it… I love it!” The head server spoke as he stuffed his mouth with the fried rice.
The [Royal Chef] smiled hesitantly, glancing between Harlan and Bucky. She was glad to see that her first attempt at Amelia’s fried rice went well. But now, Edlyn was worried— afraid about what would happen if that monster heard about this.
Would Amelia be upset? If she was, what would she do? Would she just fire Edlyn? Or worse, would she make the [Royal Chef] pay?
That… wasn’t going to happen, right?
Edlyn didn’t know. She didn’t want to find out either. She just shivered as she turned to Harlan. “Please don’t tell Amelia that—”
But a voice cut off the [Royal Chef]. “Don’t tell me what?”
And that made Edlyn freeze where she stood. Slowly, she craned her neck to face a figure standing by the doorway. It was Amelia. She was still surrounded by the baby bastion bees, their cacophonous buzzing quickly filling the room.
Amelia shook her head and turned to Harlan. “What’s up?”
“Oh, I was just praising Edlyn’s cooking. She’s seriously incredible.” He nodded at the [Royal Chef].
Edlyn closed her eyes when she heard that. Oh no…
But surprisingly, Amelia didn’t react in shock or disdain. Instead, she was piqued by that, her eyes darting to the plate of fried rice Edlyn had prepared.
“Oh, you made some fried rice. I didn’t notice that with all these…” Amelia gestured vaguely at the swarm of baby bastion bees blocking her sight, trying to sting her. “Anyways, can I try some?”
“S-sure,” Edlyn replied, too afraid to say no.
She set the plate of fried rice down and backed away as Amelia stepped forward. The swarm of baby bastion bees followed the brown-haired woman, of course. Which made everyone— including Harlan and Bucky— give her a wide berth. They all watched as she took a bite from the fried rice.
And Edlyn pursed her lips, unsure what to expect.
“This is… amazing!” Amelia exclaimed as her eyes went wide. “It tastes literally like it does back home. As expected from a [Royal Chef].”
She quickly downed the plate of fried rice, leaving Edlyn to just stare in surprise.
“Y-you like it?” Edlyn eventually asked.
“Definitely better than my cooking,” Amelia said with a shrug. “I knew hiring you was a good idea.”
“Oh. Thank you.” The [Royal Chef] flushed, surprised by the praise. She didn’t expect that. In fact, she didn’t expect anyone to even say anything about her cooking.
But she swept her gaze over the room, and she saw the satisfied smiles of Bucky, Harlan, and Amelia. Each and every one of them had praised her for her cooking. Even though it was a relatively simple meal, they all loved it. It almost reminded Edlyn of a simpler time.
When was the last time anyone in the Astra Palace even thanked her for working tirelessly to provide them their meals? She could count the number of times it had happened in her hands. And she had worked there for years!
Edlyn shook her head, breaking out of her stupor. She looked back up towards Amelia as she shuffled her feet uncomfortably.
“This was the only dish I’ve had in your menu. I can’t cook anything else because I haven’t even seen them yet.” She tried to make eye contact with her new employer, but the swarm of baby bastion bees made it a bit difficult.
“I can teach you everything,” Amelia said as she took a step forward.
But Edlyn recoiled— not out of fear of the brown-haired woman. Instead, it was out of terror from all the baby bastion bees. Amelia realized that as she blinked down at herself.
“Oh, right. These little guys are a bit of a problem.” Amelia scratched the back of her head. “I wonder when they’ll tire out?”
—--
Never give up! the baby queen bastion bee commanded as she continued her onslaught of attacks against the invader.
They were going to win soon. She was sure of it. She would not tire. No matter what happened. Not until they had claimed victory—
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The baby queen bastion bee blinked when she saw the blue screen flashing before her eyes. She knew her soldiers saw it too. And for a moment, she distractedly drew back from the invader and focused on what was said.
Then she collapsed, passing out. And following after her was the rest of the swarm.
—--
“...what just happened?” Edlyn gaped as the swarm of baby bastion bees just fell to the floor. She turned to Amelia in horror. “What did you do?”
“I didn’t do anything. I don’t even know what just happened.” Amelia narrowed her eyes.
And the doorway burst open as a dozen adult bastion bees flew into the room. Edlyn couldn’t even react to their sudden appearance. She just looked on as they slowly carried the baby bastion bees out of the restaurant.
“Well, I hope nothing bad happened to them,” Amelia said as she turned to Edlyn, the room substantially quieter now. “But now I can show you all my recipes without a problem.”
The brown-haired woman made her way to the kitchen, and the [Royal Chef] stared for a moment.
“Come on.”
“R-right!” Edlyn exclaimed, snapping back to reality. She hurried after her new employer as she took a quick glance back at Bucky and Harlan.
The [Royal Chef] watched as both the chicken and the head server finished the leftover fried rice, her cooking truly appreciated for the first time in what felt like forever. They were both laughing, savoring the dish. They even called over Arthur who had just been sitting idly behind the bar to give it a try.
Edlyn turned back to Amelia as they entered the kitchen.
“Most of our menu items are relatively simple. We have kebab, hummus, falafel—” the brown-haired woman began listing out their dishes.
A single thought crossed Edlyn’s mind as she just stared, listening and nodding.
Maybe… just maybe… working for Amelia isn’t going to be so bad, after all.
And the two women began to cook together, until eventually the sun set over the horizon, bringing about the first real day of work for the [Royal Chef] at Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant.




Chapter 37

It was the first official day of the reopening of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. It had only been a few days since it closed because of Amelia’s absence, but it had felt like weeks had gone by.
A lot had happened. Or at the very least, Noele experienced some drastic changes in just a few days. She had been betrayed by one of her first ever idols, then she was left in a near-death state for a prolonged period of time, before she finally underwent a Class advancement.
Now, she was a [Champion Spellsword], and Nicholas the Noble Knight was dead. It was a lot, to the blonde girl. She had recounted the entire situation to her master— together, they had hypothesized that the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns was after the Noble Spellsword. And now, Amelia was trying to concoct some manner of a plan to ensure that something like this never happened again.
So Noele had explained everything. Except, she didn’t. Because there was one crucial part of the story she had omitted.
And it was the simple fact that she had accepted her Class advancement.
It didn’t sound like such a big deal. In fact, it shouldn’t have really mattered. Noele had already spoken to Amelia about becoming a [Champion Spellsword] back when the option had first been presented to the blonde girl. But still, something felt off.
For whatever reason, Noele felt like she had done something wrong. And she wasn’t sure why she felt that way. That was why she was here at Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant first thing in the morning. She had wanted to catch Amelia before a large crowd gathered there. But…
“That’s a lot of people,” the blonde girl whistled as she stared at the queue waiting outside of the restaurant.
There were dozens of people already here, waiting for Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant to open. Many of them were familiar faces— [Farmers] and [Traders] who lived in Wolfwater. But there were plenty others who looked like they were passing travelers or visitors who heard about the infamous restaurant.
“I guess Amelia’s got a bigger reputation than I thought.” Noele shook her head, before getting in line behind the queue.
As Amelia’s apprentice, Noele knew she could just cut the line and enter the restaurant whenever she pleased. But she didn’t want to do that. Because that would be rude. So she waited as the doors of the restaurant finally swung open, and a busy day at Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant began.
—--
Edlyn watched as the double doors swung open, and the crowd waiting outside of the restaurant began to shuffle in. Normally, a [Chef] working in a restaurant would never meet the customers other than in special circumstances. But this was a special circumstance.
Amelia was introducing everyone who was entering the restaurant to the brand new [Chef] working here. And Edlyn was just nodding politely as she greeted each and every single customer. Most [Chefs] wouldn’t really know how to react. But fortunately, Edlyn was a [Royal Chef], so she was used to talking to her diners.
“So you’re Edlyn, huh? Mama has told me a lot about you.” A blonde girl strode up with a smile on her face. She proffered a hand. “I’m Noele the Noble Spellsword. A-ranked adventurer.”
“You’re an A-ranked adventurer?” Edlyn blinked, staring at Noele for a moment. “And you’re just casually dining here?”
“Well, I am Amelia’s apprentice,” Noele said as she scratched the back of her head.
“I… see.” The [Royal Chef] thought she’d be more surprised upon hearing that. But she barely even visibly reacted, other than a moment’s pause. “Hopefully my cooking will live up to your master’s standards.”
The blonde girl just shrugged in response as she walked up to a chair. “That won’t be hard. Amelia’s really not the best cook around.”
“Not the best…?” Edlyn flinched, hearing Noele insult Amelia just like that.
The [Royal Chef] glanced over to the side— where Amelia was standing. Clearly, the brown-haired woman heard the insult. But all she did was snort in response.
And Edlyn turned around and watched as Noele took a seat. For a moment, the [Royal Chef] just stared silently as more customers funneled in around her.
Amelia… really doesn’t care, does she? Edlyn thought as she pursed her lips. She felt like she was starting to understand that monster now. It almost felt Amelia really didn’t care about anything except for running her restaurant.
A restaurant which attracted quite an eclectic group of people. So much so that Edlyn wasn’t even phased by seeing an A-ranked adventurer here.
Maybe Harlan is right, the [Royal Chef] thought as she closed her eyes. Maybe I really am starting to get desensitized to all this insanity.
And that only meant one thing— that Edlyn was starting to go insane too.
—--
Edlyn was a good worker. As I expected, her cooking was far superior to my own. I spent all of yesterday teaching her the individual recipes of every item on the menu— and she critiqued them all, giving me ways to improve on them.
Well, that was a bit of an over exaggeration. There were some recipes she couldn’t improve. But that was because those were the recipes Xakor had given me while he had been staying here. Particularly, for the savis cube and the other dishes he introduced to the restaurant. But as for everything I had brought over from Earth…
The [Royal Chef] was a lot milder in her criticisms at the start, before opening up towards the end, where she pretty much called me a terrible chef. She was still scared of me— I could tell. But much of her fear of me had been assuaged just from us spending a whole day cooking together.
There wasn’t much else I could do to change her mind. I knew that even if I told her that I wasn’t actually as terrifying as she thought, she wouldn’t believe me. I just had to prove it through my actions.
Anyways, once we greeted the morning crowd, both Edlyn and I returned to the kitchen to begin our work for the day. As I expected, we drew in more customers today than we have in months. The last time we brought in such a crowd was when Xakor had still been here, using his fame to bring attention to my restaurant.
But that crowd back then was mostly there for him. This time around, they were here for me.
I almost smiled knowing that. It was nice to finally bear the fruits of my labor. I had spent months trying to build up this restaurant, and now, I could relax— at least, a little bit. I didn’t need to spend all my time cooking for the restaurant. I could actually take breaks, now that I had a [Chef] working with me.
I also didn’t need to work so hard on marketing my restaurant anymore. Of course, I still needed to go around pulling a few marketing stunts— like hiring Jax for a little bit, or telling everyone that a [Royal Chef] was working here now. But otherwise, I didn’t need to put in nearly as much effort as I did back when I first opened up this restaurant.
The day went on, and Edlyn went on her early lunch break some time before noon. When she returned, it was my turn to take a break as she took over the cooking for the crowd of lunch-goers. I tried to reassure her that I could handle it, and she could take an extended break.
But I guess the [Royal Chef] wanted to prove herself to me, because she insisted on handling the lunch shift. So I stepped outside of the restaurant, giving a wide berth from the large gathered crowd. Apparently, Harlan hadn’t just been relaxing and enjoying himself while I had been at Astral.
He had gone out and bought a bunch more tables and chairs to set out outside of the restaurant to help us handle a larger volume of customers than we were previously able to handle. So I had to step a few hundred feet away from my restaurant, hiding behind a tree so I wouldn’t be bothered by any passersby or sidelong glances. I sat down and began to dig into my lunch.
“This is really good…” I muttered to myself as I munched on the bowl of pilaf. It was some of the leftovers of Edlyn’s cooking. She was definitely a much better cook than me.
In fact, I would go as far as to say that it was better than any pilaf I ever had back on Earth. So not only did she improve on my recipe, but she improved on the recipe as a whole. Which I was very much impressed by.
I closed my eyes as I savored the food and the silence. It was nice— being able to relax. But I had to wonder…
“What happened to the bastion bees?” I asked no one in particular as I raised my head fractionally. “They haven’t bothered me since yesterday.”
—--
And in the bastion bee hive, the baby queen bastion bee was celebrating. We won!
Her thoughts were transmitted across her army of valiant soldiers. After what felt like an eternity of battle, defending her hive from that invader, they had emerged victorious. Or so she was told.
The baby queen bastion bee had passed out because she had been given an option to evolve. She had managed to become something even more— to become a [Lesser Bastion Bee] from a [Bastion Bee Larva]. But because of that, she wasn’t able to witness the death of the invader.
But her loyal advisor— one of the nursing bees her mother had apparently assigned to her— informed her that she was victorious. So the baby queen bastion bee celebrated. She threw a grand party in commemoration of her first ever battle and first every victory.
All of her people feasted with her, stuffing themselves with their royal honey. And they would continue to celebrate, drunk in their victory.
And watching from the side were the adult bastion bees. Each of them exchanged a nervous glance, unsure how long their lie was going to keep up— unsure how to resolve this misunderstanding. But for now, at least they managed to delay the problem for a little bit longer.
—-
I sat there in the shade, my finished bowl of pilaf set to the side, and hearing the muffled voices and laughter of the crowd in the distance. I was just resting— relaxing. It hadn’t even been half an hour yet since I stepped out, so I still had time before my break ended.
But as I leant against the tree, I heard a soft set of footsteps approach me. I looked up and spotted a shadow looming over me. I recognized who it was immediately. I cracked one eye closed as I relaxed, lying back down casually.
“Do you need something, Noele?” I asked as I glanced towards the blonde girl with only one eye open.
“I—” She opened her mouth, then caught herself. She bit her lower lip as she shifted uncomfortably before me. She looked down at my empty bowl, before sighing. “Are you busy right now?”
“Do I look like I’m busy?” I scoffed.
Noele drew her lips into a thin line, not answering my question. I rolled my eyes as i got back to my feet.
“I’m not busy, no,” I said simply.
“Right…” she trailed off.
I raised a brow expectantly. But Noele didn’t give an immediately answer. She just shook her head as she steeled herself, before meeting my gaze. 
“Amelia,” she said softly. Her voice barely was a whisper. “We need to talk.”
And I just stared flatly back at her. “...alright? You don’t need to be so dramatic. Just say it.”




Chapter 38

Noele closed her eyes as she stood before her master. A striking silence held the two of them— neither said a word. Not the blonde girl, and not the brown-haired woman. They didn’t speak. They just stood across from each other, listening to the muffled voices of the distant crowd.
The silence would’ve dragged for an eternity. Noele didn’t know what to say. She didn’t even know if there was anything to say. But Amelia was too impatient to wait for another minute longer.
“Well?” she scoffed. “Spit it out, already.”
“R-right.” Noele took in a deep breath as she tried to steel herself. Amelia won’t get mad— she said as much back when I first told her about my Class advancement.
The blonde girl mentally reassured herself. She raised her head and opened her eyes. Slowly, she locked gazes with her master.
“I am now a [Champion Spellsword],” Noele finally said. She waited for a response before continuing— bracing herself for whatever possible reaction there could be.
And Amelia just stared blankly back at the blonde girl. “...is that it?”
Noele blinked. “...I should have expected that reaction.”
But she shook her head a moment later and took in a deep breath. She placed a hand on her chest as she explained the problem.
“Amelia, you taught me how to fight with my own strength, didn’t you?”
“Uh, yeah,” the brown-haired woman replied simply.
“You taught me not to rely on the World System— to rely on what I am able to do on my own,” Noele continued in a soft voice. “And yet, I gave in. When I should’ve overcome my weakness and fought with my own strength, I relied on an outside power to defeat Nicholas.”
Amelia stared at the blonde girl for a moment, before shrugging. “Well, you almost died, didn’t you? You were literally stabbed through the chest. So you didn’t really have a choice. Personally, I don’t really see a problem with that, if I’m being honest.”
Noele pursed her lips. “But I feel like… something happened.”
“What do you mean by that?” Amelia asked casually.
“I don’t exactly know,” the blonde girl sighed as her shoulders sagged. “But I feel like something happened— when I was on the brink of death. I’m not sure what it was, but it feels… off.”
She looked down at herself as she uttered the last word. Her gaze was fixed on the palm of her hand. For a moment, she felt like she had no control over her fingers. Noele felt like her entire body went numb as she spoke. But she took in a deep breath and shook away the strange feeling.
“I don’t know, Amelia. I am not sure if I made the right choice.”
Noele turned to her master for guidance. And for once, the brown-haired woman didn’t give an immediate reply. Instead, she placed a hand on her chin as she mulled over the question for a while.
“Arthur approached me a few weeks ago,” Amelia finally said as she raised her head. “He brought up… concerns. Concerns about his returning Void powers, which I’m sure you’re aware of by now.”
“That’s—” Noele blinked. She recalled the former Lich King unleashing his powers when he had saved her. It was a fraction of the strength he had shown back before he had become Arthur. But it was still a terrifying sight to witness for the blonde girl.
She had been worried by it when she first saw it. But she managed to placate her concerns with logic and reason. After all, Arthur was not Ar’elith. He was a different person to the Lich King. Or that was what she told herself.
“Right, I am aware,” the blonde girl said with a nod. “But I don’t see how that relates to what I’m talking about.”
“Arthur was afraid of his powers, Noele,” Amelia said as she shook her head. “He was afraid that he was going to cause harm to those he cared about. He was afraid that he was going to become who he once was again.”
Noele pursed her lips, listening to her master’s words.
“So I’ll tell you what I told him— it doesn’t matter what’s the source of his power or your power. All that matters is that you are stronger now. And with that power, you’ll continue to do good. That’s it, really.”
“But that’s not what I’m concerned about,” the blonde girl protested. “If I go down this route… won’t I become overly-reliant on the World System?”
“I already told you this before, but that doesn’t really matter,” Amelia snorted as she crossed her arms.
“What do you mean it doesn’t matter? Look at how strong you are! And you don’t even have a Class!” Noele gestured emphatically at her master.
But Amelia just waved a hand dismissively. “The only reason I’m not a [Chef] is because this stupid System won’t let me be one. That’s it.”
“But…” The blonde girl bit her lower lip. Slowly, she looked back down at herself and placed a hand on her chest. “What about relying on my own strength?”
“I told you this before, Noele. But you’ve already been relying on the System for most of your life.” The brown-haired woman shrugged. “Relying on it a little bit more now doesn’t make that much of a difference. Especially if you just use it as a tool to improve, rather than a crutch.”
“What do you mean by that?” Noele blinked.
Amelia sighed and drew her rusty sword. She flipped it around, making the blonde girl flinch. But that wasn’t an attack. Instead, she gestured at the flat of her blade.
“Look at this, Noele. What is this?”
“It’s, uh, your sword?” the blonde girl said apprehensively.
“That’s right. It’s my sword. It’s what I use to fight in battle.” Amelia nodded as she raised it to the sky, and its dull surface reflected the sun’s light. “But even though it’s my weapon, I don’t rely on it to fight. I use it, sure. I swing it around, stab a few bad guys. But it’s only a tool.”
Sheathing her blade, the brown-haired woman turned to her apprentice. She thrust a finger at Noele’s chest.
“That’s the same thing with the System. Use it— not as a crutch. Don’t rely on it as your only weapon. But use it when it is needed, while working on your flaws and weaknesses. So that, one day, you won’t need to use it at all.”
“So that… I won’t need to use it at all?” Noele repeated after her master. She processed the words, and her head spun.
While logically it made sense that that was the end goal, the blonde girl never once considered ever doing that. Or rather— for some reason, she was surprised. She didn’t even know why. It was strange. She gritted her teeth as she looked back up at Amelia.
“But I—” Noele closed her mouth. She took in a deep breath, then shook her head. “I still feel like that’s wrong, Amelia. I don’t understand.”
“What do you mean by that?” The brown-haired woman raised a brow.
“I am not sure how to explain it. It feels wrong to have accepted this Class advancement, but it also feels like foregoing the World System entirely in the future isn’t the right choice either. Even though I know you’re right… even though I know what you’re saying makes perfect sense…”
Noele trailed off as she clenched a fist. Amelia narrowed her eyes, listening to the blonde girl blabber on.
“I don’t understand this feeling. I just feel like something is off. But I also feel like what you’re saying is wrong, even though I know it’s right. It’s paradoxical. It’s weird. I feel like a crazy person right now. I know you don’t really get what I mean. But I just feel… confused.”
The blonde girl lowered her head as she finished. Her master just stared at her for a long moment. Neither of them said a word. Once again, they were captured by a sharp silence. After a minute passed, Amelia finally took a step forward and placed a hand on Noele’s shoulder.
“Noele,” Amelia said, drawing the blonde girl’s gaze.
“Yes?” Noele asked softly.
And Amelia sighed. “I know you’re lost right now. I understand you feel like you’re at a crossroads. All your life, you’ve been attuned to the System. But now, I’m telling you to give it up. Sure, I’m not telling you to leave it behind right now, but even knowing that you have to eventually move on from it must be hard for you to accept.”
“R-right,” the blonde girl agreed hesitantly, unsure where her master was going with this.
“But at the same time, you know you have to surpass the System. You know it’s holding you back. That’s why you feel this way. That’s why you feel like you’re at a crossroads— that’s why you feel like you don’t know what to do.”
Noele wasn’t sure if that was exactly it, but what Amelia was saying made sense. To a certain extent. But the brown-haired woman wasn’t done. She took in a deep breath, before glancing back towards the crowd in the distance.
Amelia nodded at herself, making sure that there was no one within earshot of the pair’s conversation. When she was certain they were alone, she turned back to the blonde girl.
“But what if I told you…” Amelia started as she held her apprentice’s gaze. “What if I told you the World System is actually evil?”
And that made Noele freeze where she stood. Her blood ran cold. She stared at her master in deathly silence as she felt a sick feeling build up in her stomach. Finally, she responded.
“The World System is… evil?” Noele repeated after her master, her head spinning as she tried to process what was being said.
But for some reason, her mind refused to accept it. The blonde girl couldn’t believe this was true. It was like there was a mental block preventing her from digesting Amelia’s words— making Noele physically incapable of comprehending the very notion of the World System being anything but a benevolent entity utterly unfeasible.
“I— that’s not possible,” the blonde girl finally said. She shook her head as she gritted her teeth. Something compelled her to argue against her master. “Why would the World System lend us its power if it were truly evil? Why would it protect us from the Void with its army of Angels if it were not a force of good?”
Noele spoke as she lowered her head. Her gaze darkened, and her breathing quickened. She tried to steel herself— she stopped herself from barraging Amelia with a million arguments against the idea that the World System was evil. Instead, she calmed down and opened her mouth once again.
“Amelia—”
“Yeah,” the brown-haired woman said, cutting off the blonde girl. “I’m going to be honest, I don’t think the World System is evil either.”
“...what?” Noele paused, breaking out of her strange trance. She stared at her master with wide eyes as her jaw dropped. And she repeated herself, “Wait, what?”
—--
It was a simple statement. Well— more of a question, really. But it was a rhetorical one. And it was to just gauge the reaction of the blonde girl when I asked it. Because, truthfully, I had put this issue off for long enough.
And now, with all of Noele’s uncertainty, I decided to finally tackle this problem. Unfortunately for me, I was faced with a barrage of questions in response.
Noele pointed accusingly at me as she unleashed a verbal assault my way. “What was the point of telling me that if you don’t believe it? Like— where did you even get that idea from?”
I just shrugged dismissively as she stared at me in shock. “Well, I certainly didn’t come up with it. That was just what the Voidgod told me.”
I gave an honest answer. But that didn’t placate the blonde girl.
“The Voidgod? You mean that thing that is literally the incarnation of all that is evil?” she exclaimed.
I nodded simply. “Yeah, that Voidgod. I was under the impression that there wasn’t any other Voidgods out there.”
“Amelia…” Noele sighed as she rubbed her temples. “You gave me a scare there. Of course the Voidgod isn’t telling the truth.”
“And yet, the Voidgod has told me many things before that were true,”I countered as I shook my head. “So what if this is true too? What if the System is actually evil?”
Now that made the blonde girl pause. She narrowed her eyes at me. “What? You can’t be serious, right?”
“But I am.” I crossed her arms. “The Voidgod told me of an entity. That which it called its Enemy. The one that expelled it from Vacuos.”
“The World System,” Noele said, furrowing her brows. “I’ve heard stories about that. That at one point in time, long ago, a great evil consumed the entirety of Vacuos. But then—”
Before the blonde girl could finish, I continued for her, “But then the System descended from the heavens, empowering each and every being in the world, before sending down an army of Angels to repel the Great Evil and expelling it from Vacuos. Is that correct?”
Noele blinked. “That’s… correct. How do you know that? I barely even remember the details about it. It’s just a bedtime story told to children.”
“Well, that’s simple,” I sighed as I lowered my head. “I’ve heard this story before. Just from a different perspective.”
“Different perspective?” Noele stared quizzically at me.
I closed my eyes, even the blonde girl’s gaze bore into me. I remained silent for a moment. And I remembered a booming voice. I recalled a world of chaos. Where time meant nothing, and space was but an illusion.
It was a distant memory. It felt like a dream. But it was real. And so were the images that I had been shown.
“Once upon a time, all of Vacuos was at peace. There was no war. There was no suffering. There were no tears, because there was no such thing as grief. There were no heartbreaks, because there was no such thing as love. It was a perfect world. It was paradise.”
I whispered softly as Noele raised a brow. But I didn’t pay attention to her. I just continued, hearing the words of the Voidgod echo in my head.
“But then, the Enemy appeared.”
“The World System,” Noele said in a low voice.
I ignored her, simply recounting what I was told. “At first, the Enemy’s presence was weak. After all, it was intruding into an alien domain. But slowly, the Enemy sent its forces into Vacuos to expand its reaches— it sent its Drones to sow chaos and death.”
Noele placed a hand on her chin. “The Drones are… Angels?”
“That’s right.” I nodded as I raised my head to face the blue sky above. The words continued to echo in my mind as I recited from memory. “The Drones spread throughout the world, sowing the seeds for chaos, and in doing so, empowering the Enemy until all of Vacuos was infected by a terrible blight.”
“Blight? Do you mean…?” Noele narrowed her eyes, looking down at a blue screen which I couldn’t see.
I looked back down at her as I finished recounting the tale I had been told, “And with the world now at its side, the Enemy banished the True God of Vacuos into an eternal prison, letting chaos and death rule the world.”
Noele’s eyes flickered as I finished. She stayed silent for a moment, and I closed my eyes. I heard the booming voice of the Voidgod echoing in my head, but now it was fainter than before. I saw flashes of my memories of my time back there. I remembered a sense of dread— a sense of hopelessness as I knelt there on those icy rocks, facing down an eternity of torture.
And I remember being given an offer. One that I could not refuse. A chance at salvation.
I shook my head, before looking up at the blonde girl. “And that’s it. That’s the other side of the story you’ve been told.”
She remained silent for a long moment. Her eyes fluttered shut, and she took in a deep breath. I waited, until she finally spoke..
“The Voidgod,” Noele whispered. She bit her lower lip, eyeing at me with a sharp gaze. “How can you possibly call it the True God of Vacuos?”
“Because that’s what it called itself,” I said, shrugging. “As I told you, I was simply telling you the story I heard.”
“But the Voidgod told you that story!” the blonde girl tried to protest as she took a step forward. “Why would it ever tell you the truth about… anything?”
“Do you really want to know the answer to that question?” I asked as I sighed. Noele blinked, and I locked eyes with her. “Because I can tell you the truth, if you want.”
“That’s—” She caught herself before giving an immediate answer. Slowly, she held my gaze and nodded. “Please, tell me.”
“Fine,” I sighed, expecting that. “I’ll tell you everything.”
But if I was being honest, I was really hoping I didn’t have to answer anything. It was hard for me to fully cope with, even now. Still, I did as I promised, lowering my head as I remembered something that felt like a long time ago.
And I recalled the scenes of my memories from the Void.




Chapter 39

“Give it up,” the voice thundered throughout the vast expanse of broken space. “Cease your pointless struggle. You fight for a life that no longer exists. You are suffering for nothing.”
Amelia heard the rumbling words as the icy rock beneath her feet quaked, cracked, then shattered. She raised her head and leapt away from the collapsing asteroid, before landing on a nearby moon, crawling with purple twisted creatures— crawling with voidlings. She didn’t respond. For the sake of her sanity, she couldn’t respond. So instead, she focused on her surroundings— on her survival.
The horde of voidlings charged at her, and she raised her rusty blade. With a single swing of the sword, she wiped out the innumerable force. But she didn’t have a spare moment to breathe as she heard a cacophony of shrieks.
Looking up, Amelia saw three colossal creatures tearing their way through the expanse of empty space towards her. Each one of them took on a different shape and size— one with many eyes, one with a single wing, and one with a dozen limbs— but they all had one thing in common: they could have crushed the girl in a single strike.
She gritted her teeth, watching them approach as they burrowed through the nearby asteroids heading straight towards her without stopping. A weak white aura overcame her figure as she took on a wide stance. Exhaling slowly, she sheathed her sword and faced the approaching monsters.
Amelia knew what they were. They were voidbeasts. The most dangerous creatures in this broken world. They couldn’t be taken lightly, because a single mistake could cost her her life.
And she jumped out of the way as the first voidbeast reached her. It crashed into the ground beneath her, splitting the moon in half as she eyed the second charging monster. In a single motion, she unsheathed her blade and sliced off the second voidbeast’s single wing. It roared in pain and crashed into the first as she dove straight towards the third.
Amelia screamed and unleashed a flurry of strikes, slicing apart the many limbs of the third voidbeast as it tried to strike her now. She sprinted across its body as she dug her blade down, trying to cut the colossal creature in half. But her eyes flickered as she saw a glint coming from behind.
She turned around just in time to see the first voidbeast unleashing a purple blast her way. The attack would have struck the third voidbeast. But none of them cared about each other— not in the slightest.
The explosion engulfed Amelia and the third voidbeast. Her vision blurred as her world spun, before she came crashing down into the remains of an asteroid, inhaling a sharp breath. Her ears rang, and her body ached. She tried to rise to her feet, but her legs failed her.
Amelia raised her head weakly as she saw a bright light just ahead of her. The first voidbeast was towering over her, its single eye staring into her soul as the ringing vanished, and the booming voice from before was all she heard.
“I truly do not understand you.”
The first voidbeast screeched, before unleashing another purple beam straight down at Amelia. But she clenched a fist and smashed the ground beneath her feet, falling out of the way of the blast just in time.
As she rapidly fell towards the unending space beneath her, she looked up and heard the rumbling voice.
“As a child, your mother told you that only you held your life in the palm of your hands.”
The three voidbeasts cast their gazes down towards the falling woman. They were injured and enraged, but Amelia was also hurt. She tightly gripped the hilt of her sword with both her hands as they leapt down at her.
“As a child, your father told you to chase your dreams— that your future was only ever as bright as you believed.”
Amelia shouted in defiance and swung up with a flash of light. Even from afar, her slash reached all three of the voidbeasts. And it was the third voidbeast, already delimbed and injured, that fell first.
“But now as you look, all that awaits you is darkness. Your life on Earth is ruined, and your future here is bleak. While you may blame me for your misery, and you may believe me to be your tormentor, it is I who is your savior.”
The second voidbeast descended upon Amelia— its wing was ripped off, but its speed unhindered. It swiped down at her with a glinting claw, and she barely parried the attack with her rusty blade. Somehow, the metal held up against the sheer force of the strike.
And as the world of broken space reverberated from the clash, the voice continued.
“You have realized it yourself, haven’t you? Surely you must remember your very last moment back on Earth— that memory of the day I stole you from your world.”
Amelia closed her eyes as an image flashed in her mind. For a moment, she was thrust back into that moment. A moment she relived time and time again in her head. She heard the soft Christmas music playing from the car’s radio, and she heard her mother’s laughter. She remembered the look on her father’s face as her sister cracked a silly joke.
It was supposed to be a family vacation. A holiday trip where they all got together for the first time in months.
And then came the blaring horn of a truck.
Amelia remembered craning her neck back— looking to the side as she saw the bright headlights approaching at extreme speed. But before she could process what happened, she was met with what felt like an eternity in darkness. Like she had been forced to sleep for days on end, until she was finally allowed to wake up.
But when she regained her bearings, she was not in the car with her family. She was… here.
“That day was the day you were fated to die. No one would survive that crash except for your sister. But I saved you. I have given you a chance at a new life. And yet—”
Amelia returned to reality as she looked back up to face the second voidbeast. It screeched, swinging down at her, and they briefly traded blows as they both fell endlessly in space. But with each clash of blade and claw, she moved faster, her strikes growing more precise. And after unleashing an onslaught of attacks onto the creature, it crumbled apart, dead.
She turned to the last voidbeast as it hovered over her, its eyes glowing with a purple aura.
“You have rejected my grace. You have chosen to spit in the face of your savior. And why? Because you believe that you can return to your family? Because you believe that I am lying?”
The final voidbeast unleashed another beam of purple energy at Amelia, sending her flying back as she blocked the attack. She crashed through a massive moon, before catching herself amidst a group of asteroids. She looked up as she panted tiredly, watching the colossal creature barrel its way towards her.
“Your mother is dead. Your father is dead. And your sister will never be able to walk again. There is nothing left for you except for me.”
Amelia took in a shaky breath as the final voidbeast began to conjure up another beam— purple particles already gathering just before its eye, forming a sphere. Her breathing slowed as she floated there, the white aura wisping off her threatening to fade away. She opened and closed her mouth for a moment, staring in silence.
And for the first time since Amelia heard the voice of the Void, she finally spoke.
“You…” Her jaw worked slowly as the beam of purple energy shot out towards her. She lowered her blade and clenched a fist. The white aura covering her body coalesced on that hand as she whispered softly. “LIAR!”
And Amelia swung out with her fist— a powerful punch that dissipated the purple beam, before striking the final voidbeast even from afar, ripping the colossal creature apart. The nearby asteroids were blown apart from the impact as the entirety of the world of broken space shook from the strike.
“You…” the voice hesitated for a moment, taken aback by her show of force. But it boomed once again. “How dare you accuse me of such petty tricks! I—
And Amelia interrupted the voice of the Void.
“I do not care what you say,” Amelia bellowed as she raised her rusty blade, her cloak billowing behind her with the wind. “I will return to my world— I will see my family again. And I…”
Her eyes flashed with a white light as the white aura returned to her, stronger than before— like a blazing fire. The broken world around her trembled as she resolved herself.
“I will make you pay for what you’ve done!”
—--
Noele blinked as she heard Amelia’s story come to an end. The blonde girl was left at a loss for words. All she could do was just stare breathlessly at her master, listening to the tale that was told.
Amelia rarely ever spoke of her past— she sometimes talked to the blonde girl about her time back on Earth. However, Noele had scarcely ever heard about the time her master spent in the Void. Or the Fractured Realm. Whatever it was.
But now, hearing this, Noele understood why Amelia never liked talking about that place. The blonde girl closed her eyes and whispered.
“You’ve escaped though,” she said as she raised her head. She took a step forward and looked up at her master. “We just have to find a way for you to go back to your family! Then you can see them again!”
“Well, except I can’t,” Amelia answered simply.
And Noele shook her head. “I know it’s going to be difficult, but there has to be some way for you to be able to get back—”
But the brown-haired woman spoke up, cutting off the blonde girl. “No, I mean I literally cannot do that. And it’s not because I can’t go back.”
“What do you mean by that?” Noele frowned, eyeing her master quizzically.
Amelia sighed as she lowered her head. Her eyes fluttered shut for a moment, and she whispered.
“I have gone back, Noele.”
That made the blonde girl pause. She froze where stood, staring at her master in utter disbelief.  She almost refused to process what was said, but she finally broke out of her stupor.
“...what?” Noele managed to utter.
“That’s right,” Amelia said as she raised her head. She locked gazes with the blonde girl and spoke softly. “I have returned to my world before. And that’s how I know…”
Amelia sighed as she looked down at herself. She stared at the palm of her hand, and Noele’s head just spun.
“That’s how I know the Voidgod did not lie,” the brown-haired woman finished.
“But… that’s—” Noele caught herself. She tried to mouth the word ‘impossible’, but all she did was take in the expression on her master’s face.
Amelia closed her eyes as she clenched a fist. “There is nothing left for me back on Earth, Noele. But that is not the point. What I am trying to tell you is that the Voidgod told me the truth. It has told me the truth time and time again, even though I have doubted it many times before.”
“Wait, so you’re saying…” The blonde girl’s brows snapped together. Her lips trembled, and she bit her lower lip. “The Voidgod was not lying about the World System?”
Noele apprehensively said those words as the pacing of her breathing quickened once again. Her mind refused to believe it, but she forced herself to comprehend the idea— to consider the possibility that the God that had been overlooking her entire world had been working against her from the very beginning.
But Amelia just shook her head. “No, that’s not what I’m saying.”
And Noele blinked. “What?”
“I am saying that it’s a possibility, not that it is reality,” Amelia clarified as she crossed her arms.
“I… I don’t understand.” Noele bit her lower lip. She just stared at her master, completely confused. “What do you mean by that?”
Amelia sighed. “There’s a plethora of other possibilities out there. For example, it is entirely possible that the Voidgod was only telling a half-truth. Or it’s possible that the Voidgod was twisting the truth. Or maybe, that the Voidgod was lying outright. After all, just because it told me the truth a few times, doesn’t mean it has told me the truth about everything.”
“R-right.” Noele nodded, listening to her master’s words. “That makes sense.”
“It is also entirely possible that the Voidgod was telling me the truth about everything. But I do not know that,” Amelia continued. “I do not know which one of these possibilities it could be. All I know is that this is something you must consider.”
“Something I must consider?” the blonde girl repeated after Amelia’s words.
“I mean, you’re the one who feels uneasy about the System, right?” the brown-haired woman said. “Like, have you wondered why you feel that way? Beyond just my lessons, of course.”
“I…” Noele opened her mouth to answer the question, but paused. She thought the answer would have been obvious, only to realize that she didn’t know what to say. Finally, she admitted, “I don’t know.”
Amelia just shrugged as she gestured vaguely at the blonde girl. “That’s what I’m talking about. I can’t tell you why you feel this way. I can tell you that using the System from time to time probably isn’t a bad thing for your growth. But if you really want to know whether using the System is bad in general… well, you need to sit down with yourself and introspect for a while.”
Noele stared at her master quietly. The blonde girl closed her eyes, before lowering her head. For a moment, she remained silent. And finally, she just nodded and smiled at Amelia.
“I see, thank you. I think that helps.”
“Well, I’m glad I was able to offer you some advice,” Amelia said, patting Noele on the shoulder. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to get back to my restaurant.”
“Right. Sorry for taking your time.” Noele stepped to the side and watched her master go.
—--
Later that night, Noele was lying in bed, staring silently at the ceiling with her eyes wide open. She heard the crickets out in the fields of her father’s farm, and she saw the leaking moonlight splash across the wooden walls of her room. But her focus was not on any of that. She wasn’t even trying to sleep.
All she could focus on was her master’s words— on what the Voidgod had apparently said.
“Why do I feel this way?” Noele whispered, raising a hand up and sighing. “Is it because the World System is evil? But that can’t be the case, right?”
No one was here to answer the blonde girl’s questions. She was left to contemplate on her own, listening to her thoughts.
The World System couldn’t possibly be evil. It was what gave a person strength. It was the lifeblood of all of Vacuos. It was God.
But if that was the case, why was it that Noele grew even stronger without the help of the World System? A single thought crossed her mind to answer that question, and her blood ran cold. She bit her lower lip as stopped herself from dismissing the idea.
Is it because the World System is limiting me? No— limiting all of us?
Noele didn’t want to focus on that thought, but she forced herself to explore it even further. Blood threatened to leak from her lips as her teeth dug down even harder.
That is the only explanation. If the World System wasn’t evil, then why would it be holding us back? It doesn’t make any sense. But… if the World System was evil, why would it save me back then?
The blonde girl’s thoughts flashed back to her near-death experience just a few days prior. When she had been backstabbed by Nicholas the Noble Knight. She barely remembered what happened after, her memory a haze up until she advanced to a [Champion Spellsword].
But she knew one thing for certain— that the World System had saved her life… right?
If not for being given her Class advancement, she would have died there. She would have been killed by Nicholas, unable to be saved by even her friends. So if the World System saved her, why would it be evil?
It couldn’t possibly be evil. She couldn’t really remember what happened while she was unconscious, but she knew that she was saved. That was what happened, right?
No— something felt wrong about that. There was something that was amiss about what happened, and yet, she couldn’t remember it. Her brows wrinkled as she tried her hardest to recall what it was that she was forgetting. As she tried to understand what was wrong.
And Noele’s teeth sank into her lips, drawing blood as she flinched. Her eyes immediately snapped wide open as she suddenly saw a flash of memories, before she sat up.
It was like her mind cleared for just a moment, and she received an epiphany. But it wasn’t a divination from the World System, nor was it even a vision of something that was going to happen. It was a vision of something that happened.
It was her memory of what had happened when she was on the brink of death.
“The World System… tried to trick me?” Noele whispered, sitting there on her bed.
She didn’t want to believe it, but the repressed memory now flooded to the forefront of her mind, clear as day. When she had first been stabbed by Nicholas and was overcome with shock, the World System had forced her to forget that Amelia ever existed— the World System had tried to make the blonde girl forgo all her training, instead giving herself back to her Class.
But she forgot about it all. And now, she recalled it. This was what she had felt so uneasy about for the last few days. This was the reason why she felt like something was amiss. Because the World System had tried to trick her.
And now, she only had one question for herself.
“But… why?” Noele asked as a bolt of lightning crashed onto a tree near the farm.
A heavy rain poured down from above— the sky suddenly being turned overcast without the blonde girl even realizing it. And now, as she heard the patter of raindrops on her window, she considered the explanation given by the Voidgod.
That the World System was actually evil.




Chapter 40

It had been a month now since Guardian Angel Z357 had perished to the [Hero King]’s trap. And during this month, Kallistus Kal finally had full autonomy to delve deeper into the power of the Void.
In the past, he had barely been able to hear the echoes of a voice— he might have had a stronger sense of the full extent of the Void than the other members of the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns, including even the Archmage King. But ever since his brief encounter with the Fal-Deus in Mount Arkais and Windrip, his understanding of it had grown immensely.
While the [Hero King] did not communicate with the Fal-Deus, he had been gifted with a greater grasp of the power he had been blessed with. Now, he could summon an army of voidlings that could number in the tens of thousands, and he could create dozens of clones of himself— each one nearly as capable and powerful as himself in combat.
Such an ability was unheard of before in the current era of Vacuos. Perhaps in the times of old, when the Elder Dragons still ruled the world, the presence of nigh-perfect clones was possible, but it would still have been a rarity. As such, Kallistus Kal had sent off only a single clone out into the world to handle his matters for him.
And that allowed him to handle matters that were truly important to the [Hero King]. He sat there in silence, beneath his Capital City, studying a rift into the Void. It was something he could now create, although it took quite some effort. It was a powerful tool— it allowed him to further expand his understanding of the desires of the Fal-Deus, letting him grow immensely stronger with each passing day. Not only that, it was also how he had trapped and defeated Guardian Angel Z357.
Because the creatures that were lurking in the Void were far too powerful for even him to overcome. Certainly, he sent clones into the depths of the darkness. However, they were never able to venture too far in, because they were always slain by the terrible beasts lurking within.
It was such a hellish place. Kallistus Kal’s gaze bore into the darkness, and he beheld its death and destruction. But that was not all he saw. In the Void, he saw a glimmer of hope.
Hope that he had never seen before.
Ever since he was summoned to this world, the [Hero King] had been fighting for one reason only— to go back to his home. And yet, even as he dutifully did as he was told, he was never shown any possible route to return.
Even the Fal-Deus which had spoken to him— which had given him visions and made him promises— didn’t offer any semblance of hope. Kallistus Kal had been desperately fighting for what he believed to be a hopeless endeavor. After all, just because he was told he could see his family again, didn’t actually mean it was possible.
But now, seeing how he could tear these holes into space on his own into the Void, he could foresee a future where he would have enough strength to create a rift that was strong enough to return to his own world.
Was it even something that actually could be done? Kallistus Kal didn’t know. But he hoped that it was possible. For the sake of his sanity, he hoped he could see his family once again. Because if it were truly impossible… if he could not go back to his world…
Kallistus Kal would ensure that all of Vacuos shall suffer— he shall ensure that this world is destroyed— for taking him from his own.
 




Author's Notes

Well, Book 3 took longer to complete than expected. But I think this is a pretty good ending point for the book, especially with everything I want to cover for the next major arc.
Hopefully you guys enjoyed this book, and as always, I'll try to improve with my next book as well!
And once again, consider supporting me on Patreon to help me with the comic production for Amelia! If you missed out on the announcement, it is linked in the start of the book, or you can read the announcement here.

Seriously, any and all support will be appreciated <3
Thank you all for reading as always!


Also, quick little shoutout to my friend, Azrie, who started writing because she was inspired by my novels. Check out her novels here:
Blair: A 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.
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B0BTJ4XMJV


And also:
Sybil: A LitRPG Adventure
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.
https://www.amazon.com/Primordial-Ascension-LitRPG-Adventure-Sybil-ebook/dp/B0BZQDJSRS


Lastly, there is Arc, which was actually inspired by Amelia. It's still in preorder as of the launch of this book, but check it out!
Arc the SS Tier Heroine Book 1
Summoned to another world, Arc must become a hero — or die trying.
Arc was an ordinary young woman from Earth trying to make it through college when she found herself in a frozen wasteland, armed with nothing but a spear, and hounded by monsters. It is a trial given to her by the System to become a Hero — a hellish training for her to undergo for reasons she does not know.
And when she finally escapes, she emerges with only a single goal: to find answers on why she was summoned here. And if someone gets in her way?
She’ll make them regret it.
https://www.amazon.com/Arc-SS-Tier-Heroine-Book-ebook/dp/B0CMNZBLYJ




Read More from the Deltaverse

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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