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Recap

In the last book of Amelia the Level Zero Hero, Noele, Arthur, Garron, and Jax defeated Nicholas the Noble Knight who had been sent by Kallistus Kal to retrieve Noele. However, after defeating Guardian Angel Z357, Kallistus Kal no longer needs Noele and has forged a greater bond with the Voidgod. Meanwhile, Amelia continues her cooking escapades, trying to ignore all that is going on in the world, even if she knows she will inevitably have to intervene in the end...
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Chapter 1

Memories. That was all they were. Fractured moments in time. Dreams and nightmares that haunted me. To remind me of the past.

I never dwelled on it. Or at the very least, I tried to forget about it. I knew that remembering the time I spent in that living hell was pointless. After all, the memories blended together into a terrible recollection of killing and nearly dying.

And yet, these memories seeped into my dreams. They’d wake me up in the middle of night, plaguing my sleep. Even during the day, I’d be in the middle of cooking when I suddenly recalled the reverberating voice of the Voidgod.

It didn’t upset me as much as it slightly irked me. It was like randomly recalling an embarrassing moment from middle school— it was unsettling for a moment, but I always let it pass soon enough.

However, for the first time ever, I had forced myself to remember the events of my time in the Fractured Realm. I had spoken with Noele, my apprentice and my friend, and I had regaled what had happened back then.

It was only a sliver of a moment for me— a fraction of the eternity I felt I had experienced fighting for my life in the Void. But it was one of the most impactful moments of my time there.

After all, it was when I had finally spoken to the Voidgod for the first time. It was when I had opened myself up to its temptations, letting it peer into my vulnerabilities. Because I could not let myself ignore it any longer. Otherwise, I would have truly gone insane.

Anyways, I told what I told to Noele, not because I could assuage her worries, but because I could not help her. She needed guidance, and I could give her none.

All I could tell her was what the Voidgod had told me— that it had said the World System was evil.

Whether or not that was true? I did not know. However, as far as I was aware, the Voidgod had not lied to me just yet. And I told Noele as much.

It shocked her, of course. I had told her in the past that I could not see my family again. And all this time, she believed that it was because I could not return to my world.

But the truth was— the life I had left behind was gone. I had gone back once before, and I found nothing there for me.

That was why I had come here to Vacuos. To this world I did not know. That I saved.

To leave my past life behind. To start my life anew.

And as much as my memories haunted me, they couldn’t harm me. My past life couldn’t hold me down. While all I learned from the time in the Fractured Realm was fighting, that didn’t define me.

That was why I sought to live a normal life. That was why I had started Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. To escape that life of hell.

And while it pursued me in my dreams, I was not dreaming. This was reality. I had succeeded in carving out a normal life for myself. A life where I no longer had to fight to survive. A life that I was happy with. A life that freed me from my past.

I had succeeded in doing all that.

…right?

—--

It was another normal day of working at Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. A peaceful, calm, and relaxing day… it was not.

For a day at Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant to be peaceful, calm, or relaxing, it wasn’t going to be a normal day at the restaurant. It would’ve been a very unusual day— a rare day. In most cases, a day off.

Except, even in his days off, Harlan learned that something would still be happening. Like when Noele had apparently been randomly attacked by a group of S-ranked adventurers. The former guardsman didn’t hear all the details of the encounter, but he had gotten the gist of it.

However, despite the chaos that came with working here in this rather extraordinary restaurant, Harlan quite enjoyed working here. Even if it often put his life in danger, it was a drastically better living condition for him than before.

For the first time in his life, he felt like he belonged somewhere. He never felt this way before ever. Perhaps at one brief fleeting moment in time, when he had first become an adventurer a decade ago, he thought he belonged there. He thought that was the future he would live. But he quickly learned that the life of an adventurer was nowhere near as glorious as it seemed.

Because of that, he had retired from adventuring and became a simple guardsman. He could at least put the skills he learned as an adventurer to use, while keeping himself out of danger. Or so he thought. But then the Miststorm Riders attacked the city of Whiteridge, and he soon learned that nowhere was safe.

He wandered around at a loss of what to do, realizing that his future was bleak. At one point, he had been without a home and completely broke. He would have been shunned and kicked out of Wolfwater, left with no place to go. Until Amelia gave him a chance to start things anew in this farming town.

So he was forever grateful to her for that. He was thankful for the opportunity he had been given, otherwise he would not be here. He might even be dead in a ditch right now if not for his employer. And because of that, he would never badmouth her, no matter how insane she might seem.

Unfortunately, the same degree of gratitude was absent in the other employees of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. Or at the very least, the newest [Chef] that had been hired seemed to lack the same enthusiasm for Amelia as Harlan did.

Arthur seemed to be fairly neutral. But Harlan didn’t really know the bartender that well. For whatever reason, Arthur liked to keep to himself, even if he was amicable most of the time.

And Jax was… Jax.

Harlan hoped that the elf would leave soon. However, knowing both Jax and Amelia, that wasn’t going to happen, because of both their selfish desires to use each other for their own purposes.

So Edlyn was the only one of Harlan’s coworkers who was actually willing to open up to him. But she was still in her… disbelief-phase, as Harlan would call it.

“Why must we do this?” Edlyn protested as she eyed the dank rock formation from afar. She hid behind Harlan, nearly knocking over the bucket at her feet.

And he just scratched the back of his head. “We’re out of curry, and Amelia asked us to harvest some for today. It’s not that big of a deal.”

“But there are monsters in there!” the [Royal Chef] exclaimed, pointing into the bastion bee hive.

“And they’re the ones who produce our curry,” Harlan said simply as he picked up the fallen bucket. He strode forward, and Edlyn gulped.

She shifted uncomfortably as she eyed the dark entrance of the hive. “Are you sure this is safe? Shouldn’t we let Amelia handle this?”

“Come on, we can’t let Amelia handle everything. She may be strong, but she is only human.” Harlan waved a hand off as he walked up to the hive. As he approached, he began to hear the faint cacophony of buzzing coming from within. He hesitated for a second, but he continued on, having done this many times before.

Edlyn pursed her lips and muttered under her breath, “I mean… that’s debatable.”

And Harlan probably would have agreed with that assessment. But his focus was fully drawn to the flickering red light coming from inside the hive. He had harvested the honey of the bastion bees in the past. He had even done so after the new queen had hatched.

However, this was the first time he had ventured in after the swarm of baby bastion bees had attacked Amelia. So he was nervous. Even if he put on a brave face. He knew that it was entirely possible that they would be aggressive towards him too now.

But he assumed that they had already calmed down after their brief rebellion against the brown-haired woman. And even if that wasn’t the case, they had left him and everyone else alone back then, so perhaps they would leave him alone now too.

His main solace was knowing that the baby bastion bees were probably too low-leveled to instantly kill him, unlike their higher-leveled adult counterparts. So the former guardsman took a step forward, entering the hive.

And the buzzing stopped. Harlan blinked as he looked around in the darkness. He slowly reached down as he tried to scoop the honey into the bucket.

“I’ll just be taking—”

But Harlan froze as a pair of beady balls of red light flashed into existence before him. Crimson eyes. At first, just a single pair. But then more began to shine in the darkness. Hundreds more. And they surrounded the man as he just stared.

“Uh… hello?” he mustered out as his blood ran cold.

Harlan heard the buzzing return as a sinking realization began to settle in. While the baby bastion bees couldn’t instantly kill him, they were still utterly terrifying. All at once, they swarmed out towards him, and he spun around and ran, screaming as he dropped his bucket.

It was another normal day of working at Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. Which meant that it was extraordinary, and even a little bit terrifying. And as Edlyn shouted for help, watching the former guardsman sprint his way across Wolfwater, being chased by the swarm of baby bastion bees, he knew he wouldn’t want any other job than this.


Chapter 2

The first thing I heard when I rolled out of bed was screaming. That was not unusual. Every day, at least one person would scream when they saw Jax. Or maybe they’d scream because they poked Bucky, and she attacked them in retaliation.

I would have to get up and resolve these problems most of the time. But I always took my time. Because they weren’t really that big of an issue. So I assumed today’s problem was no different than that.

However, when I heard even more screaming coming from outside the restaurant, I sighed and pulled myself to my feet.

“What’s going on?” I asked as I looked out the window.

And right as the words left my mouth, I spotted two figures sprinting their way past, screaming in terror. Following right after them was a buzzing black mass that was all too familiar to me. I blinked a few times, realizing what was going on.

“What am I going to do about those damn bees?” I massaged my temples, before stepping out of the kitchen to resolve this problem.

—--

Edlyn knew this was a terrible idea. But Harlan seemed to be the most level-headed of everyone in the restaurant. Which wasn’t saying much, considering his only real competition was Arthur. Jax and Amelia weren’t even in the running— they were both far too insane.

So the [Royal Chef] decided to trust in Harlan’s judgment. Even though she didn’t want to go in and antagonize that swarm of baby bastion bees, she trusted him instead. And that proved to be a horrible choice.

Because now they were both being chased down by the swarm of baby bastion bees.

“Somebody help!” Edlyn screamed, stumbling her way away from the restaurant.

Behind her, Harlan sprinted at a faster pace, his Skills as a former guardsman proving to be useful in this predicament. Edlyn nearly tripped and fell, but he caught her and swooped her off her feet. She blinked, watching in shock as he carried her with ease.

He ran from the swarm of baby bastion bees, heading straight for a group of houses. A few [Farmers] and [Traders] looked up to see the pair being chased, before they screamed and scattered.

“Everybody run!” Harlan shouted as Edlyn looked back.

She saw the baby bastion bees draw closer. They might not have been as high-leveled as their adult counterparts, but they were still incredibly dangerous. Especially to non-combatants like herself. And in such a large swarm?

Nobody here was safe. They needed to get help. Edlyn paced her breathing and looked through the black and yellow swarm of sacred monsters. Through their thick mass was a rather mundane-looking building. The very same place the two had just run from.

In their panic, they had fled in a random direction, forgetting that the restaurant was actually the safest place for them to be. After all, Amelia was there. She would save them.

Or so Edlyn hoped.

She shook her head and turned to Harlan. “We need to go back!”

Her voice drew his attention, making him turn to her for a moment. “Wait, why?”

“If we can just get Amelia’s—” Edlyn started.

And at that moment, Harlan stumbled and tripped on a rock. Edlyn’s eyes went wide, and the former guardsman cursed. The two of them tumbled onto the ground as the loud buzzing of the baby bastion bees grew louder.

Edlyn’s head ached. Her ears rang for a moment, drowning on the blaring cacophony of the approaching monsters. But she looked up when a dark shadow towered over her. She looked up in horror to see the swarm looming over her.

Her legs grew numb. She couldn’t get to her feet. Fear gripped her and tied her to the ground. Edlyn stared numbly as the baby bastion bees drew closer. She couldn’t even flinch. Only a single thought crossed her mind.

This is it… She closed her eyes. And the buzzing grew louder as she waited for her impending demise.

But it didn’t come. Edlyn blinked and looked back up to see a figure standing over her. Harlan was staring too, having barely gotten to his feet as the swarm of baby bastion bees surrounded them. However, they didn’t come any closer, choosing to stay back for some reason.

“Who…?” Edlyn asked as she stared at the back of the tall figure.

At first, she had thought it was Amelia who had come to save them. But it was a man standing over the two of them. He was dressed in ragged clothing, raising a wooden branch in the air like it was some kind of a staff.

“That’s enough!” he bellowed, and his voice reverberated in the air.

The man waved his stick around as a gust of wind seemed to collect around him like the first vestiges of a cyclone. His words sent a ripple through the swarm of baby bastion bees, and even Edlyn found herself instinctively recoiling.

But while the swarm of baby bastion bees seemed to give him a wide berth, one of them seemed determined to defy both the voice and the strong winds. It must have been the queen of the baby bastion bees. It charged forward, pushing through the rippling air and shooting straight for the man.

Edlyn opened her mouth to warn him. However, before the queen baby bastion bee could reach him, he slammed his staff to the ground.

A shockwave shot out, causing the swarm of baby bastion bees to disperse. It sent the queen flying back as the man glared up.

“You have had your fun! Now it is time to return to your hive! Begone, children!”

And his voice shook the wind once again. But this time, the baby bastion bees listened to him. They caught themselves, before flying back. Edlyn looked on as the swarm began to return to their hive. The queen was the last to go. It looked back at the man in disdain for a moment, before vanishing into the darkness of its home.

Once he was certain they were gone, the man turned back to face Edlyn and Harlan.

“Are you two alright?” the man asked, shaking his head. “Those damn bees are getting rather unruly, aren’t they? Buzzing up a storm in this town… what would their mother think?”

“Uh, what?” Edlyn looked at him quizzically. She wanted to thank him, but she was also confused about what he was saying. To add onto that, she also didn’t even know who he was.

But Harlan seemed to know. The former guardsman walked up to the man with a smile.

“Thank you, Dorien. You saved our lives.”

Dorien waved a hand dismissively, turning to face the hive. “Bah, don’t thank me. I didn’t do it for you. I did it for them. If they hurt even a single person here, they would no longer be welcome in Wolfwater.”

“Well, you still saved our lives,” Harlan chuckled. “How did you do it? How did you scare them off?”

“A little bit of intimidation and [Animal Speaking] will do the trick,” Dorien snorted.

[Animal Speaking]? Edlyn narrowed her eyes. So he’s a [Druid]?

If he was a [Druid], he had to have been at least Level 30. The only other possible Class would be some kind of [Beast Tamer]-adjacent Class. And even then, [Animal Speaking] would be unlocked at Level 40 onwards.

Why was there such a high-leveled [Druid] or [Beast Tamer] here in such a small town? And how did he know Harlan? Edlyn didn’t know. It was not as ridiculous as Jax being here, but it was still surreal.

Especially with how rare [Druid] was as a Class.

Edlyn just knelt there, looking up at the two men as they nodded at each other. They turned to her curiously, and Harlan proffered a hand.

“Here, let me help you,” he said with a smile.

“O-oh, thank you.” Edlyn blinked and accepted the gesture. She dusted herself off after getting to her feet, and that was when she heard a familiar voice calling out.

“So it’s all over? Or are those baby bastion bees going to cause a ruckus again?”

The three of them spun around to face a woman approaching from the restaurant. It was Amelia, and she walked casually with no sense of urgency at all.

“I have no idea,” Dorien started. “I believe we’ll have to—”

And Edlyn regained her voice. “Amelia?”

“Yes?” The brown-haired woman raised a brow, coming to a halt.

“Why didn’t you… save us?” Edlyn asked, just staring at her overpowered employer.

“Oh, I was going to save you guys,” Amelia replied simply. But then she glanced towards the [Druid] and shrugged. “But I saw Dorien coming to the rescue, and I decided it was better to let him handle things.”

Edlyn didn’t respond. But her piercing gaze continued to bore into the brown-haired woman. And Amelia crossed her arms.

“What? I’m not lying, I swear.”

—--

It was really starting to become a big hassle for me to deal with. I didn’t expect it to be troublesome— when I agreed to take in the bastion bees so they could have another new colony near my restaurant. It had seemed like such a great deal to me back then.

I was going to have a free supply of honey that could substitute as a kind of curry. Not only that, but they were sacred monsters. Intelligent ones at that. I could have probably used them as bodyguards or mascots for my restaurant too.

That was what I thought.

And certainly, that was what happened for a while. Until the eggs hatched. Since then, I had to deal with the swarm of baby bastion bees and their annoying newborn queen. Now, having them around seemed to cause more trouble than they were worth. After all, because of the incident that happened this morning…

“No one is showing up,” I muttered, staring at the mostly empty dining hall of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant.

There were still some customers, of course. About a dozen folks were seated across various tables and chairs inside of the restaurant. But considering that this was the lunch hour, and the room would be at max capacity, with a long queue spilling out the front door… this was empty, to me.

I sighed, rubbing my temples as I leant against the bar. Arthur stood next to me as he wiped a glass clean. He looked at me apprehensively, but he didn’t say a word. I didn’t need to be in the kitchen for once, because there was nothing for me to cook.

Even Edlyn was sitting at a table, chatting with Harlan as they both ate some fried rice. I shook my head and closed my eyes.

“I have no customers…” I whispered.

“Of course you don’t,” a voice scoffed in reply, drawing my attention.

I blinked my eyes open and looked up. I saw Dorien standing there with his arms crossed. He was one of the few customers that were dining at my restaurant right now, alongside Nolan. The two of them had come here for lunch since Nicole was off to Whiteridge to conduct business.

Noele wasn’t anywhere to be seen. Not since yesterday. And I knew the reason why.

For now, I focused my attention on what was in front of me. The [Druid] stared back at me with a frown.

“No one is going to dine at this establishment after what happened with those bastion bees.”

“And how is that my fault?” I rolled my eyes. “The baby queen bastion bee has been acting up ever since it hatched. They literally attacked me for a full day straight.”

Dorien nodded along with me, before pointing my way. “Yes, yes, the newborn bastion bees are antagonistic and aggressive to anything that approaches their hive. Which is entirely your fault!”

“That literally makes no sense,” I said flatly.

“But it does,” he countered.

“How?”

“Simply put—” Dorien said in a lecturing tone as he wagged a finger at me. “Bastion bees are territorial creatures. They will defend their hive by any means necessary from anything they consider a threat.”

I frowned, crossing my arms. “That still doesn’t seem like it’s my fault. If anything, it’s Quebi’s fault for not hatching her babies herself then teaching them to not be a bunch of little assholes.”

“But you see, you abandoned them as soon as they were born,” the [Druid] continued, eyeing me accusingly. “When you should have been there for them. You should have been there to protect them from outside threats. However, you were absent when Nicholas the Noble Knight appeared.”

I just raised a brow as Dorien sighed, lowering his head.

“You spent all your days cooking in your kitchen, then you left for Astral when they were in most danger. And because they were threatened without anyone to protect them, their newborn queen was forced to prematurely take up the leadership role of her hive before she was ready.”

“And that’s why they’re so aggressive?” I narrowed my eyes. “Because the baby queen is too immature to be a ruler? That doesn’t make sense— isn’t it a queen?”

“When a new queen bastion bee is born, her mother, the previous queen, is there to raise her until she is ready to form a new hive. She is not ready. Not in the slightest.” Dorien lowered his head, speaking in a low voice.

I pursed my lips. “Can’t you talk to it? Or her? Or whatever you want to call the baby queen?”

The queen bastion bee had been named Quebi. Which was a terrible name. Once this whole ordeal was over, I was going to make sure the baby queen would have a much better name. Like Eloise or Elizabeth. Those sounded like names fitting a queen.

Unfortunately for me, the [Druid] shook his head. “I cannot. Firstly, I have to earn her trust. And even if I do, you will have to earn her trust by yourself. So this is something you must do, not me.”

“That sounds like a massive pain in the ass,” I said, scowling.

Dorien held my gaze. “This is no simple matter. When you agreed to take in this new colony of bastion bees, you were promised to protect them. However, before you can even do that, you must prove yourself worthy to be their protector. It is a difficult undertaking, I am sure. However, if you didn’t wish to bear this burden, you should not have agreed to it in the first place. I am sure you agree with me, no?”

I met the [Druid]’s eyes. Despite his disheveled appearance, he did not wear a crazy look on his face. He peered at me with a wizened gaze, and he spoke words of wisdom. I knew what he said was true. There was a trade-off in any interaction. Every action had a consequence.

I couldn’t just have the bastion bee’s honey for free. If I wanted to have easy access to a continuously replenishing supply of their honey, I had to bear the responsibility of looking after their hive. I had to bear the responsibility as their protector.

Unfortunately for me—

“I fucking hate having responsibility,” I sighed.

“Nobody likes having responsibility,” Dorien replied with a scoff. He shook his head, taking a step back from the bar. “Unfortunately, that’s what we must all suffer through if we want to live in this world.”

“...you’re assuming a lot about me,” I murmured under my breath as I watched him go.

He didn’t catch what I said, having already returned to Nolan to finish his drink. I just leant against the bar counter, sighing once again.

“What do I even do?” I asked, and no one answered. I craned my head back to face the man standing behind me. “I’m talking to you, Arthur. Do you have any ideas?”

And Arthur blinked back at me, nearly dropping a mug. He quickly placed it down on the bar and straightened. He had been a Lich King once— a powerful being who nearly took over the world, afraid of nothing at all. Now though, he was just my bartender who got startled easily when he was lost in his thoughts.

“Uh, I wasn’t really paying attention to your conversation,” Arthur replied sheepishly, scratching his cheek.

“What do I do about the bastion bees? I have to prove myself as a protector or something to the baby bastion bees because they don’t think I’m reliable. That’s why they’re attacking everyone…” I trailed off, trying to think of a plan of action.

Arthur frowned and placed a hand on his chin. He thought about it for a moment, before giving me a nod of approval.

“Well, I think you’re very reliable, Amelia,” he said as he patted me on the shoulder.

I rolled my eyes. “Thanks, but that doesn’t really help. I’m looking for solutions, not your praise.”

“Right…” He scratched the back of his head.

“You used to be a ruler, right? How did you gain your people’s trust as… you know?” I gestured at Arthur.

And he flinched at the thought of his previous life as the Lich King. He bit his lower lip, before taking in a deep breath to steel himself. He looked back up at me and gave me a helpless look.

“Unfortunately, I wasn’t… that kind of a ruler,” Arthur said hesitantly. But after a moment’s deliberation, he continued, “However, many great rulers rose to power during my time because of the threat I posed to them, promising they’d be the one to defeat me. So I think if you really want to gain the trust of the baby bastion bees, you just have to save them from a threat.”

“And how am I supposed to find a threat to them?” I folded my arms across my chest. “Am I supposed to just find some monsters wandering Wolfwater with the intent of harming the hive?”

“You could manufacture it?” the former Lich King suggested with a shrug. “It doesn’t have to be a real threat. As long as they perceive it as a threat, and you save them, I think that’s fine.”

“That’s…” I blinked. I slowly nodded as I grinned at my bartender. “That’s a very good plan. I could just ask someone to attack the hive, then stop them, and we’ll all be good. You deserve a raise for that plan, Arthur. But—”

I swept my gaze over the room with a frown.

“How am I supposed to find someone stupid enough to volunteer themselves to get their ass kicked by me?”

As soon as the words left my mouth, a man stepped out of the kitchen. He was glowering as he usually did, dressed in an uncomfortable uniform I made him wear while he was working here. His long and pointed ears twitched irritably as I looked up at him.

I exchanged a glance with Arthur, the both of us realizing the same thing. Then I smirked as I turned back to the elf standing before the kitchen.

“Hey, Jax. I need your help.”

And the Forsaken Archer just tilted his head. “What?” 


Chapter 3

It had only been a single day since Noele the Noble Spellsword learned the truth about the World System. She was still reeling from this newfound information. It was something her mind had refused to even consider before. But that was not because of a lapse in her judgment.

It was because of the World System’s manipulation.

That was right— Noele was certain that her mind was altered to be reverently loyal to the so-called God of Vacuos. Any thought that ever crossed her mind that even questioned the sanctity of the World System was immediately purged, the memory then immediately forgotten.

But now, she remembered it all. It was thanks to her talk with Amelia. While Noele’s master didn’t often drop much words of wisdom… or rather, do much at all, what she regaled about the Voidgod had opened the blonde girl’s eyes.

Noele hadn’t wanted to believe it at first. To even trust anything that the Voidgod said was ridiculous. And yet, when Amelia told the blonde girl that it claimed that the World System was evil, something seemed to click.

The Noble Spellsword had an epiphany. A revelation. As she lay there, lost in her thoughts, she unlocked a memory that had been hidden away.

No— a memory that had been forcefully replaced.

It seemed so distant. It almost felt like a dream. But Noele knew it was a reality. She recalled that piece of memory— when she had been floating in darkness, stabbed through the chest by Nicholas the Noble Knight. And the World System appeared to her.

It tried to trick her into accepting her new Class as a [Champion Spellsword].

Unfortunately, Noele had been fully knocked unconscious when that happened. She only regained a semblance of consciousness later thanks to the combined efforts of Garron, Arthur, and Bucky. That was when she willingly accepted the advancement.

But when she returned to reality, she had forgotten the entirety of what happened when she had been left alone in the darkness of her mind. She couldn’t remember how the World System had tried to trick her. Because the memory had been suppressed.

And that wasn’t the only memory that she had forgotten. There were other times— moments in her life where she briefly questioned the World System. A recent memory was of when she had been heading to Whiteridge, just before the attack of the Miststorm Riders. After she had started to learn how to fight with her own strength through Amelia’s training.

There were other times too. Noele could vaguely remember them. Her mind was still a mess, and she couldn’t quite coherently gather her thoughts. However, she recalled tidbits of moments from her childhood. When she was still young and curious, she would ask many questions in her head. And some of those included questioning the World System.

But before those thoughts could fully be explored in her mind, they were wiped and replaced with something else.

Noele understood now that she had been indoctrinated by the World System to rely on it since her birth. And all along, it wasn’t helping her. Instead, it was holding her back. That was why she was able to overcome her limits and fight above her level thanks to Amelia’s training.

It was so much to process. But the blonde girl couldn’t just forget it. She couldn’t just ignore it. She had to figure out why.

Why did the World System do all this? Was it truly because it was evil? Was the Voidgod telling Amelia the truth?

Was the Voidgod really the True God of Vacuos?

Noele needed answers. But she didn’t know where she could get her answers from. Perhaps she could talk to a [Priest]— maybe consult her fellow adventurers. But she knew that would all be a fruitless endeavor. After all, they would all still be brainwashed by the World System.

So now, after much deliberation, she decided to seek out the only person who could help her. It was someone who wasn’t influenced by the World System. It was someone who could share her perspective, and perhaps even speak more about the Voidgod.

No— it wasn’t Amelia. While Noele’s master was occasionally helpful… most of the time, she’d just shrug and say, “I don’t know.”

Knowing that, Noele decided against interrogating Amelia even further. Still, the blonde girl headed to Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. Because the person she sought worked there. It was not Harlan, nor was it Edlyn. And it certainly wasn’t Bucky.

The person Noele sought was Arthur.

He was once a [Priest]. A long time ago. And then he became a Lich King. Before, finally, he was made into a vessel of the Voidgod.

He had experienced the indoctrination of the World System, the Voidgod, and now he was free. He no longer had a Class. So he had more experience than anyone else in all of Vacuos on the matters of the World System and the Voidgod. He might not have undergone Amelia’s training, but he knew her very well, since he was her employee.

Arthur was the only one who could offer Noele a perspective she hadn’t considered yet. He was the only one who could help her. That was why she walked up to Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant, resolved to learn the truth.

But when she got there, she was faced with quite the strange situation.

“...alright, so I’m going to pretend I’m just working at my restaurant, then you’re going to come here and start shouting about exterminating the bastion bees.”

“And then I should pretend to attack the hive?”

“No, no. You want the threat to be real. So you should actually attack the hive. But make sure you hold back until I come out.”

“Then we have our duel, is that correct?”

“Yes, I will kick your ass once the bastion bees come out.”

“Good.”

Noele glanced between Amelia and Jax as the two finished their conversation. The blonde girl just blinked a few times, before she managed to work her jaw.

“...what is going on?”

“Oh, hey Noele,” Amelia said casually as she nodded at the blonde girl. “I’m about to beat up Jax for attacking the bastion bees.”

Noele just stared. “That… that explains nothing.”

—--

The baby queen bastion bee knew they were in danger. Her hive was surrounded by enemies— by monsters that wanted to destroy them. She could feel their animosity bearing down on her people. She could sense their hate, even if she couldn’t understand their words.

And they were growing more bold in their attacks. Just today, a pair of giants had assailed her hive. She had to fend them off, but before she could finish the job, they had been saved by another giant.

This one had been stronger than the others. It had actually been able to hurt her, and that made her retreat back into her hive. She knew that her enemies were going to be planning a counterattack now that they had the upper hand.

So she had to prepare for their assault. Her entire hive buzzed warily, waiting for what was inevitably going to come. The only ones who weren’t tense or nervous about their current situation were the nursing bees. But the baby queen bastion bee knew that it was because they were senile.

Their old age had probably gotten to them, and they couldn’t recognize a threat even if it stung them in the face. That was why she ignored their advice. Instead, she had her colony stay on guard. And her caution paid off.

Because the counterattack eventually came.

She saw a shadow edging its way towards the hive. For whatever reason, it seemed to hesitate for a moment. Perhaps it was intimidated by her majestic presence. It shuffled its feet, turning back and calling out to a bush. And that seemed to help it regain its composure as it started forward once again, before bellowing.

“What is this? I, Jax the Forsaken Archer, have stumbled upon this nest of terrible monsters?”

The baby queen bastion bee buzzed as she heard those echoing words. She didn’t quite comprehend it, but she could sense the malintent behind what was being said. She nodded at her colony, and they looked up in response.

Prepare for battle, she sent the thought across the swarm.

And with that, she began to creep her way towards the exit of the hive.

—--

“...it appears that I have been left with no other choice. I must carry out my duty as an adventurer and exterminate this hive!” Jax called out in a monotone voice.

He wore a bored look on his face, and he lazily raised his bow as he reached for an arrow. Noele watched the scene unfold from behind a bush. Amelia was crouched next to the blonde girl.

Originally, the plan was to have Amelia waiting in the kitchen of the restaurant before she intervened. But they all decided it was better for her to wait out here as she would have a better vantage point of what was going on.

“I still don’t understand it,” Noele said as she shook her head. “Why are we doing this again?”

Amelia replied with a shrug, “The baby bastion bees have been acting up. This is the only way we can calm them down.”

“I mean, I’ve noticed that.” The blonde girl pursed her lips. She recalled how they immediately started acting up the moment Amelia had left Wolfwater. “But how do you know this is the best solution to that problem?”

“I have no idea,” Amelia said simply. “I just know I have to earn their trust.”

Noele blinked. “And how do you know that?”

“That’s what Dorien told me. He’s the expert, not me. I’m just hoping this works.” Amelia leant back as her gaze remained fixed on Jax.

The Forsaken Archer sighed as he nocked an arrow onto his bow. “I’m going to attack the hive any second now. My bow is nocked, and I shall loose it in three, two, one—”

The arrow shot forward. It wasn’t glinting with magic or empowered by any Skill. Jax sent an ordinary arrow weakly flying towards the hive. There was a thunk. Bits of rock and stone broke off from the entrance of the hive, before a cacophonous buzzing echoed out.

Noele watched as the swarm of baby bastion bees emerged from their nest. Their red eyes were glinting, angrily glaring down at the lone elf. He rolled his eyes at their attempt at intimidating him.

“Alright, and now that you’re out of your hive…” Jax muttered to himself as he drew a glinting arrow from his bow.

The baby queen bastion bee dove down at him, followed by her colony. Noele bit her lower lip. She wasn’t worried about Jax. But she was worried about what came next.

The elf shot the glinting arrow forward, but it wasn’t aimed at any of the mass of bastion bees. In fact, with his precision, the arrow missed all of them, before it flickered with a bright light. All at once, a magical net sprung out behind the arrow.

The baby queen bastion bee’s eyes went wide. She tried to swerve out of the way, but it was too late. Her entire colony was captured by the magical net. They all collapsed onto the grassy ground, squirming and trying to escape. Unfortunately for them, they couldn’t break free.

“Now then—” Jax walked forward as he drew another arrow from his quiver. The baby bastion bees buzzed angrily, but all they could do was tremble as he approached them. “It is time to exterminate you from this world….”

—--

The baby queen bastion bee couldn’t believe it. They had fallen for a trap! This terrible pointy-eared giant had tricked them, and he had now caught them all in a massive web! This was a blunder on her part. Perhaps it was because of her inexperience, but she should have sent her army out in a wider formation. That way, they could have easily evaded this trap.

Unfortunately for her, there was nothing she could do now. She just lay there as she glared back up at her enemy. The pointy-eared giant loomed over her, his bow raised as he sneered down at her.

A green aura overcame his arrow, and suddenly a cold shiver swept over the baby queen bastion bee. Her wings stopped buzzing as her colony grew silent. She felt a strange sensation wash over her as she stared at the glowing projectile.

Was this… fear?

The baby queen bastion bee had never felt anything like this before. But she was certain of what this was. She was afraid. She had never seen such overwhelming power ever in her life. No— she never even thought such power was possible. And yet, here it was, being displayed in front of her.

Was this her end? Was she going to die here? Was her colony going to fall because she was too weak?

She wanted to rebuke these questions. But she knew that it was true. She couldn’t protect them. She couldn’t save them. It was over.

“Goodbye,” the pointy-eared giant said in a cold voice.

And he loosed the projectile at her. The baby queen bastion bee closed her eyes, unable to witness her own demise. She waited for her death. But it never came.

Slowly, the baby queen bastion bee blinked her eyes open. She looked up as her vision returned to her, and she caught a glimpse of the green aura still looming over her. But the attack didn’t reach, instead floating mid-air just before the net.

What…? She stared in confusion.

And that was when she saw the shadow standing over her. The baby queen bastion bee looked to the side and recognized who it was.

It was… the Invader?

It was the first one who dared attack her hive. The brown-haired human who tried to massacre her people. But she had fended off this giant, defeating it to reach her first evolution.

What was it doing here?

“I will not let you touch them,” the Invader said in a booming voice.

The baby queen bastion bee couldn’t understand the words itself, but she felt the intentions of it reverberate through her body. Her wings buzzed for a moment, and she turned her gaze back to the glowing projectile.

And that was when she realized the Invader was holding the glowing projectile with one hand. That was when the baby queen bastion bee realized that the Invader had saved her life.

The baby queen bastion bee could only stare in shock as the realization settled in.


Chapter 4

The baby queen bastion bee couldn’t believe it. She had been trapped— defeated by the pointy-eared giant. It was a trick that had defeated her, but because of her failure, her entire colony was in danger. She was certain she would have died there and then, slain by the overwhelming power of the green projectile.

But she was rescued. And it wasn’t just anyone who saved her. It wasn’t the nursing bees who were just watching from the side. It was a giant. One of the many who dared to threaten her colony. No— not just one of them.

It was the Invader.

The very first one who had dared intrude upon her hive. The baby queen bastion bee refused to believe her eyes. But it was true. The brown-haired human was the one who saved her.

And now, it faced down the pointy-eared giant as it spoke in a dangerous voice, protecting the baby queen bastion bee and her colony.

“Your reign of terror ends here, Jax the Forsaken Archer—”

—--

“...that is why I will not allow you to harm these poor, defenseless animals any longer. That is why I shall stop you.”

I spoke simply as I crushed his [Superior Blooming Deathhowl] in one hand. I unsheathed my sword and pointed the blade at the elf. We faced-off against each other for a long moment. And then he blinked a few times, before lowering his bow.

“...what’s with the long speech?” Jax asked flatly.

I glanced back fractionally, before turning back to him and whispering, “I’m trying to make it believable.”

“I see.” The elf wore an unamused look on his face. He reached for an arrow as he sighed, “Can we duel now?”

I rolled my eyes. “Yes. But I’m going to hold back, alright?”

“What?” Jax said sharply as his brows snapped together.

“Yeah, I’m going to go easy on you at first—” I started.

But the elf immediately unleashed a flurry of arrows my way. I easily knocked them to the side as he leapt into the air, screaming angrily.

“You tricked me! You promised me you’d go all out!”

“That would end the fight too quickly,” I said simply as he landed on top of my restaurant.

The Forsaken Archer snorted and produced a vial of water. I narrowed my eyes, recognizing this attack. He tossed the vial of water my way, before shooting at it, shattering the glass and raining water down all around me.

It was an enchanted vial— designed to hold more water than it seemed to carry. I just stood there as I was assailed by this wave, not even budging. Jax nocked a glinting arrow on his bow.

“You’ve already tried this once,” I sighed as I shook my head. I knew what was going to happen next. He was going to try to entangle me in some vines and stop me from moving. “It’s not going to—”

“[Undying Sprout Tempest].” He loosed the arrow.

I blinked. I’m pretty sure the Skill name was different…

The thought crossed my mind as the arrow landed at my feet. And all at once, thousands of giant roots sprouted out to entangle me as I expected. I sighed and raised a sword, cutting straight through the vines and thorns. But even though that single slash had shredded through this snare, the roots didn’t stop growing.

No— they didn’t just continue growing. I watched as the torn roots regenerated and coiled around me. I swung up again, with enough force to dispel this encroaching entanglement. But it immediately restored itself and caught me once again.

“Interesting.” I raised an impressed brow. “So it’s stronger than before.”

“That’s not all that’s new…” Jax laughed.

I looked up at him quizzically, and a moment later, I realized what he was talking about. There was a flash of light. I watched as a crackle of electricity ran through the wet vines, before blasting up at me like lightning.

—--

What is that power? the baby queen bastion bee stared at the blast of lightning. It shot up to the sky, blinding her vision.

She couldn’t believe her eyes. Her colony looked away from the explosion, but she couldn’t bring herself to peel away from the scene. Because even amidst the flashing light, she saw the Invader standing there, completely unscathed.

But I defeated the Invader, the baby queen bastion bee thought. Together with her swarm, she had brought it down after a relentless battle. And yet, here it was, tanking an attack that could eradicate her colony a thousand times over.

So the question crossed her mind. Did I actually defeat the Invader?

And she just stared on as the Invader stood there amidst the blasting lightning.

—--

I felt a tingling feeling run through my skin as I looked down at myself. Jax was just grinning, watching his new Skill blast me ceaselessly. I nodded approvingly. “I can see how this will be a problem for most people. But—”

I stepped forward, breaking through this forest of roots. Jax watched as I casually walked out of his [Undying Sprout Tempest] without any effort.

“You know as well as I do that this won’t stop me,” I said as I walked up to the base of my restaurant. I looked up at the elf.

He shook his head at me. “That’s not all of my tricks— [Sluggish Salvo]!”

Jax unleashed a familiar attack my way. But I easily knocked it out of the way. I continued walking up towards him, and he leapt over me. He flipped in the air, unleashing a trio of arrows down at me.

“[Triple Starbolts]!” he shouted.

The arrows sparkled as they curved down my way. I casually deflected the oncoming projectiles. Jax landed across from me as he laughed.

“That’s right, that’s right! I have got you now!” He loosed another [Superior Blooming Deathhowl] my way as I rolled my eyes.

“No, you really don’t.” And I just flicked the arrow out of the air.

—--

It was an intense battle. The baby queen bastion bee didn’t know who was winning. But one thing was for sure. The Invader had become… the Protector.

She was sure of it. The Protector was fighting off the pointy-eared giant with all her might. Neither side was clearly winning. The tide of battle seemed to be locked in place, with both sides refusing to budge. Their frustrations made quite clear with the words they spoke which the baby queen bastion bee couldn’t quite understand.

“Stop holding back!”

“No.”

“Show me your full power.”

“I said no.”

“Why not?”

“Because this battle will end too quickly. I told you, I need to make it convincing.”

“If you won’t show me your full power, I will make you—”

The baby queen bastion bee truly couldn’t comprehend their words. But in their epic unfolding battle, one thing was clear. The Protector was there to save her colony.

Even after she had attacked the Protector. Even after she had unleashed a relentless onslaught against the Protector. The Protector didn’t care.

The Protector continued to protect them.

And the baby queen bastion bee couldn’t understand why the Protector was fighting for them. She couldn’t understand it. But she could understand her own feelings. She could understand that she was… grateful.

Grateful for being saved.

—--

“Alright,” I muttered to myself as I glanced back at the baby bastion bees.

I saw the way they were staring back at me. Their angry gazes were gone. They barely even paid attention to Jax. They were simply looking my way, and I nodded to myself.

“Now that they trust me…” I spun around and dispelled a volley of oncoming arrows with a swing of my blade.

I looked at Jax who was standing right before a thicket of trees. He was panting— evidently exhausted. But he wasn’t hurt, and he wore a crazed smile on his face. He was enjoying this, even if he was annoyed that I was still holding back.

I shook my head and called out, “Hey, Jax— you said you wanted me to go all out, right?”

The elf perked up. His ears twitched in excitement as he straightened. “That’s right. I… are you going to go all out for me?”

He looked at me with wide eyes. I spotted Noele looking up in shock as she hid behind a bush. Even Arthur, Edlyn, and Harlan, all of whom were waiting back at the restaurant, watching through the glass window, seemed to react at my words.

I smirked as I gestured vaguely around us. “Well, unfortunately, for the sake of everyone in Vacuos, I’m not going to go all out. But I’m just going to put in enough effort to defeat you in one hit.”

Jax paused. He stared at me for a long moment, processing my words. Then he took a step forward, enraged.

“How dare you trick—” he started.

And I appeared behind him, knocking him across the back of the head. Jax collapsed to the ground, unconscious. I dusted my hands off casually.

“Sorry,” that was all I said.

—--

The battle was over. It had been a long and hard-fought duel. The baby queen bastion bee had witnessed it. Her entire hive had been forced to watch from the side. And they had all been waiting intently, none of them even moved. Their wings held still, not a single one of them making a buzzing sound until a conclusion had been reached.

When the battle finally concluded, they were all able to breathe a collective sigh in relief. Because—

The Protector had won.

The pointy-eared giant had been defeated. And now, the brown-haired human was walking up to the trapped bastion bees. They buzzed excitedly, awaiting their freedom.

But the baby queen bastion bee couldn’t help but worry for a moment— worry about what the brown-haired human was going to do. After all, not more than a day ago, this Protector of theirs had been the Invader. The very first human to have intruded on their colony and threatened their lives.

So the baby queen bastion bee was afraid. Because she knew the Protector might not have had the best of intentions. While she wasn’t exactly sure what the logic or reasoning could’ve been behind saving them, it was possible the brown-haired human might have executed them now.

The baby queen bastion bee waited in trepidation as the Protector drew closer. It drew its sword, and her eyes went wide. She buzzed her wings in a panic, fearing what came next.

It really was a trap—

But before the thought could even finish forming in her mind, the Protector swung out with the blade. And all at once, the net trapping the colony of baby bastion bees was shredded open. The baby queen bastion bee blinked a few times. She stared up for a long moment.

And the Protector smiled, taking a step back. “Go on. You’re free now. You’re safe.”

The baby bastion bees held still. Their queen lay atop the pile of her workers hearing those words. Once again, she didn’t understand what these humans or elves were saying. However, she felt like she could at least comprehend the intentions behind what was said.

And hearing that soft and gentle tone— it drew the baby queen bastion bee up. Her wings instinctively buzzed behind her, carrying her into the air. She floated up slowly, and her colony followed.

The Protector nodded and sheathed its blade. The baby queen bastion bee apprehensively flew towards the brown-haired human. They stared at each other in silence. Before a louder buzzing sound attracted both their attention.

A familiar bastion bee emerged from the hive. The baby queen bastion bee looked up, recognizing the old nursing bee that had raised her. The nursing bee flew forward and landed on the Protector’s shoulder.

“I know you can’t understand me,” the Protector said, not breaking away from the baby queen bastion bee’s gaze. “But surely you must understand this, right?”

The baby queen bastion bee stared quizzically. She didn’t quite understand why the nursing bee was so calm around the Protector. She didn’t understand why the other two were acting with such familiarity with each other.

The Protector placed a hand on the nursing bee’s back, speaking softly. “Your mother entrusted you with me. All of you. Your entire colony. Your hive. I was asked to protect you— guard you all with my life. And that’s what I am going to do.”

The baby queen bastion bee tilted her head, barely paying attention to what was being said. Instead, she focused on the way the Protector gently caressed the nursing bee’s back. She watched how the nursing bee’s wings fluttered calmly when on the Protector’s shoulders.

And finally, the baby queen bastion bee remembered what had happened when the Protector first entered their hive as the Invader. The nursing bees had tried to placate the baby queen bastion bee. But she brushed off their advice, under the impression that they were all senile.

But the thought never crossed her mind to ask— why were the nursing bees so calm? Why did they not fear the Invader back then?

The answer revealed itself to the baby queen bastion bee now. It was because they must have known— since the very beginning, they must have known that the Invader was never an invader at all. They must have known that the Invader was always a… Protector.

“So you can trust me,” the Protector finished, proffering a hand. “You don’t need to be afraid of me.”

The baby queen bastion bee stared at this gesture— at the open palm. She closed her eyes, realizing the error of her ways. She understood that she had been mistaken. That she had been wrong. That she could trust the Protector.

So she descended as her colony watched. She bowed her head, gently perching herself atop the Protector’s open hand. The nursing bee looked up, and the Protector simply smiled.

“See? I’m harmless…”

And the baby queen bastion bee lay there, knowing that she was safe. She did not move, for she knew that no harm would ever befall her. How long would she lie there? She did not know. But even if an eternity came and went, she understood that  there was no safer place to be than here.

—--

My plan worked. I finally calmed down the baby queen bastion bee. Even if I had to trick them, I had now earned their trust. I was glad that they were able to relax now— that they weren’t going to be so on edge.

But I was even more glad knowing that I could resume my restaurant’s operations as per normal. I smiled, looking down at the baby queen bastion bee as she lay in my open hand. It had been a minute since she landed there, and I was waiting for her to fly back to her colony any moment now.

And I continued waiting as another minute passed. Then five minutes.

Ten minutes passed, and the baby queen bastion bee hadn’t moved. And I pursed my lips as I stared down at her.

“Uh, are you going to rest on my hand for long?” I asked hesitantly, trying to to intimidate the baby queen bastion bee. “Because I kinda need to go back to cooking soon…”

Unfortunately for me, the baby queen bastion bee didn’t respond. Her wings buzzed for a split-second, but she remained perched on the palm of my hand. I closed my eyes and sighed.

“I feel like I have a new problem now…”

—--

“Noele, I need a bit of help here!” Amelia called out in a hushed voice. She was clearly trying not to yell— trying not to startle the baby bastion bees. “What do I do?”

The blonde girl just stood from the side, rolling her eyes at her master. Certainly, Amelia’s plan to placate the baby bastion bees had worked. But now, it had also backfired. Just as Noele had anticipated.

Instead of answering her master’s plight, Noele simply started away, heading for the entrance of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. She passed by Jax’s unconscious body on the way there, and she picked him up.

“Come on, you can sleep inside,” she muttered quietly.

Noele entered the restaurant, before slumping Jax’s unconscious body onto a table. He groaned, but he was still not fully awake yet. She shook her head and swept her gaze over the mostly-empty room.

There were only a handful of customers gathered today. They looked up briefly to stare, but they mostly ignored the unconscious elf. Which made sense, considering that only veteran customers would come to the restaurant with all the hubbub about the bastion bees.

They were, to put it simply, used to Amelia’s antics.

Noele was too. Which was why she just went ahead to the restaurant alone, ignoring the new commotion that started outside after she left. She wasn’t here to support her master’s business. She wasn’t even here to enjoy herself and eat a nice meal from Earth.

She was here for one reason only— to learn more about the World System and the Void. So she approached the only person who was able to give her answers. She walked up to the bar and took a seat.

The bartender approached her with a smile, polishing a glass. “Noele, it’s good to see you. I take it Amelia has resolved the bastion bee problem?”

Noele paused for a moment as she stared at the blond man standing inconspicuously before her. He looked like he was barely a decade older than her, and he seemed harmless. But in truth, he was one of the oldest beings and one of the most dangerous people in all of Vacuos.

After all, he had once been Ar’elith the First Lich King. And he had also been a [Priest] before that, before becoming a vessel of the Voidgod after his death.

Knowing all this made the blonde girl hesitate around his presence. Even if he was no longer who he used to be. He might have worn a kind face now, but Noele still couldn’t forget the immense power he once held.

He tilted his head curiously at her and lowered the glass. “Noele? Are you alright?”

“I’m— I’m fine,” Noele finally said and shook her head. “Amelia’s also fine… mostly fine.”

“That’s good to hear.” Arthur nodded as he reached for a clean glass. “It sounded like it was quite the headache. Do you need a drink to—”

“Arthur,” the blonde girl cut him off.

He blinked a few times as she took in a deep breath. She steeled herself, trying to calm her nerves. Right now, she was here seeking out his wisdom as an ally. He was not her enemy. And he was the only one who could give her answers.

So Noele raised her head and met Arthur’s gaze.

“I need your help,” she said in a low voice.

And the former Lich King paused, his eyes growing wide. After a moment passed, he scratched the back of his head.

“Uh, sure. I can help you out. But do you think it can wait until after I’m done with my shift?”

Noele just stared at Arthur as he gestured vaguely at the room. And she massaged her temples.

“Sure. Why not?”


Chapter 5

As the day progressed, Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant began to attract more customers. There was no longer a problem with the bastion bees, so customers were slowly trickling back in for dinner. Fortunately, this turned out for the better, because Amelia couldn’t return to the kitchen for the day.

After all, she was too… preoccupied.

Noele stared at her master’s predicament. The brown-haired woman was standing outside of the restaurant, surrounded by the baby bastion bees. This was a familiar sight. Except last time the blonde girl saw this scene, the baby bastion bees were constantly assaulting Amelia.

This time around, they were clinging onto Amelia like she was their queen.

“So, uh, what are you going to do about that?” Noele asked, trying to meet her master’s gaze.

It was very difficult, since the baby bastion bees were crawling all across the brown-haired woman, even covering her face and eyes.

“I have absolutely no idea,” she said in a muffled voice. Amelia shook her head, brushing off some of the baby bastion bees. And then they clung onto her arm. Still, it gave her the opportunity to speak clearly. “I think I’m just going to chill in their hive until they fall asleep.”

Noele pursed her lips. “And you’re sure they’ll leave you alone when they wake up tomorrow?”

Amelia just shrugged. Well, it looked like she was trying to shrug. Noele couldn’t even see the gesture because of the swarm of baby bastion bees.

“We’ll see tomorrow, I guess,” Amelia sighed. “If it’s still a problem, I’ll have to figure something else out.”

“Alright…” Noele said, watching as her master vanished into the rocky hive of the bastion bees.

She looked towards the horizon and saw the setting sun. It was evening now. Soon, the restaurant would close, after the dinner rush was over. That was when the blonde girl could finally have her conversation with Arthur.

When she returned to the inside of the restaurant, there were about twenty or so customers gathered now. A few of them were lurking near the bar, so Noele didn’t even have the opportunity to approach Arthur. Instead, she just waited with Bucky in the corner of the room.

The chicken looked like it had eaten a rather large meal— which wasn’t an unusual sight— so she was resting, trying to recover. Noele sat down next to Bucky and nodded.

“Hey.”

“Bawk bawk.”

Bucky raised her head fractionally, but otherwise didn’t give much acknowledgment to the blonde girl’s presence. Noele watched in a daze as the room blurred around her— as customers and employees of the restaurant went about their days like everything was normal. And to them, everything was indeed normal.

Their biggest worry was about the bastion bees, but that had been mostly resolved already. However, Noele had just received the biggest revelation of her life. It was another sickening betrayal, so soon after discovering that the man she looked up to as a child— Nicholas the Noble Knight— was an ignoble member of the Sect of Abyssal Thorns.

Her head spun as she tried to process the fact that the World System was evil.

No… it wasn’t evil. She didn’t know anything for sure just yet. Just that it could be evil. After all, it had been manipulating the blonde girl since her birth to accept it as her God.

And now, she didn’t know how to react. She didn’t even know what to think. She closed her eyes and sighed.

“Bucky?” she said, turning to face the chicken. “What would you do if you learned your entire life was a lie?”

“Bawk?” Bucky perked up quizzically.

“What I mean is— if I told you that the… that the World System was evil. How would you react to that?” Noele asked in a soft voice.

She didn’t know why, but she couldn’t confide this information with anyone else. Not Garron. Not her parents. Only Arthur. And apparently, Bucky too. Everyone else? The blonde girl didn’t feel comfortable even alluding to what she learned.

There was a moment of silence as Noele saw herself in the reflection of the chicken’s eyes. It looked like the wheels were turning in Bucky’s head, and she slowly processed what had been said.

Finally, Bucky simply tilted her head back in response. “Bawk bawk bawk? Bawk bawk bawk bawk.”

Noele blinked at that. Obviously, she didn’t understand a single thing the chicken said. But she just saw the way Bucky gave such a simple response. It was like Bucky didn’t even care. And the blonde girl couldn’t comprehend the reason why.

“I… see.” Noele bit her lower lip.

Was Bucky’s muted reaction because of the World System’s control? Or was it for another reason? Noele didn’t know. And she also didn’t know how to prod the chicken to figure it out.

Fortunately for the blonde girl, she didn’t need to mull over it for long, because a pair of footsteps approached her. She looked up to see Arthur standing over her with a smile on his face.

“Hey, I can talk now,” he said with a nod.

Noele blinked and got to her feet. She looked over his shoulder, but saw there were still a handful of customers there.

“Are you already done with work?” She raised a brow.

Arthur shook his head and gestured at Harlan across the room. “There aren’t that many customers, so I’m not really needed here. Harlan told me I could get off early, since you need to speak with me.”

“Right, I see.” Noele nodded and stepped past him. “Thank you. Let’s speak somewhere more private.”

“Sure.”

The two of them headed out, leaving the chicken behind. Arthur just followed Noele until they were surrounded by trees, quite a distance away from Wolfwater. He looked a little bit confused as to why the blonde girl had led him there. He even asked her if she could elaborate a few times, but she kept silent. Only when she was certain they were alone, did she finally turn to him and speak up.

“Tell me, Arthur, what do you think of the World System?” she asked, meeting his gaze.

He blinked, taken aback by the abrupt question. He scratched the back of his head. “I’m… not entirely sure what you mean by that question, Noele. What is there to even think about the World System?”

Noele shook her head and gestured at him. “When you were possessed by the Voidgod, did it tell you anything about the World System?”

“When I was…?” Arthur’s eyes went wide. He looked down at himself for a moment, clearly uncomfortable with the question. He didn’t like thinking back about his time as the Lich King. However, he steeled himself and shook his head. “No. There was nothing. All I remember was the Voidgod telling me to destroy Amelia.”

“I see.” Noele nodded as she lowered her head.

Arthur pursed his lips. “And why are you asking—”

“What about when you were a [Priest]?” she interrupted him.

“When I was a [Priest]?” He cocked his head curiously.

“What did you think of the World System— what did you think about the God of Vacuos?” Noele asked, shaking her head. “And what would you say if I told you it was evil?”

The blonde girl expected some sort of reaction from Arthur. She wasn’t sure what it would be. But she expected him to have a visible change in his facial expression. However, all he did was place a hand on his chin in thought.

“What would I think if you told me the World System is evil? I mean… I feel like that would be quite weird, considering everything it does for Vacuos.”

“And what does it do for Vacuos?” Noele replied instantly.

“I guess it gives us our Classes?” Arthur said with a shrug. “But as a [Priest], I would say that the most important thing it does for us is protect us from the Void.”

“And what if I told you the Voidgod was the True God of Vacuos?” the blonde girl countered. “What if I told you that it was expelled into the Void by the World System?”

The former Lich King frowned. He furrowed his brows in silence for a moment, before looking back up.

“Then… I guess I would like to see some evidence of that,” he said simply.

Noele shook her head. “I don’t have any evidence of that. But that’s why I came to you. Because I know that the World System is not all it is made out to be. I know that there is something more to the World System.”

“What makes you say that?” Arthur asked curiously.

And the blonde girl sighed, “Because the World System has been lying to me. It has been manipulating me. It has been manipulating all of us, holding us all back.”

—--

It was a bold statement to make. Noele knew that. Anyone else who heard what she said would immediately rebuke her for even daring to make the assertion. But Arthur wouldn’t. Even if he was a former [Priest]. Simply because he had no Class, which freed him from the World System’s manipulation.

He stared at her, processing her words. He blinked a few times as he stood there in silence. He didn’t wear a shocked look on his face, but he didn’t seem skeptical either. He simply mulled over her words, evidently trying to let it sink in.

“I…” Arthur opened his mouth, before taking in a deep breath. “And what made you come to this conclusion?”

He kept his cool, asking the question as he met the blonde girl’s gaze. She shook her head as he brought a hand to her chest.

“It came to me last night. I don’t know how or why, but I remembered— I recalled all the times my memory has been manipulated by the World System. All the times I have questioned it, only to find myself forgetting what I was even thinking about. I was conditioned to believe in it, because it controlled my thoughts.”

Noele spoke as she raised her head. She looked into Arthur’s eyes, speaking softly.

“Think about it— think about all the times you have dared to question the authority of the World System. Think about all the times you have doubted its power. Can you remember them? No— did you remember them back when they happened? Or are you only remembering them now?”

Arthur shuffled his feet as he lowered his head in thought. He closed his eyes, before replying, “I… I can remember them. But it is as you said, I can only think of these memories now.”

“And that’s because you’re not under the control of the World System anymore,” Noele said simply.

He raised his head as he bit his lower lip. “Because I no longer have a Class.”

“Correct,” the blonde girl answered. She gestured between the both of them as they stood alone in the forest, bathed by the moonlight. “No one else in Vacuos has ever been freed from the World System’s power. No one has ever lost their Class. Only we have. Which is why only we can see through its deception.”

Arthur nodded slowly. It looked like he was still trying to process what she was saying. But it was a good sign that he wasn’t sitting on the ground, rubbing his head in disbelief. It meant that this conversation could be productive.

“I see. So the World System has been manipulating us…” Arthur muttered under his breath. “That is evident enough. But I don’t believe that’s enough proof to say that the World System is malignant, nor that it has any ill intentions.”

“You’re right.” Noele nodded. “We can’t prove that— we can’t prove anything. But we know what the Voidgod has said.”

“What the Fal-Deus said?” Arthur raised a brow.

“That the World System invaded Vacuos,” the blonde girl whispered. “That it instilled its power over us to control us.”

Even saying it felt wrong to Noele. However, she was simply recalling what Amelia had told her. Whether it was true or not… was yet to be seen. But—

“I don’t know whether the Voidgod was lying, but I know that the World System limits us. Just look at Amelia. Just look at me.” Noele looked down at herself.

The fact of the matter was, Noele’s greatest skills weren’t even Class Skills. Her variant Noble Slashes were something she learned and acquired thanks to Amelia’s training. And Amelia’s training essentially amounted to Noele having to learn to fight for herself.

So she was actually being held back by the World System. Just as Amelia told her.

Arthur heard her words. He stood there in silence as his gaze bore into the blonde girl. Finally, he closed his eyes. “I… I think I understand what you’re saying.”

He opened his eyes as Noele stared back at him. He looked up and nodded slowly.

“Perhaps the World System is evil. We don’t know for sure, of course. But maybe it is.”

Noele blinked, then deflated. She wasn’t sure what she expected when she approached Arthur. But she was hoping he’d be able to shed new light on anything for her. Instead, he just accepted her words.

“But—” Arthur opened his mouth.

And the blonde girl paused. She tilted her head as he met her gaze. He spoke resolutely, his eyes faintly reflecting the moonlight.

“Just because the World System is evil, doesn’t mean that the Fal-Deus is any better. In fact, if the World System is evil, then it must be a necessary evil. Because the Fal-Deus is the incarnation of all that is evil.”

“...what?” Noele’s eyes went wide when she heard the former Lich King say that. It wasn’t that she didn’t believe him. She just didn’t understand where he was coming from. “How do you know that?”

Arthur shook his head bitterly as he whispered. “When I was possessed by the Voidgod— by the Fal-Deus— I had peered into the depths of the Void. And even if it was not for long, I can confidently say that it is worse than anything the World System could be.”

Noele narrowed her eyes. A shiver ran down her spine as she eyed the man standing before her curiously. She had never seen such a harrowed look on his face before— even though he was once a Lich King that had witnessed and committed many unimaginable atrocities, he looked truly afraid.

“What do you mean by that?” she asked hesitantly. “What did you see?”

Arthur took in a deep breath. “When I was possessed by the Fal-Deus, we became one. Even if I had no control over anything. My mind could still see into the cracks of its heart. There, I saw its deepest desires. There, I saw an endless evil. There, I saw what it truly wanted.”

Noele pursed her lips as she leant closer. “And what did you see, Arthur?”

She asked in a soft voice. Arthur opened his mouth, and she reeled at what he had to say.

—--

Kallistus Kal closed his eyes as he sat beneath his throne room. He was alone, shrouded by darkness. For a brief moment, this dark chamber had been illuminated by the surface. When Guardian Angel Z357 had attacked, it had shed light to his schemes.

But the [Hero King] simply appointed the power of his personal followers to repair the damage because his hideout could be discovered by his people. And now, this was where he lay in hiding. Or at the very least, this was where his real body waited.

Up above, on the surface, his clone went about his kingdom, ruling in his stead. And here, in the darkness, he remained in silence. Perhaps he could have prepared an army of voidlings to overtake Vacuos. Maybe he could have even further researched into creating rifts, to find a way back home.

But he did not do any of that. All he did was listen.

Because he could hear an echoing voice. Because he could hear the Void. And because it was growing… stronger.

“I shall grant you all that you desire…”

His mind flashed with memories of his previous life. The voice grew louder, invading his mind. But he didn’t move. He stayed still.

“...and in return, all you need to accomplish is one simple task.”

Kallistus Kal took in a deep breath, and the voice of the Void spoke to him, showing him a world of oblivion.

“Destroy the Enemy. Destroy all of its creation. Burn it all— bring all of Vacuos to ruin. And from its ashes, we shall build a new world.”

And the [Hero King]'s eyes snapped open.


Chapter 6

Kallistus Kal rose to his feet as the voice of the Void echoed in his mind. He could hear its words clearer than ever before. They were no longer just mere epithets that he came and went whenever there was a rift in space.

No— he found a way to explore the depths of the Void, sending in his clones to investigate the sealed chaos beneath Vacuos. None of them ever returned, of course. However, each time they went down there, he learned more about his powers. He understood more about the source of his strength. And most importantly…

He grew stronger.

He raised his head as he heard the footfalls echoing from up ahead. A hooded figure entered the dark chamber, before dropping to his knees. He was Ammon the Arcane Archsorcerer. One of the [Hero King]’s loyal servants.

A rare personal follower to Kallistus Kal, rather than the Kingdom of Kal.

“My King, your allies at the Sect of Abyssal Thorns are calling for you,” Ammon said as he straightened by the exit. “They demand your immediate presence.”

Kallistus clicked his tongue when he heard that. He knew what it was going to be about. He had tried to ignore their attempts to reach him because he had been busy. But now, he had no choice but to address it.

“Thank you, Ammon. I shall handle this… annoyance.” The [Hero King] shook his head as he strode forward.

But as he walked past his loyal server, Ammon spoke up. “And another matter, my King…”

“What is it?” Kallistus asked, glancing back.

The Arcane Archsorcerer cleared his throat. “I have other news for you, my King. Do you recall the mission you gave me? To retrieve… that girl. Noele the Noble Spellsword.”

The [Hero King] slowly nodded. “Indeed, I recall that. Did you succeed in retrieving her? If so, just kill her. I no longer have a use for her.”

“That is the issue, my King,” Ammon said as he pursed his lips. “I sent a team of S-ranks— personal pupils of mine who have been touched by the Void— to retrieve Noele the Noble Spellsword. Unfortunately, they all seemed to have been killed.”

“What?” Kallistus Kal’s brows snapped together. “Impossible— if they had been Void-touched, that means they are far stronger than any other S-rank. And what rank is this Noele supposed to be again?”

“According to the Adventurer’s Guild, she is an A-ranked adventurer,” Ammon replied.

“And yet, she was able to defeat your pupils…” Kallistus placed a hand on his chin, in thought. “That should not have been possible, unless she was empowered by the Void herself.”

But if that were the case, Noele had to have been blessed by the Void. And that was impossible. Kallistus knew that he was the only one who knew how to reach a power beyond those who had been Void-touched. That was how he had also blessed his loyal servants like Ammon with the Void.

This was an oddity. This news puzzled the [Hero King]. However, he didn’t mull over it. Instead, he dismissed the thought as something to be addressed later.

He shook his head as he turned away from the Arcane Archsorcerer.

“I shall deal with that issue when the time comes. For now, there are other matters for me to attend to…”

“Yes, my King,” Ammon said as he bowed.

With that, Kallistus Kal exited the room, leaving it behind shrouded in darkness. He walked down the empty hallway for a minute, before he finally reached his destination.

It was a small enclosed chamber— a room with a spell circle already engraved on the ground. There was a faint aura of magic being emanated, but the spell was not fully activated just yet. This was simply a sign that there was a magical conference in place, and his presence was wanted.

The [Hero King] closed his eyes as he waited right before the spell circle, not activating it just yet. He knew who it was waiting for him at the other side of the spell. And he knew what they wanted from him.

However, he knew he wasn’t going to give them what they wanted. He couldn’t give them what they wanted. Because it would get in the way of what he wanted.

After all, since the very beginning, his alliance with the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns was merely one that was made out of necessity. Now, they were starting to become a burden. And he needed to find a way to put an end to their partnership.

Kallistus Kal opened his eyes as he resolved himself. He raised his hand, and the spell circle shone brighter. All at once, the room shifted with a magical image.

Hooded figures— projections made from magic— appeared around the fringes of the room. Dozens of members of the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns were gathered for this meeting. And standing at the very center, was the Archmage King of Scholus.

His name was Leonhard. But here, he went by the title of the Kyn-Le’ard. After all, he was the leader of the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns.

“Kallistus Kal,” Leonhard said as his voice boomed with a magical echo. “The [Hero King] of the Kingdom of Kal. The Savior of Sibylla. The Destroyer of Deveral. Adventurer-turned-ruler. Pawn-turned-rebel. You are the newest member of the Sect of Abyssal Thorns, and you have yet to fully earn our trust. But here you are, foregoing your duties and defying our orders.”

It was an immediate accusation. The Archmage King spared no time to question the [Hero King]. After all, it was clear that Kallistus Kal had been ignoring the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns.

However, he didn’t give a response just yet. All he did was stand there as the shadowed figures surrounded him. Leonhard held the [Hero King]’s gaze, continuing to speak.

“Your war efforts have stalled. The Kingdom of Kal should have overrun the Astrad Kingdom by now. We have offered you aid on every front. Your forces far outnumber theirs, and your veterans are far more deadly than even their [Astral Knights]. And yet, instead of capitalizing on your advantages, you choose to hide in your palace, wasting our time and our resources.”

Kallistus Kal’s eyes flickered. He saw through the eyes of his clone. Up there, in the palace of the Kingdom of Kal, his clone led the efforts to repair the city after the destruction wrought by Guardian Angel Z357’s planet-wide assault.

“I have been busy,” the [Hero King] made the excuse. “My country has suffered greatly after the attack of the World System’s Angels. You should know the extent of the damages they dealt just as well as I do.”

He spoke with a glint in his eye. It was only a half-lie. But every member of the Sect of the Abyssal knew just how catastrophic that attack had been. When they had convened just after that swarm of shadows dissipated— after Kallistus Kal had gotten rid of Guardian Angel Z357 in secret— even the Archmage King had been shaken.

They had realized that they were the ones who had been targeted by the shadows. And they had all deduced that those were Angels, coming down from the sky, sent by the World System. Little did they know that those were merely shadows summoned by a single Guardian Angel.

Leonhard glared back at Kallistus Kal for that comment.

“Indeed, we have all suffered greatly from the World System’s attack. But that is why we cannot risk wasting any more time, lest we will not be prepared when we incur its wrath once more. And that is not considering the fact that dozens of our members have already sacrificed themselves for you.”

Kallistus frowned. He had heard about what happened to the Miststorm Riders. But he wasn’t aware of any other group under the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns that had been sent out to aid him only to be lost.

The Archmage King continued. “It is clear to us that you do not prioritize the goals of the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns over your own lust for power.”

“My people need my attention—” Kallistus started.

“Your people do not matter,” Leonhard said harshly. Even though the [Hero King] was merely lying when he argued for the protection of his people, he was still taken aback by the Archmage King’s words.

Leonhard shook his head as he spun around. His cloak billowed in the wind behind him, and the image of his figure trembled.

“They are merely pawns for you to use. The only thing that matters is bringing back the return of the Void. All that matters is usurping this world into the palm of our hands. I do not care if you must sacrifice millions to achieve this. Your main priority should not be to serve your people, but to serve the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns.”

Hearing that, the [Hero King] paused. All this time, Kallistus Kal had been using the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns to aid him in getting what he wanted. But now, he was at an impasse. He couldn’t allow them to further their plans, otherwise his own plans would be in jeopardy.

After all, his goal was to return to his world— to return to his family. He closed his eyes as he recalled what the Fal-Deus had told him. The very same plan that the Archmage King wished to carry out.

To bring all of Vacuos to ruin.

And the [Hero King] raised his head. He had only one response to that.

“I refuse.”

—--

“I refuse,” Kallistus Kal said simply, facing down the rest of the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns.

He couldn’t see most of their faces. They were merely projections— shadowed figures that were assembled around the room. But despite that, he saw the way they visibly reacted. They shifted back, hearing his rejection of their leader.

The Archmage King was the only one who didn’t wear a hood. His brows snapped together, and he narrowed his eyes. His piercing gaze bore into the [Hero King].

“What did you say?” Leonhard asked dangerously.

He evidently wasn’t simply asking Kallistus Kal to clarify anything. The Archmage King was issuing a threat. If the [Hero King] repeated himself, it would officially mark him as an enemy of the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns.

Kallistus was being given one final chance to rescind his refusal— he was given one final chance to pledge his loyalty back to the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns. However, Kallistus Kal weighed his options, and his answer remained the same.

“I said, I refuse.”

And a susurration washed over the gathered group. The shadowed figures in the back grew restless. A few of them shouted in outrage, while others just exchanged confused glances. They couldn’t believe it. They stared at Kallistus Kal in sheer disbelief.

“Is he crazy?” one of them asked.

Another one said, “Has he lost his mind?”

“Silence,” Leonhard bellowed, cutting off the rest of them. They snapped to attention as Kallistus Kal raised a brow. The Archmage King stepped forward. “Do you not comprehend the consequences of your decision?”

It was a rhetorical question. Kallistus knew the answer to that. So he just nodded. “I do.”

“You will be making an enemy out of all of the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns,” the Archmage King said.

I am aware of that, the [Hero King] thought in response. And I do not care. For I no longer need you. I no longer need the help of your organization.

Kallistus had joined them to learn more about the Void. But now, he had ascended to a power that none of them could ever reach. So there was no need for him to waste his time with them any longer.

“I do not care,” he finally said as he turned around.

Leonhard’s image flickered. His facial expression didn’t change. He simply continued to stare into the [Hero King]’s back. Until, finally…

“Very well. But know this, [Hero King]—” the Kyn-Le’ard said in a warning voice. “You will die for your betrayal.”

And with that, the spell circle casting the projections flashed. The room dimmed as the members of the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns vanished. All that remained now was Kallistus Kal standing there, craning his neck back fractionally.

The [Hero King] heard that threat. But he shrugged it off as he walked away towards the exit of the room. There was nothing the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns could do to stop him from reaching his goals. After all—

“What happens now?” a voice asked.

And Kallistus Kal looked up. He saw Ammon the Arcane Archsorcerer standing down the hallway with wide eyes. He had overheard the entire discussion with the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns.

“Will you put an end to the war against the Astrad Kingdom now that you are no longer associated with the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns?” Ammon asked, pursing his lips.

The [Hero King] continued walking forward as he shook his head. “No. There is no need.”

Ammon blinked, and Kallistus Kal explained.

“The war can continue to be a backdrop— the Kingdom of Kal can remain a distraction. To me, it matters not what happens. Even if the Astrad Kingdom emerges victorious, or the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns razes my cities to the ground, the outcome shall remain the same.”

This was the main difference between the [Hero King] and the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns. They wanted to serve the Void, but he…

He closed his eyes, before raising a hand. Another rift began to tear open before him as a savage smile spread across his lips.

“I shall take control of the Void, and then nothing will ever stand in my way again.”

But before Kallistus Kal could summon another clone to send into the Void, he paused. His eyes flickered as he sensed something appearing in the skies above his city. The smile briefly disappeared from his face, and he chuckled mirthlessly.

“Oh? So you have finally decided to show up?”

Ammon blinked, hearing the [Hero King]’s words. “What is it, my King?”

“It is nothing, Ammon,” Kallistus said, grinning as he took a step back. “It simply appears that an old foe has decided to show up for a rematch. But this time… I will not be needing your assistance.”

The Arcane Archsorcerer just raised a brow, completely perplexed. And the [Hero King] continued to walk forward.

—--

And up in the sky, far above the clouds, a majestic beast soared high. Its crimson scales glittered under the sunlight. Its massive wings spread wide, showing its splendor and might. If anyone saw this sight, they would scream, then faint, then wake up, then faint again in sheer disbelief, in that exact order. After all, it was not an ordinary creature here that was taking the sky. It was— no, he was…

He was an Elder Dragon.

“So this is Kalis,” the Elder Dragon said, overlooking the Capital City of the Kingdom of Kal.

His name was Grat-ra’zun. He was the Great Rakaarzun. He was the Glorious Terror of Mount Arkais. He was Igniz’s Arcane Champion. He was the King of the Crimson Flames. And he was one of the last Elder Dragons left alive in all of Vacuos.

It had been a long time since he last took the skies of this region of Laxo. The last time he had been here, it had been the city of Sibylla standing beneath him— the Capital City of the Morius Empire. But it had long since fallen, and now, it was the land where his enemy lay.

Grat-ra’zun was here for one reason and one reason only— for the [Hero King] Kallistus Kal. The Elder Dragon never forgot the day he had been ambushed by Kallistus and his minions. Each and every one of them had been blessed by the Void. And they had defeated him with their combined power.

The Elder Dragon would have died that day. Fortunately for him, he had been saved by a nearby SS-ranked elf adventurer. So he barely escaped with his life, and he was recovering with the elf for months. Until Guardian Angel Z357 revealed himself to them.

After that, Grat-ra’zun recovered, and Guardian Angel Z357 went off to slay the [Hero King]. But even after months of waiting, Grat-ra’zun never saw Guardian Angel Z357 return.

That was why the Elder Dragon was here today. To investigate what had happened back then. His eyes flashed with a blue light as his vision expanded beyond what he simply saw before his eyes. His gaze pierced through the veil of the white cloud beneath him, before arriving at the city of Kalis.

He saw everything as if he was descending down there by himself, even if he hadn’t moved. He swept over the sea of people, passing over all kinds of buildings— from tall towers made of marble to large houses covered in flowers. Although, some of the many structures were damaged and under repairs for whatever reason…

Grat-ra’zun focused on the palace up ahead. He saw heavily-armored [Knights] gathered there right at the courtyard. He saw the [Royal Guards] lining the ornate halls, and he saw the [Mages] studying in the libraries. But then his gaze went on ahead, until he arrived in the throne room.

There, he saw Kallistus Kal sitting down, giving orders to an [Archmage] and a group of his advisors. It was as Grat-ra’zun expected.

“The [Hero King] is still alive,” he whispered as he watched this scene unfold from high above the clouds. His eyes flickered, letting the realization slowly set in.  “But that is the case, then that means—”

“Guardian Angel Z357 is dead,” a voice replied.

And the Elder Dragon blinked. He immediately exited the scrying spell, but it was too late. He couldn’t react in time. A powerful strike dug into his back as he roared in pain. He looked back to see a familiar figure standing there, sword digging into his side.

“Kallistus Kal? But how…?” Grat-ra’zun stared in horror at the [Hero King].

The Elder Dragon couldn’t comprehend it. He had just seen Kallistus Kal down below, in the throne room at the city of Kalis. But now, the [Hero King] was here? Was it some kind of illusion? Some kind of trick?

Grat-ra’zun didn’t have time to think about it. He felt the blade of the [Hero King] dig deeper into his scales, and the Elder Dragon opened his mouth.

“BURN!” he screamed, unleashing the full might of his dragonfire at his enemy.

But even as his flames bathed the sky with their intensity, causing the clouds to evaporate, Kallistus Kal didn’t move. The [Hero King] took the full force of the Elder Dragon’s flaming breath without flinching.

Grat-ra’zun paused when he realized his attack had been wholly ineffective. His flames faded away, and he just gaped at Kallistus Kal.

“What…?”

“I have grown much stronger since we last met,” Kallistus said. “You are now nothing but a pest to me.”

And the [Hero King] swung up once, shearing off one of the Elder Dragon’s wings. Grat-ra’zun began to tumble from the sky as Kallistus Kal leapt back with a sadistic smile.

The two of them fell next to each other as Grat-ra’zun roared in pain. The world spun around him. Everything was a daze, and his back burned in pain, But still, he saw a flash of purple light through his mind’s haze.

Kallistus Kal raised his sword, aiming the weapon at the Elder Dragon, ready to finish the job. Somehow, he was far stronger than before, and there was nothing Grat-ra’zun could do to fight back. Which meant there was only one option for the Elder Dragon.

He had prepared himself to make a quick escape even before he had come here. Because he had been afraid he would be overpowered by the [Hero King]’s goons once more. And while the Elder Dragon didn’t expect this situation to arise, he was still ready to escape.

So he raised his claw and bellowed, “[Pre-Cast Spell: Greater Teleportation]!”

It was a Skill that let him prepare a spell— any spell, even if it was a ritual— before a battle. This time, he opted for a teleportation spell, which would bring him to a set location he had in mind. He hadn’t wanted to go there, because his pride wouldn’t let him ask for the help of others. But he knew when to run, and he knew when he had to abandon his pride. So his body flashed.

The [Hero King]’s brows snapped together. He shouted something, before swinging down with his glowing sword. But it was too late. The Elder Dragon was gone.

And Kallistus Kal’s attack struck nothing but the air. He continued to bumble down alone, before he landed in the middle of a forest. He gritted his teeth as he dug his blade to the ground, and he whispered to himself.

“Coward.”


Chapter 7

The World System was evil. Well, maybe. Noele didn’t know for sure. Even after consulting with Arthur, a former [Priest], a former Lich King, and a former Vessel of the Voidgod, she still had no answers. He couldn’t help her— no one could. After all, this was such a ridiculous assertion. No sane person would ever utter such a statement. The only ones who would believe such a thing were those who worshiped the Void.

The Sect of the Abyssal Thorns, was a contemporary example. Although, there were many such similar groups in the past. They believed that the World System was an oppressive power, and instead they chose to draw their strength from the Fal-Deus.

They were the only ones the Noble Spellsword could turn to for answers. They could shed some light for her on the truth behind the World System. But there was only one problem with that.

The Fal-Deus— the entity which was the God of the Void and claimed to be the True God of Vacuos— was most definitely evil.

According to Arthur, he had seen its intentions. When it had possessed him, he had peered into its heart. And all he saw was darkness. All he saw was an unending rage. All he saw was a desire to destroy Vacuos.

And Amelia could concur with that fact. After all, she had said that she saved Vacuos from the Voidgod. So the fact that it only wanted destruction was indisputable.

There was no reliable source for Noele to learn more about the World System from. All she could do was speculate based on what those who worshiped the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns knew. That was how she came to her decision today to leave Wolfwater.

It was a decision she had made on her own. She hadn’t told anyone else about it just yet. But she thought it would be appropriate to first confide with the person who brought her back here to her home.

Noele sought out her mentor— Amelia.

It was early in the morning when the blonde girl stepped out of her papa’s farm. She made the short walk to the farming village— or rather, it was called a farming town now, considering its size. Noele took her time as she took in the sights all around her.

When she first made her returned, she observed how Wolfwater had changed drastically since she was a child. The farming village had grown significantly larger after the first attack of the Miststorm Riders a decade ago. And those changes she noticed were still quite new to her.

There were new buildings— more houses and more farms. There was even a large inn for passing travelers, when there had been no proper place to stay for those who were stopping by in the past. And there were even now a few taverns too, while there had only been a single one back then.

However, ever since Noele returned to Wolfwater, she had seen even more changes develop firsthand. There was, obviously, Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant which Amelia started with Xakor. But that was what spurred the sudden growth in the farming village, that clearly made it into a town.

Noele spotted a second inn that had just finished its construction out of the corner of her eye. It was larger than the first inn, made to accommodate the growing number of visitors who were attracted by the rumors of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. There was also a new ‘market street’ as they called it growing by the day.

She wouldn’t really define it as a street, by any definition of the word. But there was a section in Wolfwater full of tents where the visiting [Traders] and [Merchants] laid out their goods to be sold.

And lastly, Noele heard word of a sort of town guard being set up. Apparently, Lucas, who was the highest-leveled [Hunter] in Wolfwater, was organizing a few of his friends to protect the farming town from nearby monsters and enforce law and order amongst the visitors.

So Wolfwater was growing to become quite the hub for travelers, thanks to Amelia and Xakor. Noele would have loved to stay here to continue watching the town grow. Perhaps, one day, it could even become a city.

Although… Noele wasn’t sure how feasible that idea was. But she didn’t want to leave— she wanted to continue witnessing this growth. And yet, she had to.

She had already resolved herself last night. She closed her eyes as she came to a halt right outside of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. It was still early in the morning, so the restaurant wasn’t open just yet. However, she could enter as she pleased.

Still, she paused, trying to steel herself. This was something that needed to be done. No one else was capable of doing it. Because she was one of the few who were free from the World System’s influence.

“Alright… let’s do this…”

Noele whispered as she pushed the doors open. She opened her mouth, looking up at her master standing in the middle of the room.

“Amelia—”

And she paused as she heard a cacophonous buzzing thunder back at her. The blonde girl froze at the sight of what she saw. A large shadow towered over the room. A mass of black and yellow figures gathered around, practically swarming over a brown-haired woman standing there.

Amelia looked up as she was covered from head-to-toe by the colony of the baby bastion bees.

“Oh, hey Noele.”

And the blonde girl just blinked. “Uh, can we talk… in private?”

“Well— that’s going to be a little bit hard,” Amelia said in response as the baby bastion bees continued swarming her.

—--

“So, I see you’re still having problems with the baby bastion bees,” Noele said, looking me up and down.

I could barely hear her words over the loud buzzing surrounding me. I looked down at myself. The baby queen bastion bee was clinging onto me, and the rest of her hive refused to leave her. So they surrounded me, following me wherever I went.

This was almost a familiar sight. Except, the last time around this happened, the baby bastion bees were attacking me. It didn’t hurt, of course. I was completely unbothered by their weak stingers. However, it was a lot more annoying than this.

This time around, they were just… there. They didn’t bother me, but they stuck close to me. Sometimes, they’d be flying around me in a swarm. Other times, they would just rest on me— which was honestly more uncomfortable than dealing with their constant attacks.

And considering that they weren’t doing anything other than following me, I didn’t know what I could do. When they had been attacking me, I could just tire them out. But right now, they saw me as their protector. They associated me with their safety. I was their sanctuary.

So I had no way to get rid of them. 

“I tried talking to Dorien,” I said as I gestured at the baby bastion bees. Their queen fluttered her wings when she realized I was looking down at her. She was resting on my shoulder like she was a bird or a butterfly. In reality, she was a terrifying-looking bee that was the size of my hand. “He said that I am going to have to bond with them until they can understand me.”

“Understand you?” Noele blinked, looking at me curiously. “Do you mean you have to learn an [Animal Speaking] Skill?”

I shook my head. “Nope— don’t ask me how it works either. But apparently they’ll be able to understand me in the same way Bucky understands us if I spend enough time with the baby bastion bees.”

“I… see.” The blonde girl just furrowed her brows. She was as perplexed as I was.

I didn’t question it. Instead, I shook my head as I leant back against a table. “Anyways, if you want privacy… I can’t really give you privacy, since these guys won’t leave me alone. However, if you don’t mind them, we can talk.”

She stared at the swarm of baby bastion bees as they circled around me. I watched as Noele chewed her lips for a moment, before she sighed.

“And what about Harlan or Edlyn?” she asked, glancing towards the empty kitchen. “Are they around?”

“Nope— I sent them out to stock up on our meat. But Arthur is in the back, getting ready for the day.” I gestured vaguely towards where the bathroom was. It wasn’t exactly a modern place to shower, however it did its job just fine.

“Arthur isn’t a problem,” the blonde girl said as she nodded at me. “Alright… I guess I can tell you this now. But how do I even say it?”

I looked on as she shifted her feet uncomfortably, muttering to herself. I just crossed my arms and waited. Until, finally, Noele was ready to speak. She stood up straight and looked me in the eyes.

And she said, “I have decided— I am leaving Wolfwater to hunt down the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns.”

—--

Noele had to leave Wolfwater. She enjoyed her time back in her hometown, but she had grown complacent while she was back here. Her growth had slowed significantly, and she spent most of her days sparring without any real progress.

It was nice. It was relaxing. However, it was also holding her back. This was quite evident by how she had put off her Class advancement for so long. It was exemplified by how it took being nearly murdered by Nicholas the Noble Knight and his team for her to actually grow stronger.

And it was because she was not put in any situation with real danger. She hadn’t pushed herself to her limits. So she couldn’t grow in any meaningful manner.

Noele understood this. That was one of the reasons why she decided to leave. However, that wasn’t the main reason she made this decision. After all, there was no reason for her to strive so hard to get stronger, right?

Except— now she had a reason. Now, she knew that the World System itself might be evil. And she needed to know more. To uncover the truth behind this web of lies that had muddled history for tens of thousands of years.

To do that, she needed to look further into the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns. They were the only ones who were even aware that there was something wrong with the World System. They could shed some light to her. And not just that— she needed to stop them. Because they were acting to carry out the will of the Void. Their goal was to bring about the destruction of all Vacuos.

And someone needed to stop them. Perhaps Amelia could do something about it. But the brown-haired woman was too busy running her restaurant. Not only that— she would also only ever intervene to protect the world if there was no other choice left in the matter.

Noele knew her master. So that was why the blonde girl decided to act. To tackle two issues at once. Both the question of the World System, and the threat of the Void.

“I am leaving Wolfwater,” she said as closed her eyes. “I shall hunt down the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns, and I will uncover the truth behind the World System. I will do what must be done.”

The Noble Spellsword raised her head, fully resolved to do whatever it took. She was prepared for her master to protest. After all, Amelia might have wanted Noele to stay and help with the restaurant. But instead of arguing about it—

“That’s a good idea,” Amelia said instantly. “It’ll be a good next step in your training.”

Noele blinked a few times as she stared at the brown-haired woman. Well… it was a bit hard to see through the veil of a hundred giant bees. But still, the blonde girl just gaped in confusion.

“You’re not against me leaving Wolfwater? You know I won’t be able to help out anymore, right? And wait— training? What do you even mean by training?”

Amelia waved a hand dismissively as she took a step back. “I have plenty of help now, with Jax and Arthur and Edlyn. So you don’t need to worry about me. And what do you mean by what do I mean by training?”

“It’s exactly what it sounds like,” Noele said as she shook her head.

“I’m your mentor, remember?” Amelia replied casually.

The blonde girl just pursed her lips. “That is true. But you haven’t really given me any… actual training.”

“What do you mean by that? Come on— remember that time I, uh…” For a moment, Amelia hesitated, biting her lower lip.

Noele continued to stare at her master.

Amelia mulled over it for another second. And then she snapped her fingers as she looked up. “ Remember that time I dropped you in that cave full of giant centipedes?”

“That was literally the only time you ever trained me. It was also the first time we met. It has been almost a year since then.”

“Has it really been nearly a year?” Amelia blinked, before whistling. “Wow, time really flies when you’re having fun.”

“Amelia…” Noele gave her master a flat stare.

Amelia sighed then shrugged. “Look, I know I’m not the best mentor. But I do think this will be good for you. That’s why I’m all for it. Just— don’t die, or whatever.”

“Thanks, I’ll try my best.” The blonde girl rolled her eyes as she took a step back.

Honestly, she should have expected this from her master by now. And the fact that Amelia seemed to be at least a little bit worried was nice to hear.

“Seriously, though,” Amelia said as she spoke over the buzzing of the baby bastion bees. “You have already painted quite a large target on your back, considering everything you’ve done. The Sect of the Abyssal Thorns definitely want you dead. You should be careful.”

“That’s true. But I’m already aware of that. That’s another reason why I should do this.” Noele shook her head.

Amelia raised a brow. “So you can get back at them for all the times they’ve attacked you?”

“Partially that, sure,” the blonde girl said with a nod. “However, more importantly, I’ll be away from Wolfwater. So the town will be safe and unaffected.”

“I mean, I’m here,” Amelia said with a shrug. “I’m pretty sure the town is quite safe with me around to protect it.”

In response, Noele could only grimace. That made her master blink.

“What? You don’t trust me?”

“...sorry to say, Amelia, but I don’t really think you’re that reliable,” Noele finally said, trying to put it as lightly as possible.

“I’ve saved your life, like, a dozen times,” the brown-haired woman protested.

And Noele replied accusingly. “After you endangered it just as many times!”

“Well… that’s besides the point.” Amelia shrank back and scratched the back of her head. “Now, I won’t be there to save if things go bad.”

“But that’s the point,” Noele said as she looked down at herself. She placed a hand on her chest and met her master’s gaze. “How can I grow if I don’t test myself? How can I grow if I don’t push myself to my limits? How can I grow if you’re always there to save me? That’s why I need to go. For myself, for those I love, and for the sake of the world.”

The brown-haired woman stared at her student for a long moment. The two remained locked in silence— besides the buzzing of the bastion bees.

Finally, Amelia casually remarked, “You’re really quite the hero, aren’t you? Well, as I said at the start, I think this is a good idea. You should go ahead, although don’t get yourself in too much trouble. And make sure you stop by from time to time, alright?”

“Of course.” Noele smiled in return, seeing the genuine care on her master’s face. “How can I resist returning to try more of your amazing cooking?”

“Now you’re just patronizing me.” Amelia rolled her eyes, before giving a small smile.

Noele was glad this went over smoothly. But next up, she had to bid farewell to her parents. And that might play out a little bit more difficult.


Chapter 8

After speaking with Amelia, Noele said her goodbyes to both Bucky and Arthur. The chicken actually stopped eating to cuddle against the blonde girl’s legs for a while. Arthur was less bothered about the news.

The former Lich King wasn’t that close to Noele. They were close acquaintances at best. And that was partly due to the blonde girl’s fault. After all, she had been against sparing him at first, when Amelia had decided to give him a second… or third, or fourth, or whatever chance at life.

So Noele had been apprehensive to even approach Arthur when he started working at Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. It took her a while to warm up to him. In fact, she only began to actively talk to him after he had helped save her life against Nicholas.

But now she was already leaving.

“Good luck,” that was all he said.

“Thanks.”

Noele waited for Harlan and Edlyn to return to say goodbye to them as well. The two of them were barely acquaintances with the blonde girl. However, Noele had saved Harlan’s life a few times, and she knew he admired her. So the least she could have done was tell him she was leaving. They had a short conversation, before Noele took her leave.

On her way out, she passed by Jax who was coming to clock in for her for the day. He had become a regular part-time employee at this point. And when Noele opened her mouth to tell him she was leaving, he interrupted her.

“I know. I heard everything you said.” The elf pointed at his ears.

And Noele blinked, before giving him a small smile. “Well, I’ll miss our sparring sessions.”

“Hopefully you’ll be strong enough to give me a real challenge when you return,” Jax snorted in response.

She also caught Dorien while she was leaving Wolfwater. He just waved at her, and she returned the gesture. She was used to not seeing the [Druid] for long periods of time, so they didn’t need to give each other a long farewell.

And with that, that was everyone Noele needed to speak to at Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. So she then headed back for her Papa’s farm to deal with a more difficult farewell.

—--

“This is a bit sudden, isn’t it?” Nolan asked as he settled down into a chair.

He was still dressed in his working clothes, drenched in sweat with a towel slung over his shoulder. He rubbed his temples as he tried to process what Noele was saying. Nicole walked up to him from behind and placed a hand on his shoulder.

“She’s all grown up now, dear,” Nicole said as she looked up at her daughter. “We can’t tell her what to do, and she’s already traveled all around Laxo on her own.”

Noele bit her lower lip as she saw her Papa’s reaction to the news.

Nolan shook his head as he leant back in his chair. “I understand that. But still— shouldn’t you give us more of a heads-up?”

He looked towards his daughter. And the blonde girl shuffled her feet.

“Sorry, Papa. I spent a lot of time thinking about it, but I need to do this. For all of our sake.” Noele didn’t elaborate any further.

She knew her parents wouldn’t question her that much. After all, she was a well-renowned adventurer. While not everything she dealt with was quite as grand of a scale as what she was setting off to do right now, they knew better than to press her over something she didn’t want to share.

As an adventurer, Noele had witnessed many terrible things throughout the years. Any adventurer like her would come to understand that the world was not a kind place. That was why so many adventurers quit in under a year, or simply kept to dealing with jobs around their city.

Nolan and Nicole both knew just how much stress it took to be an adventurer. So they didn’t question their daughter. But still, they cared for her. They were worried about her. They had always been worried about her, even when she had run away from Wolfwater to pursue her dreams.

“I understand that you have a duty— that you have responsibilities,” Nolan finally said as he got back to his feet. “But you should at least give us a day to come to terms with this. The last time you left us… you didn’t return for years.”

Noele pursed her lips when she heard that. She closed her eyes and lowered her head.  “I know, and I’m sorry.”

She thought about how many times she had wanted to come back— but she decided against it, wanting to only return after she had become an A-ranked adventurer. Even if she stayed in communication with her parents. It still hurt her to be separated from them for so long.

“This time,” the blonde girl said as she raised her head. “I promise you, I will return whenever I think about you. Whenever I start to feel like I miss you. I will come back.”

“Don’t say that,” Nicole chuckled, taking a step forward. “You’re putting too much pressure on yourself. I know you have many important matters you need to address, so you can take your time, my sweet little pumpkin pie. As long as you do return.”

“Mama…” Noele flushed when she heard the nickname.

Nolan scowled as he crossed his arms. “Why are you dissuading our daughter from visiting us more often? We hadn’t seen her for years, and we’ve only spent a few months back together.”

“And we will have plenty more time to spend with her once she’s done with what she needs to do. Isn’t that right?” Nicole said, turning to the blonde girl.

Noele paused for a moment, wondering if that was even possible if she failed. If she uncovered that the World System was evil, and she was killed for it. She would never see her parents ever again if that happened. Even if Amelia ultimately saved the world— which was not even a given.

Noele shook her head, dismissing the grim thoughts, before nodding. “That’s right, I will stay for longer when I return. But… I think you’re right too, Papa.”

She turned to Nolan, and he blinked. She held his gaze.

“I don’t need to leave right now. Not yet, anyway. So I can stay for another day.”

“...are you sure?” Nolan asked apprehensively, but his eyes lit up, betraying the tone of his voice.

“I am certain.” Noele nodded and walked up to her parents. “It’s just one extra day, right?”

She smiled at the two of them. They exchanged a glance, before moving to hug the blonde girl.

“You’ve really grown a lot, haven’t you?” Nolan said as he tightly clutched his daughter.

“Nora would be very proud to see how far you’ve come,” Nicole said with a kind smile.

Noele closed her eyes as she embraced them. “Thank you, Mama, Papa.”

And while she was glad that she resolved this. There was still someone else she needed to talk to. But she wasn’t sure how to break it to him.

—--

Noele spent the rest of her day with her parents back at their farm. Nicole baked a delicious meat pie for dinner, and Nolan popped his best bottles of wine. They gathered around and ate and laughed until the sun began to set over the horizon.

When it was dark, Noele stepped out of the house to take a breath of fresh air. She didn’t invite Amelia or the others because she wanted to spend time with just her family. But the blonde girl knew that she still had the responsibility to inform one more person about her departure.

And she didn’t quite know how to break it to him. Unfortunately, she was left with no other choice when she saw his burly figure standing on the dirt path leading up to the house.

“Garron,” Noele whispered his name as she stared at him.

There he was— Garron the Steel Tank. A B-ranked adventurer. But considering his capabilities in combat, he was more than likely equivalent to any A-ranked adventurer. He had grown so much since Noele had met him.

And she had grown so much thanks to him too. After all, they helped train each other. They were sparring partners, but more than that, they were partners in combat too. They complemented each others’ strengths and weaknesses throughout many battles. So they had developed quite a close relationship with each other.

Garron had even been staying over at the guest bedroom for the last few months. But she had avoided him for all of today. And she did so with good reason.

She didn’t say another word once she greeted him, watching him slowly walk up to the house. He normally wore quite the fierce face— like he was always scowling wherever he went. But when the blonde girl looked at the expression he wore right now, he simply looked worried.

“Noele…” He took in a deep breath, before glancing back in the direction of Wolfwater. “I heard from the others. You want to leave this town.”

Noele chewed her lower lip as she lowered her gaze. She felt guilty for not telling him about her decision sooner. But it wasn’t that she didn’t want to tell him about it.

“Garron, I’m sorry for not—” she started.

And he shook his head as he smiled at her. “It’s fine. You do not have to apologize to me. It must have been a tough choice for you to make, so I understand why you took so long to tell me.”

“Right.” Noele shifted her feet uncomfortably, knowing that was the reason why she felt so apprehensive right now.

“But—” Garron raised his head, wearing a resolved look on his face. “I want to go with you.”

And there it was. Noele closed her eyes, exhaling quietly as the Steel Tank continued.

“The Sect of the Abyssal Thorns is a dangerous organization, and we both know that they are after you. I understand that you want to protect those you care about by leaving Wolfwater, but then who is going to protect you? I know I may not be that strong just yet, but please— let me help you.”

Garron proffered an open hand, and Noele sighed. She looked up at the man standing before her. And she knew he wouldn’t understand why she was doing this. He couldn’t understand. Just like she couldn’t comprehend it until just a few days ago.

“You can’t come with me, Garron,” she whispered as she shook her head. “It’s a lot more complicated than you think.”

He blinked, then raised a brow. “What makes it so complicated, Noele?”

“I… I can’t tell you about it,” Noele replied as she thought of all the times the World System manipulated her memories. “But I can’t let you come with me. Not unless…”

The blonde girl didn’t elaborate. She didn’t know how to explain it. She simply stood there in silence, her face shadowed over as the warm light of her house illuminated her from behind.

Garron stepped forward as he spoke resolutely.

“I know you do not want to endanger my life—” he started.

“It’s not just about that, Garron,” Noele cut him off.

And the Steel Tank paused. He narrowed his eyes as he looked the blonde girl up and down. She turned away from him as she gritted her teeth.

“Noele— what is this about then?” Garron asked softly as he approached her from behind.

“I…” The blonde girl took in a deep breath, then shook her head. “I am sorry, but I cannot tell you the reason.” And she meant it literally. Because she couldn’t. Not because she didn’t want to.

But the Steel Tank didn’t know that. He just thought she was acting stubbornly. He opened his mouth, then caught himself. He stared at Noele for a long moment as the two were wrapped in silence.

FInally, Garron strode forward until he was standing in front of the blonde girl. She blinked as she caught a glimpse of his shadow looming over her. When she looked up, she saw a soft gaze staring down at her.

“If you can’t tell me, it’s fine,” he said as he looked into her eyes. “I understand that you must have a good reason for keeping whatever this is to yourself. But I still want to go with you, Noele.”

And that caught the blonde girl off-guard. She stared at him with round eyes as she tried to work her jaw.

“B-but… it’s dangerous,” she managed to muster out.

Garron shook his head. “I do not care if it is dangerous. The life of an adventurer is a dangerous life. I knew what I was getting into when I decided to become an adventurer all those years ago. And when I left Windrip, I did so to explore the world, not to be tied down to one farming town in the middle of the Astrad Kingdom.”

He spoke insistently as Noele could only stare at him, seeing the determination in his gaze. She listened as he placed a hand on his chest.

“I do not need to know why you wish to hunt down the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns. Just let me go with you, so I can help you. This is a selfish request from me, Noele.”

“I…” Noele’s lips quivered when she heard that. Even still, she wanted to reject his request. She didn’t want to bring him along with her. But why? Why didn’t she want Garron to follow her?

And that was when the Noble Spellsword realized she was being selfish— that she didn’t want him to get hurt. But he must have felt the same way. That was why he wanted to come with her. That was why he didn’t want her to leave Wolfwater on her own.

They were both being selfish. But only one of them could get what they wanted. And while Garron was steadfast in his resolve, Noele was… less so. So the blonde girl closed her eyes, mulling over her thoughts for a moment, before relenting.

“...fine,” she acquiesced as she raised her head. “I can’t stop you, Garron. But you must promise me one thing.”

“What is it, Noele?” he asked, tilting his head curiously at her.

“When I tell you the truth, you won’t doubt me. No matter how much you want to refuse to believe in what I have to say, you will listen to me. You will trust me. Even if you don’t want to.”

It was an unfair request to ask. But Noele had to ask it of the Steel Tank. He blinked, staring at her for a second, before he nodded.

“I understand,” Garron finally said. “I will trust you, no matter what.”

“Thank you.” Noele smiled in response.

Perhaps, one day, Garron would be able to find out about the truth. About why Noele was embarking on this quest. If he grew strong enough— if he outgrew the World System. But for now, the blonde girl remained alone in bearing this burden, and setting out for the truth.


Chapter 9

And then the next day came.

It was finally time for Noele to take her leave. It was a bittersweet day for her. The time she spent here back in her hometown had given birth to some of the most cherished memories of her life. All the moments she spent with her parents, with Amelia, and with her friends— she held them close to her heart.

As an adventurer, the Noble Spellsword never had much of a chance to form any kind of attachment with others. She always moved at her own pace, and most adventurers didn’t want to take the risks she did. That was why she left them behind. That was why she never formed any permanent bond on her rise to become a B-ranked adventurer.

And then she met Amelia who helped her rise to an A-ranked adventurer with the strength of an S-ranked adventurer. She met Garron who somehow managed to keep up with her despite being a full rank beneath her. She met Bucky, Xakor, Harlan, Jax, and even Arthur. A plethora of people who remained in her life for longer than a mere few weeks as she tried to finish a mission.

Now, she was going to leave it all behind once again. Certainly, she was finally going to make progress as an adventurer again. She knew she had stagnated quite a bit since coming back here. However, after being gone from her home for years… it was comforting.

So that made the blonde girl’s departure feel melancholic to her. Even if she was looking forward to getting back on the road, she couldn’t help but tear up as all her friends and family gathered by her farm to see her off at the break of dawn.

Nolan, Nicole, Amelia, Bucky, Harlan, Arthur, Dorien, and a handful of Noele’s old family friends showed up. Even the bastion bees were there, buzzing off to the side, keeping a close distance to Amelia. Everyone that was gathered here had all already said their goodbyes yesterday, so there wasn’t really any long sentimental moment when the blonde girl left.

“Good luck,” Amelia said as she nodded at her apprentice. “Hopefully you’ll be able to stop the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns, and maybe figure out if the World System really is evil.”

Noele bit her lower lip, hearing her master’s words. She looked over her shoulder, but no one else seemed to have overheard them. Which was good.

“Amelia… you can’t just say that out loud,” the blonde girl sighed.

“Say what out loud?” Amelia asked with a raised brow.

Noele shook her head. “It’s nothing…”

Amelia crossed her arms with a frown. “Also, do you even know where to begin? Last I heard, the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns is quite elusive. Do you have a lead or anything?”

“Honestly? Not really,” Noele replied casually. “But I’m sure Garron and I will figure something out.”

“Please do,” Amelia said, shaking her head. “Because if you guys fail, and the Voidgod returns, I’ll be the one who has to deal with that mess.”

Noele rolled her eyes in response. It sounded like a selfish statement at first, but she knew her master well enough to understand that that was a show of affection. Amelia was essentially telling the blonde girl to stay safe out there— just in a roundabout way.

“Don’t worry,” Noele said as she drew back. “We’ll come running back to you before that happens.”

Amelia snorted, then smiled. Noele grinned as she swept her gaze over her hometown once again, then looked towards her parents. The blonde girl nodded back at them one last time.

“I’ll visit, I promise,” she said, and with that she waved goodbye.

Noele bid her farewells as she walked down the road, turning back to face her life in Wolfwater one last time. Then she joined Garron. The Steel Tank was waiting for her from the side. He wasn’t really close with most of the people gathered here. He was only in this farming town because of Amelia, then he remained because of Noele.

Now, both Noele and Garron were going to leave Wolfwater behind together. The two of them trudged through the dirt road, passing by the flourishing farmlands all around them. Much of the crops and greenery that had been burnt or destroyed by the Miststorm Riders had grown back thanks to the combined efforts of Dorien and the [Farmers] in the region.

After a long moment of silence, Garron spoke up as he glanced at her.

“How do you feel?”

“Me?” Noele asked as she looked towards her lone companion.

He nodded, and she came to a halt. She looked back towards Wolfwater, but it was now a long distance away. The crowd that had come to say goodbye to her was gone. It made her feel a sense of emptiness inside. She closed her eyes, then shrugged.

“I feel… somber,” she said as she opened her eyes. But then she turned to Garron and felt at ease. “But also— glad that you’re here.”

Garron blinked a few times, then he smiled back at her. “Well, I’m glad to be here.”

“Good.” Noele spoke simply, looking towards the distant horizon as the sun slowly rose over the horizon. It pained her, but she knew this was for the best. “Because we’ll be gone for a while.”

—--

And with that, Noele was gone.

It was strange, really. She had been the first person I truly got to know in Vacuos. While I met plenty of people before her— from Brynn to Garron to Justyn… to even Arthur, even if he was the Lich King at that point.

But most of everyone else, I had gotten to know only briefly. They didn’t do much else to help me. I was fine with that because I wanted to be left alone. And then I met Noele.

She forced me to be her apprentice, and in return, she’d pay me money. Now— she didn’t actually pay me the full amount. But I was fine with that, since I didn’t actually teach her much either. So we both kind of lied to each other in a way.

However, Noele had helped me out a lot— she helped me figure out my way around this world. Because of her, I managed to gain my bearings while here in Vacuos, rather than stumbling around in the dark.

So I couldn’t help but feel a little bit sentimental when I saw her go. I knew she wasn’t going to stick around forever, and she had gone off on her own adventures a handful of times. But usually, they were short stints, and I knew she’d return soon enough.

This time around, I didn’t know when she’d return. Maybe she’d return in a few months, if things got really bad. Or maybe she’d return in a few years. I knew she might drop by from time to time, but the question was— when?

I didn’t know the answer to that. And that was why I felt this emotional about Noele’s departure. Perhaps if there was a way for me to continue communications with her while she was gone… but no.

Our [Message] Scroll was destroyed during the battle with the Vessel of the Voidgod. And acquiring a new one wasn’t easy. Nicole had tried inquiring around Whiteridge whenever she went out of town, only to no avail.

I closed my eyes as I stood outside of my restaurant, hearing the distant loud buzzing of the gathered bastion bees. They still stuck close by me, but they learned how to at least stay a few feet apart, rather than being literally on me.

“What now?” I asked myself in a whisper.

I looked up as the sun made its way up the sky, marking the start of a new morning. I heard the front door of my restaurant swing open, and Harlan stepped out. He walked towards me, despite the swarm of baby bastion bees gathered around me.

“Hey, Amelia,” he called out.

And I glanced back at him. “What’s up?”

“Edlyn needs your help in the kitchen. We also need to get ready to open the restaurant soon, and…” Harlan glanced at the swarm of baby bastion bees. “They might scare away a few customers if anyone sees them out here.”

“Right.” I nodded at him. “I’ll be right there.”

“Alright, but don’t take too long. Or else you’ll scare off the morning rush of customers.” He disappeared back into the restaurant as he waved a hand dismissively.

I rolled my eyes, then looked back up at my restaurant. I stared at the life I had built here. What I had managed to accomplish with Xakor’s help, then proceeded to grow on my own. With Harlan, Arthur, Edlyn, and Jax working for me, and with Bucky and these baby bastion bees. It was what I always wanted. A normal life.

Even if Noele was gone, I still had all these things around me. So I could still go back to my normal life now, not worrying too much about what came next.

I turned around, smiling as I made my way back into the restaurant.

I just hoped that nothing was going to show up all of a sudden and completely derail my normal life.

—--

“Here it is,” the man said as he saw the farming town in the distance.

He was dressed in ragged garbs. His face was creased with wrinkles. He looked tired. Worn out from a long and dangerous journey. But there was an elation evident in his expression. A smile that tugged at his lips when he realized he had finally arrived at his destination.

It was Wolfwater. A small farming village, or so he was told. But by the looks of it, it looked more like a town. It was crowded, filled with life and laughter. A makeshift wall was being constructed around the perimeter of the town, and a steady stream of travelers came and went from the gate.

The man was glad to see that it was not the barren village that it had been made out to be. There was actually going to be a place for him to recover when he arrived. A comfortable bed to fall asleep. It was a soothing sight because he knew that a long rest awaited him here. But there was more to it than just that. There was a reason why he felt like he had reached salvation here beyond simple reprieve.

He had come here for a specific reason. To fulfill a purpose he had been given. He had set out months ago, but it was only now he had arrived. And that was why he was so relieved.

Sinking to his knees, he sighed softly. “Finally, after so long, I have found you…”

He whispered quietly to himself. His eyes fluttered shut, and he recalled a brown-haired girl. A familiar face. A bored face usually, accompanied by an annoying tone of voice. He remembered her vividly, and he smiled.

“I have finally found you, Amelia.”

—--

It was another day working at Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. Noele had left this morning, and it was a somber moment for me. But now that a few hours had passed, I managed to return to my routine of cooking, so I pushed my worries about her aside for now.

After all, it was another busy day today with even more customers than before. Harlan rushed in and out of the kitchen as he served meals and took orders.

“Order for table 1— and I’ll be right with you shortly!” I could hear his muffled voice through the kitchen walls.

Arthur manned the bar, preparing a variety of both alcoholic and non-alcoholic drinks. Even though he had no [Bartender] Skills, he had bought a book on bartending, and practiced quite a bit on his own, so now he had quite the knack for drink-making. From where I stood in the kitchen, I could hear the shaking of ice in metal cups, before seeing the light of the flaming tricks he played before finishing a cocktail as his audience cooed.

Not all of my employees were enthusiastic workers, of course. When I poked my head out briefly into the common room of the restaurant, I spotted Jax glaring at a table as he tightly gripped a pen and paper and waited to take an order from an indecisive customer.

Edlyn wasn’t as obviously upset about working here as the elf was. In fact, she seemed to have warmed up quite a bit here in this kitchen compared to when she first arrived. She prepared her dishes effortlessly, working up quite the sweat as she wore a small smile on her face.

“Order’s up!” she called out, then handed a platter of steaming dishes to Harlan.

She nodded at him, and he smiled back at her. They two exchanged quick conversation, before separating. And she returned to the kitchen station as I turned to her.

“Are you enjoying yourself?” I asked casually as I chopped up some vegetables.

The [Royal Chef] blinked, then sputtered, “W-what? Me?”

She backed up warily like I had just accused her of murder.

“I-I wasn’t slacking off! I wouldn’t do such a thing!”

Well, she’s still nervous, but at least she’s not on the verge of tears like when she first got here. I rolled my eyes back at her, before shaking my head. “I wasn’t accusing you of anything. Honestly, I’m glad that you managed to befriend Harlan. I was afraid you’d be lonely here in Wolfwater.”

“I… what?” Edlyn stared at me for a moment.

“Also, it’s fine to enjoy yourself,” I said, waving a hand dismissively.

Edlyn didn’t respond. Her gaze was fixed on my waving hand. I looked down and realized I had been waving my knife hand. She stared at the knife for a long moment, and I lowered it with a sigh.

“Don’t be so uptight, alright?” I tried to reassure the [Royal Chef].

In response, she stiffly nodded. She didn’t look convinced, but I wasn’t going to try to force her to believe that I wasn’t as scary as she thought right now. I still had a long day ahead of me, so I just went back to cooking for now.

Everything had been going swimmingly so far today. But that was because of one reason and one reason only. I looked up from a boiling pot as I heard a buzzing sound enter the room from the window. I bit my lower lip, and I glanced to the side.

“Oh, good morning. So you’re finally awake, huh?” I said as I stared at the round figure flying there.

It was small and colorful— with black stripes and a pale golden chitin of a body. It had glowing red eyes, but it wasn’t glaring at me. It was a monster, except not really.

She was the baby queen bastion bee, and she looked at me groggily. “Bzzzt.”

I pursed my lips, watching as she flitted over to me. After having clung to me for a few days, barely taking a nap whenever she was resting on the palm of my hand, I had finally gotten her to fall asleep back in her hive. Granted, I had to literally babysit her by waiting by her side until she passed out.

However, after only six hours of sleep, she was already awake. It was troubling. I really hoped she would fall back to sleep before she reached me. However, she landed on my shoulder, and I couldn’t help but sigh.

Now, it wasn’t that I disliked her or anything. But as a literal monster, she had brought quite a bit of trouble to my restaurant, mostly through terrifying both my customers and my help. And right now, there was someone else in the kitchen who was already antsy just being around me.

Edlyn froze where she stood as she stared at the baby bastion bee lying on my shoulder. She looked like she wanted to scream, but she was too scared to make a noise to attract the sacred monster’s attention.

“Calm down,” I said as I placed a hand on the baby queen bastion bee. “I promise you, she won’t hurt you.”

Edlyn barely registered my words. I bit my lower lip, seeing the way she slowly backed away, still holding a spatula in one hand and a filet of steak in the other hand. I looked back down at the baby bastion bee as she snuggled against my neck.

“Look, you don’t have to be scared, it’s only one of them—” I started.

And then I heard a buzzing coming from the window. The rest of the baby bastion bees came swarming into the kitchen, searching for their queen. I pinched the bridge of my nose as I murmured under my breath.

“Spoke too soon.”

Edlyn screamed, dropping the perfectly good piece of steak and the knife. She sprinted out of the kitchen as the baby bastion bees swarmed towards me. I closed my eyes as I heard a commotion growing outside in the common room. Harlan rushed to the kitchen as the ruckus grew louder, and he turned to me.

“Amelia— what’s going…?” he asked, then stared at me, surrounded by the baby bastion bees. “Oh.”

That was all he said. I nodded back at him with a wry smile.

“Yeah…”

“They’re really proving to be much more of a pain in the ass than you thought they’d be, huh?” Harlan remarked as he crossed his arms.

He didn’t seem too worried being in such close proximity to the monsters. Not when he had seen much worse than this. I shook my head and looked down at the baby bastion bee. She stared back up at me with round eyes.

“It’s annoying… but also kind of endearing at the same time.” I brought a finger up and patted her on the head. “I also need to come up with a name for you soon, don’t I?”

Harlan chuckled, and I lowered my head.

“But what do I do now?” I asked as I stared at the swarm of baby bastion bees gathered around me. All of them were wide away now, especially after hearing Edlyn’s scream.

Unfortunately for me, Harlan had no answer in return.


Chapter 10

For now, I stepped out of the kitchen and let Edlyn return to continue cooking. She was both a better and far more efficient cook than me, so that was why I chose to excuse myself. Now, it might have seemed cruel for me to go and take a break while forcing my employee to take on my workload. However, not only did she actually enjoy cooking and trying out my unique recipes, but I also would have preferred to continue working in the kitchen. Unfortunately, I had a far more important task— a far more boring task.

And that was to lead the baby bastion bees out of the kitchen. Now, while they were bees— so they didn’t feast on anything besides pollen and honey— they could still contaminate the food here. I didn’t want that. But I also couldn’t really communicate with the baby bastion bees as of right now. Because of that, I had no other choice.

I had to step out of the kitchen through the window and hide myself in their small stone fortress of a hive. The baby bastion bees followed their queen, and their queen followed me. And I wanted to keep them all out of view from my customers. That was why I excused myself to a place where nobody else could see me.

When I stepped inside, I saw the twelve nursing bees flitting about as they made walls and walls of honeycombs. I waved at them, then took a seat on the ground.

“Hey, how are you doing?” I asked casually.

The main nursing bee flitted down to meet me. She looked down at me, then she looked at the swarm of baby bastion bees accompanying me. The new queen was still resting on my shoulder, cuddling up to my neck as she made soft buzzing noises.

“Bzzzt… bzzzzzt…”

I eyed the relaxed expression she wore on her face, then I looked back up. The nursing bee gave me an apologetic look. I shook my head.

“It’s fine,” I said as I leant back against the rock wall. “I just have to figure this out somehow.”

I stared at the swarm of baby bastion bees. They buzzed cacophonously all around me, echoing in the small cave-like chamber.

“...yeah, I’m not getting any ideas.” I sighed as I closed my eyes.

I massaged my temples for a moment, trying to figure out a solution— a way to resolve this problem. Because I couldn’t just babysit the baby bastion bees forever. I had a job… a life I needed to get back to. While I understood that this was the obligation I had undertaken when I said I’d help look after the baby bastion bees, I wasn’t expecting it to be this much of a hassle.

An idle thought crossed my mind. That perhaps I should just send them back to their mother. However, I quickly dismissed it. That would be too cruel. After all, the baby bastion bees saw me as their protector right now. In a sense, I was like their mother.

“Then what do I do?” I muttered under my breath.

This was the most difficult challenge I had faced ever since arriving here in Vacuos. No matter how hard I tried to think things through, I came up with no way out of this problem other than waiting for the baby bastion bees to grow up. And that wasn’t a real solution…

“I—” I opened my mouth to wonder aloud idly to myself.

But then I felt some soft and thin brushing against my face. I looked back down as my eyes blinked open and saw the baby queen bastion bee touching me with her feelers. She looked at me with a face of concern, clearly sensing my distress.

And she was trying to comfort me. I pursed my lips as the baby queen bastion bee stared at me with round eyes.

“...you’re really quite cute when you’re not attacking me,” I said, before patting her head with a finger.

She tilted her head back at me, then I turned back to face the rest of the swarm. I was definitely not going to send them back to their mother now. Even if this was a lot to work through and quite some stress for me, I was not going to just give up. I had to take things slowly with them, step by step, so for starters…

I looked at the baby queen bastion bee as she looked at me happily, glad that I am calmer now.

“I guess I could come up with a name for you while I’m waiting here,” I said, returning the smile.

—--

Edlyn stared at the sizzling pot as she stood alone in the kitchen of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. The last few days had been nice and relaxing. She had been starting to acclimate to working here in this crazy place. She had befriended Harlan, and she had actually been enjoying cooking and learning the strange recipes being served here.

It reminded her of back before she became a [Royal Chef]. Before she had to deal with the glitz and glam of the nobles of Astra Palace. And while Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant seemed to always be at max or near-max capacity, Edlyn actually enjoyed the rush of it all. It was a thrill she liked— hands-on cooking, very different from being the head [Chef] of a kitchen.

So her opinion of Amelia and this insane restaurant had started to change. Just like Harlan had told her it would. But then today came, and it had been a terrible day, completely reshifting her opinion back to what it once was.

First of all, the swarm of giant bees started to cling onto Amelia… again. This time around, they weren’t attacking her. Instead, they were just hovering around her— which was also incredibly strange. However, as long as they didn’t get too close to Edlyn, the [Royal Chef] didn’t really pay it any mind.

Unfortunately for her, that was exactly what happened. The baby bastion bees had been put to sleep, and they shouldn’t have been able to bother Amelia for the rest of the day. Or so was said. Then they came bursting into the kitchen, which made Edlyn scream and run out of fear.

She almost refused to return to the kitchen, even after Harlan tried to reassure her that everything was fine. Because this incident wasn’t all that shook her. Edlyn remembered just moments before the baby bastion bees came swarming in.

Amelia had threatened me, Edlyn thought as she closed her eyes. Harlan tried to tell the [Royal Chef] that that wasn’t the case. But Edlyn was certain it was true.

This had all just been an intimidation tactic by Amelia. First, she waved around a knife and spoke warningly— she said words of affirmation, but her body language said all that needed to be said. She wasn’t happy with Edlyn’s performance. Amelia was upset that Edlyn had started slacking off.

And then, to punctuate this point, Amelia had summoned the baby bastion bees in droves— to show that everyone and everything in this restaurant fully obeyed her.

So it wasn’t even Harlan’s words that convinced Edlyn to return to cooking. It was the clear and immediate threat Amelia had made to the [Royal Chef]. That was why Edlyn dragged her feet back into the kitchen, even if she wanted to flee from this farming town.

“If I escape, Amelia will find me,” Edlyn whispered as the pot began to froth at the edges. She stared blankly for a moment longer, then shook her head. “I have to stay… for the sake of the kingdom…”

She tried to find the resolve to continue working here in Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. As she did that, she moved the pot away from the burning fire, then began chopping up more fruits and vegetables.

But even as she mindlessly prepared dish after dish— a normally therapeutic act for her— no matter what Edlyn told herself, she could barely convince herself to stay here any longer.

“If even one more insane thing happened—” she started.

And then there was a flash of light coming from outside the window. Edlyn blinked, then paused what she was doing. She stared out the window, but saw nothing there. However, she was pretty sure the light came from the side of the window. So she had to poke her head out to see what it was.

“...do I even want to know what it was?” Edlyn asked herself hesitantly.

In response, she heard a loud crash. The ground shook, knocking over plates and pans from the kitchen counter. Edlyn caught herself, then took in a deep breath. She heard muffled shouts and screams coming from outside as a commotion grew in the common room.

“I have to check what it is,” she told herself as she walked up to the window.

She heard even more loud voices from outside, then she poked her head out of the window.

“I have seen… a lot since I’ve arrived here. It can’t be that bad—”

And Edlyn froze at what she saw. A massive crimson figure was lying in a crater right outside of the restaurant. A small crowd had gathered by its side, whispering and pointing at it. It was a figure that Edlyn had never seen before in her entire life. But she took one look at those massive wings and those glistening scales, and she knew what it was lying there in an instant.

It was a Dragon.

Edlyn closed her eyes as she processed that sight. And then she fainted.

—--

I heard the loud thud, and then a small tremor washed over the ground. The walls of the stone hive shook, sending the baby bastion bees into a frenzy. I looked up with a frown as I heard the muffled sound of a commotion from the outside.

There were a few shouts. A handful of screams. I couldn’t make out what was being said, but it sounded like people were panicking about something. I glanced back at the queen baby bastion bee and nodded.

“Stay here,” I said as I rose to my feet. “I’ll check it out.”

Somehow, she understood me. She flitted off my shoulder, waiting back at the hive with the rest of her colony. The twelve nursing bees rushed protectively to her side as they all watched me go.

And I stepped out of the hive to the panicked screams of the people of Wolfwater and saw a familiar figure. A rather large figure. His golden scales were glinting under the sun, and he lay slumped over at the bottom of a large crater like he had fallen from the sky.

He was a dragon. Specifically, an Elder Dragon. And he was someone I knew.

“Grat-ra’zun…? What is he doing here?” I asked the question as I made my way to the back of the small crowd gathered around him.

They gave him a wide berth, standing a few feet away from the crater in fear. And that was just the onlookers who remained. Most had fled the scene at the sight of the dragon.

Before I could approach him to question what was going on, a voice shouted over the crowd.

“Everyone get back!”

I glanced to the side and saw a group of men armed with crossbows make their way to the crater. They immediately formed a perimeter around the crater, keeping the crowd from getting too close. I recognized the man leading them as he stepped to the front and produced a badge.

He was Lucas, Wolfwater’s highest-leveled [Hunter]. And he was dressed in a strange uniform like he was a guardsman.

“Who are you?” an onlooker asked, staring at the group of armed men in confusion.

“Town watch,” Lucas said with a nod. “We’ll handle this from here!”

“But that’s… a dragon,” someone else pointed out

A susurration swept over the crowd at that. It was pretty clear from a first glance that the creature lying in the crater was a dragon. However, to have that be said out loud seemed to stir up all those who were gathered.

But Lucas wasn’t phased. He shook his head and began to usher the crowd away.

“We don’t know if that’s a dragon. Just because it looks like a dragon doesn’t mean it is one. For all we know, it could be a wyvern. But what matters the most is that everybody here clears the scene and lets us handle it.”

I watched as the crowd began to disperse because of the town guard. They cordoned off the area, and I was prepared to be chased away too. However, Lucas turned to me with a knowing smile.

“Amelia,” he said as he nodded my way. “I won’t ask any questions. I’ll just let you handle this when everyone’s gone.”

I blinked a few times back at him, realizing that he was trying to help me. “Wait, how do you know that I have something to do with this?”

“I mean, do you?” Lucas asked, tilting his head at me.

I glanced between him and Grat-ra’zun. For a moment, I just shifted where I stood as I pursed my lips. And finally, I replied with a sigh.

“…probably.”

—--

Grat-ra’zun had no other choice. He didn’t want to turn to her for help, but there was nothing else that could be done.

He had prepared a teleportation spell to seek her out if he discovered that Guardian Angel Z357 was truly dead. Which was an outrageous possibility in and of itself. After all, how could the protector of Vacuos, assigned by the World System itself, that had repelled the Void over ten thousand years ago, have been defeated by a mere [Hero King]?

The Elder Dragon found out the answer to that question soon enough. Even though he had just been there to investigate, not yet even planning on engaging in battle, he had been found out.

Kallistus Kal had discovered Grat-ra’zun before the Elder Dragon could even react. And in only a short few seconds, he had been maimed. Badly injured. One of his wings had been ripped off, and he would have been killed if he hadn’t teleported away.

That was quite the stark difference compared to the last time he had battled the [Hero King]. Back then, Kallistus Kal had to send a handful of his servants to ambush the Elder Dragon. And only when Grat-ra’zun was injured, did the [Hero King] join the battle.

Even then, it had been a tough and close fight. Grat-ra’zun ultimately lost because he had been outnumbered and hurt. But he knew that in a fair fight, he would have emerged victorious. And that was not him speaking because of his dragon’s pride. It was a fact which even Kallistus Kal knew, which was why he resorted to such dirty tactics.

Either way, that had completely changed now. The Elder Dragon had been forced to flee and seek out help from a human. And it wasn’t just any ordinary human. It was the most frustrating human he had ever had to deal with.

He had been forced to escape to a small farming town in search of Amelia.

Grat-ra’zun groaned as he cracked his eyes open. He dreaded what he was going to have to do to convince Amelia to hear him out, which was why he had refused to move, even as he heard the multitude of voices resound around him.

Most of the gathered crowd had already dispersed at this point, and now, there were only two figures standing by the edge of the crater. The first was the very same person he had been searching for. Amelia had her arms folded across her chest as she wore an apron over her shirt. Next to her, stood a [Druid] who was gesturing exasperatedly down at the Elder Dragon.

“I just need you to do me this one favor, Dorien. Come on, after everything I’ve done for you?”

“And I am telling you, Amelia, that I cannot heal a dragon.”

The two of them seemed to be arguing over Grat-ra’zun’s current state. Certainly, the Elder Dragon was injured during his brief battle with Kallistus Kal. But the biggest blow he had received was to his pride.

“Do you at least know if he is dying—” Amelia started.

And Grat-ra’zun sighed, finally rising to his feet. Both Amelia and Dorien blinked and looked down at the crater as soon as the Elder Dragon’s figure shifted. Grat-ra’zun grimaced, struggling to stand. However, he forced himself to stand tall. Even from the bottom of the crater, he towered over the humans, looking down at them as he straightened.

The [Druid] snorted and turned to Amelia. “Does that answer your question?”

“Well, yeah,” she replied as she scratched the back of her head. She looked back to the Elder Dragon and raised her brow. “So, uh, Grat-ra’zun… what brings you here to Wolfwater?”

Grat-ra’zun glanced between the two humans. He was bleeding and hurt. One of his wings was missing. And he was certain he couldn’t heal from his wounds without receiving special treatment, just like the last time he had been injured in battle to the [Hero King].

However, nothing pained him more than what he was about to say here.

“Amelia of Earth— I have come here seeking your help.”

And Amelia closed her eyes. “...of course you are.”


Chapter 11

Grat-ra’zun knew that talking to Amelia was going to be difficult. He had experienced dealing with her before. She had quite literally stormed his lair, destroyed all his traps, and made him beg for his life— all because of a misunderstanding.

So when he sought her out, he had anticipated the problems that were going to arise. Especially since he knew how brusque she could be. That was why he had gone over the various ways this conversation with her could go. And he had prepared a surefire speech to convince her to help him.

The Elder Dragon straightened as Amelia tilted her head.

“Your life is in danger, Amelia of Earth,” he started as he held her gaze. “And so is the lives of every single person living in Vacuos. This is an existential threat. An apocalypse in the making. You must understand, but—”

“Is this about the Void?” Amelia asked, cutting him off.

And the Elder Dragon blinked, taken aback. Perhaps he shouldn’t have been so surprised, considering what she had shown him back in his lair. He remembered that moment so vividly. After all, she had…

Amelia had ripped a hole in space.

She created a rift that peered into the Void. And when she did that, she claimed to have destroyed an entity called the Voidgod. That had baffled Grat-ra’zun. Not only had a human survived in the Void, but she had thrived within it.

So it was expected that she had an inkling of an idea as to what the Elder Dragon was talking about. He had anticipated her to know what was going on to a certain extent. But it was the casual way which she broached the subject matter which had confuddled him.

Still, he had readied himself to adapt to her odd personality. So he swiftly moved on to the next subject.

“While I understand you do not perceive the Void as an existential threat,” Grat-ra’zun said, nodding his head. “It has exceeded danger levels ever before seen in this world. Even Guardian Angel—”

“Z is dead, yeah,” Amelia said, crossing her arms. “I know that too.” 

And once again, the Elder Dragon paused. He stared at her for a moment. “How do you know…? Nevermind.”

He shook his head as she gave him a flat stare and said, “Look, I feel bad for Z, but he was just doing his duty. It’s not my responsibility to fix his failures. Just because he didn’t succeed, doesn’t mean I have to pick up where he left off.”

Amelia spoke dismissively, and the Elder Dragon just stared. The [Druid] glanced between the two of them, clearly not understanding what was going on.

Grat-ra’zun tried to take a step forward, but grimaced in pain. “Amelia of Earth, this threat of the Void goes beyond endangering Vacuos. I understand that you hold no connection to the people of this world—”

“Actually,” she interrupted him again, “I have quite a lot of friends I do care about. And can you please stop calling me that?”

The Elder Dragon blinked a few times. Everything he said, she always seemed to have a counter. How was he going to convince her to listen to him? He gritted his teeth as he tried to remain on his feet.

“...very well,” he sighed as he shook his head. “But I must insist that you still hear me out, Amelia.”

Amelia looked him up and down, seeing the resolve on his face. She closed her eyes, before she took a step back.

“Fine,” she said as she massaged her temples. “But can we have this conversation somewhere else? Because I don’t feel comfortable talking about all this out here in public.”

She gestured at their surroundings. Grat-ra’zun looked up. While the previously gathered crowd had mostly been dispersed, and a perimeter of guards had formed around the area, the Elder Dragon was not a tiny figure. Even from the bottom of the crater, just by standing up straight, he towered over this farming village.

Everyone within a mile from the crater could see his head poking up to the sky from inside their houses. Grat-ra’zun nodded as he looked back down at the brown-haired human.

“Where do you propose we move this conversation to, Amelia?” he asked curiously.

And she gestured at the building right next to them. “We can talk in Bucky’s Out Of this World Restaurant— my restaurant.”

“Wait, you have a restaurant now?” The Elder Dragon frowned as he stared at the small building. “...and how do you expect me to fit in there?”

“I dunno. Use your magic or something,” she replied flatly.

—--

As expected, an Elder Dragon’s magic allowed him to manipulate the fabric of space so that the dining hall grew in size tenfold to fit him within. From the outside, it looked like nothing had changed. But upon stepping into the room, the ceiling would seemingly rise up over a hundred feet, and the walls would recede back even further.

Now, my restaurant looked like it could seat hundreds of customers inside. If I had to guess, it had enough space for about five hundred customers before it reached max capacity. But perhaps that might have been too cramped. I’d have to take some measurements later.

Even though the room was significantly larger, Grat-ra’zun still barely fit inside of it. He had to curl up into a ball to avoid hitting both the ceiling and the walls. Most of the customers had vacated earlier when he came crashing down from the sky. Those who remained, I offered a refund and politely asked them to leave, so that I could have some privacy.

“Hmph, I do not specialize in spatial magic,” the Elder Dragon huffed as he looked at the walls of the room. “Perhaps if given more time, I could enlarge the room even further. But this will make due for now.”

“If you’re any good at wood magic, could you do me a favor and make some extra tables and chairs for me too?” I said as I gestured at all the empty space. “Just a few dozen works for now.”

Grat-ra’zun gave me a sidelong glance, then scoffed and conjured up a handful of identical tables and chairs to the ones I currently had. He gave me an exasperated look as he met my gaze.

“Are you satisfied, Amelia?”

“Not really,” I said as I placed a hand on my chin. “Maybe if you create a few more tables and chairs, and maybe give refurbish their design—”

“Good, I’m glad to hear you are satisfied,” the Elder Dragon said, cutting me off.

I stared at him for a moment, then shrugged. “Well, it was worth trying. So, what do you want me to do?”

I asked as I leant back in a chair. Grat-ra’zun sat across from me. But the table was so small compared to his size, he was practically up in front of my face.

He closed his eyes as he heard my question.

“It is not such a simple matter that I can answer your question with a single statement, Amelia.”

“I feel like by that you mean you don’t think you can convince me to help you with a single statement,” I said as I raised a brow.

“That is also true,” Grat-ra’zun sighed. “However, this issue is complex. For you see, while it involves the problem of the Void—”

“Which I’ve already dealt with once before, by the way,” I interjected, before pausing. I glanced over my shoulder and saw Arthur, the former Lich King and former Vessel of the Voidgod, standing at the bar, looking wide-eyed at the Elder Dragon standing in the room. “Actually, twice now.”

And the Elder Dragon nodded. “Indeed, and I appreciate your efforts. But it is exactly your past accomplishments that led me here to you. For you are the only one who is capable of stopping what is to come.”

“What makes you say that?” I asked as I narrowed my eyes.

“Because the threat the Void poses to Vacuos today far surpasses the threat it posed even in the past. Ten thousand years ago, when rifts were opening across the world, spilling out with creatures that had never been seen before, Guardian Angel Z357 descended from the heavens and vanquished this threat to our existence. But now, he had been slain. That is the gravity of the threat that we face here today, Amelia.”

I shrugged and waved a hand dismissively. “The World System sent down Z because of the Void, so it could send down another two or three of him at any point in time, can’t it? Why must I be involved in this mess?”

“Because even if an Archangel is sent down by the World System, I do not know if they will be strong enough to put a halt to this threat.” Grat-ra’zun shook his head as he looked at me gravely. “Not when this threat stems from only a single individual, and his power has grown exponentially over the last few months.”

“Oh? And who is this guy that’s endangering Vacuos?” I asked as I peered at the Elder Dragon curiously.

We locked eyes, and he lowered his head. His body seemed to tremble as his mouth moved.

“It is the [Hero King] Kallistus kal, Amelia,” he said softly. “And he is after your life.”

—--

“It is the [Hero King] Kallistus Kal, Amelia. And he is after your life.”

The dragon’s words echoed in the magically expanded common room of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. Arthur’s brows snapped together when he heard what was said.

The former Lich King was not well-versed with much of the political climate of the Laxo of today. The continent had changed by a substantial amount since he had last walked this earth ten thousand years ago. But as a bartender, he overheard quite a lot of conversations between chatty merchants or tired adventurers.

A few things of note that had changed was how there was no longer a Church of the World System. There was no central authority that proclaimed the gospels of the Angels or spread the various Class paths that could be chosen. Certainly, the Adventurer’s Guild laid out a handful of beginner guides on how to progress as a [Warrior] or a [Mage], and there were also a few manuals or encyclopedias written out there, but there was nothing as in-depth as what Arthur had studied back when he was a [Priest].

There were also a few monasteries and temples out there, however most of them were unrelated to each other. Stand-alone places of worship run by a single [Abbot] or a group of [Priests].

But the most peculiar thing he had learned was just how unified the continent was compared to before. While Arthur had managed to bring together most of Laxo info an alliance to defeat him, they had all been under dozens of different banners. After all, this was shortly after the fall of the Grand Nova Empire, so humankind was still basking in its newfound freedom.

Meanwhile, in the present day, there were only two real nations that ruled Laxo. The first was the Astrad Kingdom which encompassed about a third of the continent, and the second was the Kingdom of Kal which had conquered over half of the continent.

And it was the Kingdom of Kal which the [Hero King] Kallistus Kal ruled. The very same one who was after Amelia’s life.

That piqued a lot of questions in Arthur’s mind. For example, why was the [Hero King] after Amelia? But that wasn’t even that important of a question, to Arthur.

More importantly, he wondered how was Kallistus Kal supposed to be related to the Void. Arthur knew he was not supposed to eavesdrop into this conversation. But he needed to know more.

After all, if this was true, then why was the [Hero King] even affiliated with the Void? It didn’t make sense to Arthur in a variety of different ways. First of all, [Heroes] were specifically chosen by the World System to carry out good. They were like [Paladins] or the like.

Arthur knew just how morally righteous [Heroes] could be. After all, he had been defeated by one ten thousand years ago.

But that wasn’t just it. Ignoring the World System’s bearings into the requirements to be a [Hero], Kallistus Kal was also said to be an otherworlder. He was someone who had been brought into Vacuos from another world.

Why would he have any reason to side with the Void?

It puzzled Arthur. Even more so than the fact that Kallistus Kal seemingly wanted Amelia dead. That wasn’t nearly as confusing to the former Lich King. Amelia was a cause of many problems. It was expected that she would make enemies here and there.

And whether or not it was true, the dragon used this fact to appeal to Amelia’s emotions. To plead for her help. To get her to stop the Void.

“The [Hero King] is after your life, Amelia,” he said as he held the brown-haired woman’s gaze. “And if he isn’t stopped, this life of yours that you have built— everything all around you— it may all be destroyed.”

She went silent as she heard the dragon’s words. For the first time since Arthur had met her, she looked contemplative. Her gaze darkened, and she lowered her head.

The Elder Dragon continued as his booming voice shook the room. “I understand you are tired of fighting. You made as much clear to me when we first met. However, your life will be filled with even more battles that you do not want if you do not do something about the [Hero King].”

Arthur chewed his lips, hearing this speech. He wondered what could have happened to lead a [Hero] down such a path. All he could think of when he heard of a [Hero] was a face that was burned into his memory, even from his past life as the Lich King.

The great [Hero] Leon.

Such a valiant man. A kind man. Someone who embodied everything that it meant to be a [Hero]. Meanwhile, Kallistus Kal had somehow… become like Arthur.

What went wrong?

“In time, he will become a vessel that can hold even the Fal-Deus,” the dragon continued in a low voice. “When that happens, even all the Archangels of the heavens will not be able to stop him. And he will come after your head first and foremost.”

Arthur’s head reeled as he heard the dragon’s speech. His heart ached, but he didn’t understand why he felt this way. All he knew was that he felt like that something needed to be done.

It touched the former Lich King. It reached for something within him, calling him to take action. Even though it wasn’t directed his way.

Meanwhile, as for how it affected Amelia?

The Elder Dragon finished, “That is why you must act now. That is why you must face him. That is why you must stop this resurgence of the Void.”

And the brown-haired woman fell silent. She sat before the loomed shadow of the dragon, before she closed her eyes. Lowering her head, she shifted uncomfortably in her seat

“Yeah, that’s all nice and all…” Amelia said as she scratched the back of her head. “But I already knew all that.”

And the Elder Dragon just blinked. “…what?”

—--

Grat-ra’zun went on a long rant telling me about how the [Hero King] was after me. And certainly, while I admired his effort in trying to convince me to do something about the war and the Void… it was all for naught. After all, he didn’t tell me anything I didn’t already know.

“Kallistus Kal is after your life, Amelia!” the Elder Dragon exclaimed, rising above me with round eyes. “You do not understand—”

“Actually, I do understand,” I said in response as I raised a finger. “I’ve already been told this… twice.”

“Twice?” Grat-ra’zun paused. “But who could’ve…?”

“Here is your tea, Ms Amelia,” a voice piped up from the side, cutting off the Elder Dragon.

I turned to face the man standing next to the table. He was dressed like a butler in a fully-tailored suit, and he carried a tray with some biscuits and a teapot. He had pointed ears, green hair, along with a calm face, completely unperturbed by the hulking dragon standing next to him.

“Thank you, Jax,” I said with a smile, and he set down the drinks and snacks.

“Indeed, thank you, Jax—” Grat-ra’zun nodded politely, then paused. His eyes snapped wide open as he stared at the Forsaken Archer. “Wait… Jax the Forsaken Archer? What are you doing here?”

“I apologize, Mr Grat-ra’zun, but I do not understand your question,” Jax replied formally as he adjusted his tie. “I believe you were the one who told me to seek her out a few months ago.”

The Elder Dragon blinked a few times. “That… that I did. But I didn’t think you found her because you never returned. However, that doesn’t explain anything. Why are you dressed like this? Why are you working here?”

And Jax paused. His eyes flickered towards me, before he cleared his throat.

“Ms Amelia is paying me in duels to work here,” the elf said with a smug look on his face. “One duel a month. A fair wage, I would say.”

“…I wouldn’t really call it fair, but sure,” I muttered from the side. “Anyways, Jax did a good job. He did find me. And he did warn me about the [Hero King]. But he wasn’t the only one. A friend of mine back in Windrip told me the exact same thing.”

“And yet, you’re doing nothing,” Grat-ra’zun said, uncomprehending.

“No,” I corrected him, crossing my arms as I leant back in my seat. “Kallistus Kal has done nothing to me. He hasn’t even tried to come after me like you guys keep saying. So, if I’m being honest, I’m starting to doubt the validity of this whole story.”

The Elder Dragon drew back, sputtering in shock. “Are you accusing me of lying?”

“Look, I am not accusing you of intentionally lying. But, for the sake of argument, let’s assume you’re telling the truth.” I shook my head as I sat up in my seat. I locked eyes with the Elder Dragon, and I asked the simple question I asked Noele before, “What do you want me to do about it?”

And Grat-ra’zun couldn’t offer me a quick response.


Chapter 12

It was a simple question. So it seemed like there would be a simple answer to it. And yet, whenever I was given an answer, I could peel back the layers to reveal the complexity of my predicament. Because it was not so simple of an issue to unfurl. Still, I asked my question, and I waited for my answer.

“What do you want me to do about it?” I asked the Elder Dragon as I crossed my arms across my chest. “Like, do you want me to go over to his palace or whatever with no questions asked and stab him in the chest?”

Grat-ra’zun blinked a few times, hearing my question. The scales on his face scrunched up like they were growing wrinkles, and he tapped a clawed finger on his chin, pondering over what I had asked. After a few moments passed, he finally looked like he knew what to say.

Lowering his head, he spoke dismissively, “I believe you will need to stab the [Hero King] in the chest a few dozen times to defeat him. But yes, that is what you should do.”

“Alright, first of all, let’s assume you are not lying to me. Let’s assume Kallistus Kal is actually after my life.” I took in a deep breath as I shook my head. I gestured emphatically in the vague direction of the Kingdom of Kal. “If I go there and kill him, then what happens next?”

And now it was time for my follow-up question. It was one I had asked Noele once before. It was the same question that I had constantly asked in response to being bossed around and told to do something for someone all the time.

Everyone demanded my action. They wanted my power for a short-term gain. However, no one wanted to deal with the consequences.

No one considered who bore responsibility if something went wrong.

“What do you mean what happens next?” the Elder Dragon asked quizzically. He almost seemed to snort as he leant back. “Kallistus Kal would be dead, and the Void will no longer have a vessel. When that happens, the world will be saved. All will be well.”

“And I’d be responsible for the fallout that comes with the [Hero King]’s death,” I continued, answering my own question.

Grat-ra’zun blinked in response. “The fallout?”

I sighed, closing my eyes. “When a king dies, his kingdom will be left in shambles. Whether his lands will fracture and erupt into a civil war resulting in the death of millions, or whether a new and more evil dictator seized control, I do not know. All I know is that I have to bear the responsibility of that. I can’t just walk away once he is dead, if I were the one to kill him.”

Upon hearing what I said, the Elder Dragon’s brows snapped together. He huffed as he waved a clawed hand off.

“That is a ridiculous train of thought,” he said as he rolled his eyes. “You are assuming an outcome that hasn’t happened yet will happen. You cannot use that logic to justify your inaction.”

“Then in that same vein, you’re assuming that no one will save the world if not for me, which may not be true,” I countered. “And if that were the case, why can’t I just wait around for someone— maybe a few Angels to come down from the heavens— to stop the [Hero King]?”

There was a pause. Grat-ra’zun frowned as he stared down at me. But I wasn’t finished.

“Also, what happens if the Void just picks a new vessel for its will once Kallistus Kal is dead?” I asked simply. “That’s already happened before. And I am sure it has happened plenty of times— will continue to happen plenty of times.”

I glanced back at Arthur who was still waiting by the bar. He flinched when he caught my gaze. I wasn’t giving him an accusing look, and I certainly wasn’t going to expose him to the Elder Dragon.

I didn’t know what Grat-ra’zun would do to my bartender if it was discovered that I had hired the former Lich King and Vessel of the Voidgod to work for me. I turned away from Arthur as I waited expectantly.

The Elder Dragon heard my words and considered them for a moment. Eventually, he shook his head. “But nothing that you said discounts the net good effected into this world by stopping the [Hero King] right now.”

“And what makes you think my actions are dictated based on what is morally right?” I asked, raising a brow. There was no hesitation between when he finished, and when I spoke up. And that made the Elder Dragon glare at me with an overwhelming gaze.

“What do you mean by that? Are you saying that you are evil?” he asked, huffing out a plume of smoke from his nostrils. He was getting frustrated by this conversation, I could tell.

Jax, who was still standing by the side of the table, glanced between the dragon and I. The elf slowly backed away, taking his leave from this conversation. Grat-ra’zun clenched his teeth as I leant back and explained my reasoning casually.

“My actions are dictated only by my desires. The only good I care about is the goodness of my heart. And the goodness of my heart says I don’t need to do anything about the [Hero King] just yet.”

“That is… an incredibly narcissistic worldview,” the Elder Dragon said with wide eyes. “So are you saying you do not care if the world is destroyed?”

“I do, quite evidently,” I snorted. “That is why I said I’d do something about the [Hero King] if there were no other choices left.”

“And what about the thousands who are suffering because of him now?” Grat-ra’zun asked with narrowed eyes. “Do you not care about their pain? Do you not care about what they are going through?”

“I feel terrible for them. It’s definitely a shitty situation. And I would gladly save them if you can answer this simple question for me—” I leaned forward as my eyes glinted. “Why should I save them first, before I save the thousands of those who are suffering in Drazyl? Or what about those suffering in Alius? And what about those suffering in Mare? If you can give me a valid reason as to why I should go and help those affected by the [Hero King] first and foremost, then I will take action right now.”

“That’s…” the Elder Dragon trailed off.

But I didn’t stop there. I folded my arms across my chest, continuing simply.

“And that still doesn’t address my main point: what happens to the Kingdom of Kal after the [Hero King] is gone? If millions more die because of its collapse, then I will be at fault. All are you going to absolve me of all blame for those deaths?”

Grat-ra’zun ground his teeth together, hearing what I had to say. “I have heard of such moral quandaries before. I have debated many such philosophers in the Grand Nova Empire about such matters during my time. They have always posited such scenarios and hypotheticals to excuse their inaction. So I will tell you what I told them back then.”

“And what is it?” I asked, looking back at him curiously. He was definitely referencing the trolley problem— or at the very least, this world’s equivalent to the trolley problem. And while some of the issues I had posited was certainly comparable to the trolley problem, not all of them were applicable either.

Still, I wanted to hear what Grat-ra’zun had to say. So I leaned forward curiously as his jaws moved.

“That you are simply a coward,” the Elder Dragon snapped.

He rose to his feet, his single wing pressing back against the expanded walls of the restaurant. His head touched the ceiling, and he paused for just a moment. The wooden planks creaked, stressed by the pressure he exerted against them.

“Talk will lead to nothing. It is only action that saves lives. And if you are so worried about someone taking responsibility for those who live in the Kingdom of Kal…” The Elder Dragon took in a deep breath, then pointed back at himself. “Let me be the one to rule over them once Kallistus Kal has passed.”

And my eyes flickered when he said that. I raised my head fractionally, piqued by what he said. He loomed over me threateningly as his eyes seemed to blaze, glowing in the shadow of his gaze.

“But think about this carefully,” the Elder Dragon said, making his ultimatum clear. “For I am giving you one last chance to do good, Amelia. To save the world.”

Grat-ra’zun finished as his gaze bore into me. I heard him out. I listened to everything he had to say. And I could tell that this was an ultimatum. To him, this was the end of the discussion. To him, there was nothing else I could say in response.

Either I made the right choice and saved the world, or I forsook everything. This was… a ridiculous ultimatum, to me.

I didn’t understand why it had to be one or the other. I had already explained to the Elder Dragon that I was willing to intervene if things got out of hand. But I wasn’t going to intervene now.

And while Grat-ra’zun thought it was morally irresponsible for me to do nothing, I felt like it would be even more irresponsible for me to act thoughtlessly and adhere to my fleeting feelings. If I did that, with the strength I held, I could reshape all of Vacuos in a moment, and whatever outcome that emerged wasn’t necessarily going to be for the greater good, even if my intentions had been pure.

So while the conversation was closed and shut to him, to me, it was only just starting. After all—

“You say that you’ll take responsibility over the Kingdom of Kal for me. But what happens if you’re a shit ruler?” I asked, refusing to back down.

Grat-ra’zun blinked. He was taken aback by that. Not just by the fact that I could even repudiate what he said, but also by my accusation towards him. If anything, he had expected his plea to my emotions to work. But it failed, and I had turned it around back onto him.

I crossed my arms across my chest as he stared at me quizzically.

“No offense,” I continued as I looked him up and down. “But I know nothing about your qualifications as a leader. And to make matters worse, you’ve been asleep for a long time. That isn’t really what anyone would want from a king.”

He huffed as he drew back, affronted. “Do not cast aspersions against my good name. I will have you know that I was one of the Great Sages of the Grand Nova Empire. That meant I was one of the foremost and most trusted advisors to the Grand Elder Dragon Arrak’tun.”

I looked at the way he spoke proudly of himself. He raised his head slightly, looking like he was lost in his memories. I just sighed.

“And then you went to sleep for a few thousand years. Now where is the Grand Nova Empire?” I asked flatly.

That made Grat-ra’zun pause. His brows snapped together as he glared down at me. His mouth moved, but I spoke over him.

“Also, aren’t you being a bit of a hypocrite right now?” I pointed out as I raised a brow at him. “Here you are, criticizing me for my inaction. But you were literally sleeping when everything from the [Hero King] to the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns started to play out. So don’t lecture me about saving the world. Unlike you, I already did my duty. I just want to relax now.”

The Elder Dragon blinked a few times. He clearly didn’t expect this response from me. It wasn’t like he was stunned into silence by what I had to say. Rather, it was more like he had too many things he wanted to say, he didn’t know which to start with.

Finally, he blurted out, “First of all, I was not asleep for a few thousand years. I periodically woke up to deal with any threats or participate in various societal customs—”

“Yeah, yeah. Look, that’s not my point,” I said as I waved a hand dismissively. “I was poking holes in your argument to prove that we can go about this for hours.”

“What do you mean by that?” Grat-ra’zun frowned, his gaze peering into me.

“That I’m not going to budge,” I finished.

It didn’t matter what kind of an ultimatum he gave me. My decision was final. Unless he said something that made the issue far more pressing and threatening than it currently was. Like when the Void-possessed Lich King had nearly blown up the entire planet.

And considering that I didn’t sense anything from anyone across all the continents with enough power to do that, I was still going to sit out of this mess.

“So you’re not going to act,” the Elder Dragon said. “Even if inaction is the morally wrong thing to do.”

“Well, that is debatable.” I rolled my eyes. “But even if it’s true, I have always said I’m a pretty shit hero. That is why I turned down the [Hero] Class that the System or whatever offered me.”

Grat-ra’zun’s eyes flickered when he heard that. “Did you not say that the World System refused to give you a Class?”

I tilted my head back as I pursed my lips. “Right, I did lie about that. Sorry, but that’s not true. I was offered a Class. A single Class. Just the [Hero] Class.”

“And that’s it?” he asked as he stared at me.

“That’s right,” I said with a nod. I recalled the reason why I had initially sought out the Elder Dragon all those months ago. Right after I had first come to Vacuos. There had been a lot of things I was uncertain about, so I had kept a lot of my secrets close to my chest.

And I didn’t know how he would have reacted if he knew I was given a [Hero] Class but chose to reject it. Which was why I told him a half-truth. That I couldn’t gain any Class. Which was true in the sense that I couldn’t gain any Class that wasn’t the [Hero] Class for whatever reason.

“But I wasn’t offered any other Class ever,” I continued as I held the dragon’s gaze. “No matter what requirement I fulfilled. Even until now, the System refuses to accept me.”

Grat-ra’zun raised his head as he heard what I had to say. He spoke softly to himself, his eyes fluttered shut. “The [Hero] Class is only offered to those who are deserving of being called a [Hero]. Those who have accomplished great feats and carried out acts of bravery. Those who have demonstrated heroism without fail.”

“And I do not embody any of those principles or values,” I said as I gestured at myself. “Look at me, I am a coward or lazy or whatever, right?”

“Then if it does not befit you,”— the Elder Dragon shook his head— “then the World System deemed it necessary.”

“Deemed it necessary?” I raised a brow. “What does that even mean?”

Grat-ra’zun sighed. He rubbed his temples as he leant back. “It means the situation is more dire than I thought. It means that you need to take action, even if you do not want to.”

He looked tired. Unlike before, where he tried to make himself look intimidating to me, I could clearly see the wrinkles on his scales. The exhaustion in his eyes. He looked defeated. Even though I hadn’t even given him another verbal riposte to his arguments.

It was like he realized something that I hadn’t. And that realization drained him. It made him lower himself as he closed his eyes.

“It means that even if you are unfit to be called a hero, Amelia, that fact does not matter to the World System.” 

“And why not?” I asked with a raised brow. “Why does that even matter?”

“Because the World System is all-knowing,” the Elder Dragon said as he looked up to the ceiling. Like he was staring at the sky. “The World System is all-present, and it is all-seeing. So it has already made this determination long ago.”

Now, I was starting to get confused. I placed my hands on my hips as I stared at Grat-ra’zun’s less-imposing figure than before. “What determination? What are you talking about? Explain.”

“What I am saying, Amelia, is that the World System has already foreseen these events with the [Hero King]. And that is why it offered you the [Hero] Class long before everything has played out. Because it already knew the outcome. It already knew what was going to happen. It already knew the end result.”

The Elder Dragon spoke as his voice echoed throughout the magically-expanded chamber. Behind his bar, Arthur raised his head curiously, and Jax looked up from the kitchen. I narrowed my eyes as I waited for the answer.

“And what is going to happen?” I asked.

And Grat-ra’zun finished, “The World System is not offering you the Class of a [Hero], but rather it is telling you that you are the only one in all of Vacuos who can take up the mantle of a hero— that you are the only one who will be able to stop what is to come. That you are the only one who can save the world.”


Chapter 13

Arthur continued to eavesdrop on the conversation. Although, at this point, neither Amelia nor Grat-ra’zun were trying that hard to hide the contents of their discussion. It was starting to get heated, with the former occasionally raising his voice at the stubbornness of the latter.

Having worked for Amelia for a while now, Arthur knew just how frustrating his boss could be. She was blunt, and when she made up her mind, she usually stuck to her decision. He was used to this behavior. However, he could also understand why Grat-ra’zun was getting upset by it.

After all, as an Elder Dragon, Grat-ra’zun very likely never had any difficulty with getting anything he wanted. Most people— be it humans or elves or even merfolk— would naturally listen to him and his authority. Even today.

No— especially today. There might have been more animosity held towards dragons in the past due to the Grand Nova Empire. But now that dragons had become a rarity, they were looked back at more fondly than ever.

So Grat-ra’zun was likely accustomed to both the respect he had been treated with back during the height of the Grand Nova Empire, and the reverence he was treated with today. And to have someone like Amelia who was not only unintimidated by his power, but also apathetic to his status… with all these factors combined, it must have been incredibly infuriating.

And that was before even considering the legitimacy of his arguments. While Arthur could certainly see where Amelia was coming from, he was still won over by what the Elder Dragon was saying. The logic made sense— to a certain extent.

The world was in danger, and it was up to Amelia to step up and save the day.

Perhaps Arthur felt the urgency of this situation because of his experience as a former vessel of the Void. He had seen the depths of the evil within the Fal-Deus, and he knew that it would not stop until all of Vacuos was destroyed.

So he wanted Amelia to intervene. He knew only Amelia could stop what was to come. And even Grat-ra’zun was coming to that realization too now.

“...you are the only one who can save the world.”

The Elder Dragon whispered as Arthur closed his eyes.

“…or is she really the only one who could do anything?” the former Lich King asked himself that question as the conversation continued. “Can I really not do something as well?”

It was a question Arthur whispered to no one else. But even as he stood there lost in thought, hearing the continued discussion between Amelia and Grat-ra’zun grow muffled, he heard an answer.

An answer that he reached himself.

That something could be done. That something had to be done. And his eyes flickered with electricity as he raised his head, knowing…

That he had the power to get something done.

—--

I wanted to scoff when I heard what the Elder Dragon said. It was ridiculous. It was borderline fanatical dogma. No— it was fanatical dogma.

Grat-ra’zun was no longer appealing to my emotions. He was no longer appealing to my pity. He wasn’t even trying to argue logically against me any longer. Instead, he was appealing to authority. And what authority was he appealing to?

The System.

The World System.

That which was supposedly the God of Vacuos.

“It has already been decreed by the World System as soon as you stepped foot into Vacuos,” Grat-ra’zun said in a low voice. “You are meant to be a [Hero], not because of any heroic qualities you exhibit, for you exhibit none—”

“Thanks,” I snorted at his remark.

But he continued uncaringly. “Rather, it is because you are the only one who has the power to stop what is to come. That is why you have been chosen to be a [Hero]. For you are the only one who is worthy.”

“...I see,” I said flatly as he finished. He wore a serious look on his face. A grave expression that was wrinkled with worry for the future that was to come. It was a stark difference to what he looked like before, which had been a blend of frustration and desperation.

Now, there was an air of acceptance around him. Like he finally understood the situation. Even though I was still dubious and slightly confused.

“Look, the System may be your god, but it’s certainly not mine.” I shook my head at the Elder Dragon. “I don’t care if it thinks that I’m supposed to be the hero of this world. I will not intervene—”

“Unless absolutely necessary,” Grat-ra’zun said knowingly. “Indeed, and that means you will have to intervene. For it will become a necessity.”

I blinked, then pursed my lips at that. The Elder Dragon bowed his head.

“I understand that you refuse to interfere for there will be consequences you do not wish to bear. However, your role in this story is already concluded. While I will still urge you to take action sooner than later, it does not change the outcome.”

“What are you talking about?” I shifted back when I heard his words. “You’re acting like this is all part of some prophetic destiny. That no one else can do a thing about the [Hero King]. But there are plenty of others out there who can stop him.”

“They will certainly try, however it will all prove fruitless in the end,” Grat-ra’zun said simply as he drew back from me. I narrowed my eyes, watching him raise a clawed hand to the ceiling. A spell circle flashed there, and a portal opened up.

“Where are you going?” I asked with a frown.

“I shall rest and recover,” he answered, glancing my way. “While I wish I could have convinced you to take immediate action, I have realized that I was wrong. I thought that there would come a time when [Hero King] becomes too powerful for you to overcome. However, the World System has already made the determination that such an outcome shall not come to fruition.”

“And why not? Because I have the power to stop it, so I will stop it?” I said, practically glaring at the Elder Dragon.

He looked back up at the portal, then shrugged. “Whether or not you will take action— I can only have faith. Faith in your words that you will act before it is too late, and faith that you have the strength the World System sees in you. Certainly, you have survived the full wrath of the Void before, but I can only pray that the rest of Vacuos shall survive this incursion with your help.”

I blinked, then watched as he raised his single wing and flew up into the portal. I wanted to say something. I wanted to argue against his ridiculous statements. However, he was gone. The portal closed, and I had to bite my mouth shut.

“And he leaves, just like that…” I muttered under my breath.

I stared at the magically-expanded ceiling. The Elder Dragon was gone. After a lengthy discussion, he came to a realization of his own. He didn’t understand my perspective, however, he thought he saw something I couldn’t.

That the System or whatever saw something in my future.

And while I was glad that Grat-ra’zun was no longer pestering me to take action, I was still unsettled by what he said. Because he was essentially saying that I was never going to be able to fully live this ordinary and peaceful life I sought. He was saying that I was always going to have to be a hero. No matter what.

It unsettled me. Not because I thought what he was saying was true. Was it true? Maybe, or maybe not. I didn’t know. But what I knew was that he was right about one thing— that I was strong.

And this was a fact from my world. That great power came with great responsibility. So even if I tried to distance myself from being a hero, I was always going to have a degree of responsibility over the fate of the world, because of my strength.

I had always known this. But that was also why I wanted this world to grow its own heroes. So that my degree of responsibility could decrease eventually. However, being reminded about this fact by Grat-ra’zun right now, when I had just been enjoying my time here in my restaurant… it was vexing.

I sighed as I swept my gaze around the vast room of my restaurant.

“At least his magic is still working,” I said, trying to look at the bright side. “Now I’ll be able to host more customers.”

I rose to my feet as I began to start back towards the kitchen. Arthur was no longer standing at the bar. He must have disappeared to his room while waiting for the conversation to end. I opened my mouth to call out for Jax to clean up the mess Grat-ra’zun left behind, but then the front door swung open,

I paused, craning my neck to face a man as he exploded into the room.

It took me a moment, but I recognized him. I saw the glasses on his face, and I saw his black hair. He was exhausted, drenched in sweat. He even bore some cuts and injuries from his travels. But I knew who he was. I remembered his name. I remembered his face.

After all, he was one of the very first people I had met when I arrived in Vacuos. A [Receptionist] at Windrip’s Adventurer’s Guild, and a rather grouchy young man.

“Justyn?” I stared at him in shock.

“Amelia— listen to me!” he exclaimed, stumbling forward. He knocked over a handful of tables and chair as he rushed to my side, panting in a panic. He dropped to his knees right before me.

“What’s going on?” I asked as I narrowed my eyes. “Are you alright? Do you need my help?

Justyn shook his head, before looking up to meet my gaze. “No— I don’t need your help. But I was told to warn you…”

“Warn me? About what?” My brows snapped together as I peered at him. I thought this was going to be another problem I had to deal with. I could already feel the annoyance building up within me, especially after hearing what the Elder Dragon had said.

But Justyn finished, “To warn you that Kallistus Kal— the [Hero King]— is after your life!”

And I blinked a few times. I looked down at the [Receptionist] as he panted where he knelt. I saw his exhaustion— I considered the long journey he must have to find me.

I couldn’t help but feel bad for him.

“Justyn…” I started, closing my eyes. “Unfortunately for you, you’re a little bit too late.”

“Wha… what?” Justyn raised his head, his confusion evident. “What are you talking about? How am I too late? Guildmaster Evan sacrificed himself to save me— to get that message to you!”

I didn’t know how else to tell him about it, so I decided to just be blunt. “I mean, you certainly delivered it before the [Hero King] got to me. But… also, I kind of already know all that. And I kind of already saved Guildmaster Evan too.”

And Justyn’s eyes went wide. “...what? But— but—”

He tried to work his jaw. He looked down at himself as I drew my lips into a thin line.

“I worked so hard to find you. I took so long to get here. And you’re telling me… it was all for nothing?”

“...yeah,” I said apprehensively. “I mean, I am happy to see that you’re alive?” I tried to cheer him up.

Justyn looked up at me, then stared at the palm of his hand. He saw the dirt staining his skin. He saw the bruises he had suffered to get here. He closed his eyes. The wrinkles on his face seemed to vanish. And with that, he passed out where he knelt. 


Chapter 14

Justyn had traveled long and far. He had traversed perilous landscapes filled with monsters and magical dangers. He survived it all, and it was to accomplish a singular goal he had in mind.

A goal that had been bestowed upon him by Guildmaster Evan.

To find Amelia the Unranked Adventurer.

Justyn hadn’t even known where he could find her. All he knew was that she had left Windrip months ago to find a place to settle and relax, which only meant that she was going to be incredibly hard to track. Knowing this, the [Receptionist] still set out on this journey anyway. Because he had to tell her two things.

Firstly, he had to warn her of the [Hero King]’s pursuit of her life. Kallistus Kal had burned down half of Windrip to find Amelia, so she was in danger.

But more importantly, Justyn needed to get Amelia to save Evan and Windrip too. After all, the only reason Kallistus Kal had captured the Guildmaster and gone after the city was because of Amelia. And there was no telling what kind of torture a prisoner of the Kingdom of Kal would be forced to undergo.

That was why Justyn had gone through all this effort to get to Amelia— to track her down so he could deliver both these messages to her. And it wasn’t easy to find her. She was hard to find because of the aforementioned reasons. But he did everything he could to get to her.

He used all his connections he could. He spoke to everyone he knew. Other [Receptionists] and Guildmasters he had known from his past experiences and jobs. However, despite that, he still found very little of a trail to follow. There were only specks of breadcrumbs left behind by her.

So he ventured to every past known location Amelia had visited. Justyn spoke to anyone who could have encountered her. And while this proved to provide better results, it was also far more dangerous. He nearly lost his life numerous times to the various beasts and monsters lurking in the wilderness between cities. He hired adventurers to escort him until he was out of coin; he hitchhiked on the back of the carriages of rich nobles and the wagons of humble merchants; he even once stole a horse because he needed to get to another city and he couldn’t find any other method of transportation to get there, despite his best efforts.

Justyn wasn’t proud of everything he did. But he did it all to get to Amelia. When he finally found her, he felt an overwhelming wave of relief wash over him. It nearly knocked him off his feet. He had wanted to just collapse and cry on the spot, knowing all his efforts were finally paying off.

Unfortunately, after he delivered both his messages to her, she revealed to him that she was already aware of it all. Not only that, but she had gone out of her way to save Guildmaster Evan while Justyn was on his long trek to find her. Justyn… wanted to cry. And this time, he wanted to cry because he realized all his efforts were for naught.

He could hardly process it. None of it made sense to him. He didn’t understand what was the point of everything he went through— from stealing to bankrupting himself— if Amelia already knew of Kallistus Kal’s intentions to hunt her down, and Guildmaster Evan was already saved.

Taking in this fact was too much for Justyn. So he just passed out.

—--

I felt bad for Justyn. I really did. I could tell he went through quite a lot to get here— to trace my journey out of Windrip and to Wolfwater. And it took him months to finally find me. But when he did, he was told he just wasted his time and energy.

So I couldn’t help but empathize with his situation.

Honestly, part of the reason why it took so long for him to get to me was because I didn’t leave much of a trail behind. I could leap between cities with ease, so that was exactly what I did to get here. That didn’t leave much of a clue for anyone who was attempting to track me down. And that was kind of the point.

But Justyn wasn’t here to bring me trouble… well, maybe he was sort of bringing me trouble in a sense. However, it was all to help me and my friends. So I would’ve been fine with excusing it if he arrived earlier.

Unfortunately for him, Jax arrived first a long time ago, and everything was already resolved. So now there was no reason for Justyn to be here. And he passed out at my feet.

While I certainly felt bad for him, I didn’t know how to deal with this either. So I tossed him into Arthur’s room and told the former Lich King to look after our now ‘guest’.

“Wait, what do I even do?” Arthur asked, staring at me with a raised brow.

I shrugged back at him. “Make sure Justyn gets whatever he wants until he’s fully recovered? Although… I don’t even know what he’s recovering from…”

Arthur blinked, looking like he was about to protest. But then he caught himself. It looked like an idea crossed his mind, and he nodded to himself.

“Alright, I will do just that,” he said as he took a seat.

I gave him a curious look, but didn’t question him any further. Instead, I just closed the door behind me and left him to his own devices. For a moment, I sensed a small hint of Void essence permeating from the room, so I glanced back through the crack of the door.

And I saw Arthur sitting there, staring into the palm of his hand as a crackle of purple electricity passed over his fingertips. I saw this scene, then I turned around without a care.

I already knew he was practicing his Void powers in secret. He might’ve tried to keep it hidden from me, but I sensed what he was doing every single time. I didn’t actually mind what he did outside of his work, as long as he did a good job as a bartender. I also had things I needed to do anyways. So I stepped out back into the common room and placed my hands on my hips.

“Well…” I said as I swept my gaze over the magically expanded hall. It was far more massive than before, but there was a distinct lack of tables and chairs for more customers. I stretched my shoulder as I nodded to myself. “I guess I better start redecorating before we reopen.”

And with that, I raced out into the forest around Wolfwater, cutting down trees and turning them into furniture for more seating.

—--

As Amelia got to work, refurnishing her newly-improved restaurant, she forgot about what of her most crucial duties she was responsible for. A colony of baby bastion bees waited in anticipation for her return after her sudden departure. They hid within the confines of their rocky hive’s walls, buzzing their wings antsily as they stared out the exit.

The baby queen bastion bee feared the worst might have happened. She didn’t know what it was, but their Protector must have fallen. Otherwise, why was the hive left abandoned for so long?

There was no other explanation to the baby queen bastion bee. She wanted to venture out and investigate what happened. However, each time she drew closer to the edge of the hive, the nursing bees stopped her, ushering her back into safety.

The nursing bees tried to reassure the baby bastion bees— however, these efforts were mostly in vain, because even the nursing bees seemed to be nervous about what was happening outside. So all of them waited for a sign that they could come out. That whatever mess was going on outside was resolved.

They waited and they waited and they’re waited. Until—

The baby queen bastion bee perked up when she heard the soft echoing of footsteps approach the hive. At first, she thought this might have been the Protector, making a triumphant return. However, she quickly realized that the sounds of the footfalls were too soft.

Like whatever it was that was approaching was far smaller than the Protector could have possibly been. So the bastion bees— including the nursing bees— looked up warily, waiting for whatever was approaching them to reach the entrance. And then it did, their wings flared up like they were all ready for battle.

Only for them all to freeze when they saw what was waiting for them outside their hive.

“Bawk?” A chicken tilted its head curious at them, and they stared back.

And the baby queen bastion bee couldn’t help but wonder if this was the foul beast who was responsible for the Protector’s disappearance— who vanquished the Protector in battle.

—--

Edlyn woke up as she heard a loud banging coming from outside her room. She raised her head with a groan, covering her ears. A throbbing headache assailed her, only to be exacerbated by the hammering coming from the common room of the restaurant. Her eyes slammed shut as she tried to drown out the noise.

But it was all to no avail. She lay there, her head buried underneath her pillow as she waited for the banging to die down. What felt like an hour passed, and the banging continued, so she rose to her feet.

“What happened?” Edlyn asked as she rubbed her temples. She tried to recall the events of everything that happened before she passed out. Because she knew that she must have passed out.

If she had been taking a nap, she certainly wouldn’t have felt nearly this terrible. And considering that she was around Amelia, it was very likely that something ridiculous had happened, causing the [Royal Chef] to fall unconscious.

“Not that it’d be the first time…” Edlyn muttered to herself.

She closed her eyes. Even as the banging continued in the background. Edlyn focused on her thoughts. The last thing she remembered was being frightened to near-death by the outpouring of baby bastion bees, but that shouldn’t have been enough to shock her to unconsciousness.

While she hated to admit it, she was starting to acclimate to Amelia’s insane antics. The idea of such a thing happening never crossed Edlyn’s mind when she first arrived in Wolfwater. To even suggest she might not be going insane from her time working for Amelia would have been asinine back then.

But that was no longer true now. The [Royal Chef] had grown numb to the insanities— the ridiculous feats were no longer as ridiculous after seeing them a few dozen times. And while she found herself being surprised whenever she encountered a famous or high-leveled individual hanging around the restaurant, it was no longer as big of a deal anymore.

Knowing this, Edlyn understood something else must have happened. She rubbed her temples as she tried to recall what it was.

“The bastion bees had left… and I resumed my cooking…” Her mind raced, showing brief flashes of thoughts and memories to her. “And then there was a loud sound, before I looked outside—”

She scrunched her brows, and deep lines of wrinkles formed on her forehead. The muffled sounds of hammering continued as she sat there in thought. And then her eyes snapped wide open.

“And there was a dragon…?”

Edlyn couldn’t even believe the words that were leaving her mouth. She almost thought that her memories were lying to her— like she had been dreaming, and was conflating reality with what she saw in her sleep. But that wasn’t the case.

It was real. She had truly seen a dragon right outside of the restaurant. Her fingers trembled, remembering the image she had seen before she passed out.

“I’m not still dreaming, am I?” she asked as she pinched her cheeks.

And as she was trying to wake herself up, the door to her room swung open. Edlyn blinked and saw Harlan standing there with a tray in his hands. The two of them stared at each other. The former was in the middle of pinching her cheeks, while the latter almost spilled the contents of the tray.

“Am I interrupting something?” Harlan asked as he steadied himself. “Sorry if I am.”

Edlyn quickly rose to her feet and raised her hands. “Oh, no! Not at all! I was just… uh—”

She was interrupted by another loud bang, which made her flinch. Even Harlan glanced over his shoulder too at that.

“...I was just getting frustrated with the loud noise,” Edlyn finally said.

And Harlan set the tray down as he shook his head apologetically. “That’s Amelia’s doing. I told her to keep it down, but it’s hard for her to be quiet with how fast she’s getting things done.”

“Getting what done?” The [Royal Chef] raised a brow, before looking up at her co-worker. “And why are you so… calm? What happened to that dragon? Or did I dream that all up?”

She asked the last question with a hint of hope in her voice. Truth be told, she didn’t quite understand why she was so shaken by the appearance of a dragon. But it felt like it was almost too ridiculous to be true. After all, there wasn’t supposed to be any dragons around anymore, as far as she knew.

And the fact that one suddenly spontaneously appeared out of nowhere— it was like her entire world was being flipped upside down even more than it was before. At this rate, she was going to be told that the World System was actually evil, or something as ridiculous as that.

Harlan scratched his cheeks, hearing her question. “Well, unfortunately, that wasn’t a dream of yours. Unless I happen to be in one of your dreams. In which case, can you dream me up a few thousand gold coins?”

He grinned at her, and she gave him a blank stare. Harlan quickly cleared his throat.

“Bad joke, right. Well, sorry to say, but that entire ordeal with the dragon did happen.”

“You can’t be serious, right?” Edlyn’s shoulders sagged. She felt her headache begin to return as the banging continued.

However, Harlan wasn’t done. “However, thanks to the dragon… there have been a few changes to our restaurant that’s going to make us a lot more busy now.”

“A few changes?” She narrowed her eyes, and he ushered her to follow him.

He exited her room and led her towards the common room of the restaurant. Frowning, she followed after him as the hammering grew louder. They made their way through the kitchen until they reached the doorway leading out to the bar.

“Don’t faint, please,” he said, glancing back at her pleadingly.

Edlyn pursed her lips, certain that wasn’t a good sign. But she braced herself for what it could be. “I’ll try.”

She gave him an unconfident response. Harlan scratched the back of his head as he stepped out into the common room.

“Well, I’ll catch you if you do,” he attempted another joke.

This time, Edlyn gave him a small chuckle. Mostly because she was certain that she was going to pass out again by whatever it was out there, and she really needed him to catch her.

“Behold,” he said as she stepped forward. The banging grew louder, no longer muffled by the walls of the building. “Our newly-expanded common room, thanks to the dragon.”

Edlyn’s eyes grew wide at what she saw as she exited the kitchen.

A hundred tables. Hundreds more chairs. A ceiling that rose up a hundred feet. Edlyn’s head felt like spinning as she swept her gaze over the length of the room. It looked nothing like what she had last seen. It was massive. It was like the size of a small stadium. And it was clearly the result of magic.

And while she was left in complete shock by the sudden change to the restaurant, for the first time since she arrived in Wolfwater, she was also amazed. So she couldn’t even suppress the gasp that left her mouth.

“Woah…”

—--

Redecorating took more time than I thought it would take. But after a few hours, I was finished. The common room of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant was fully refurbished. I had added a lot of new tables and chairs— although, the cost was rather evident for anyone who was looking for the nearby trees.

Fortunately, I had already gotten permission from the town watch of Wolfwater to cut down all those trees, so if anyone was going to be missing them, they were going to have to lodge a complaint to Lucas, not me.

While I was a little bit annoyed by that entire argument I had with Grat-ra’zun, I was glad it happened, because I wouldn’t have been able to upgrade my restaurant without his help. Now, I was able to host more customers.

I sighed as I placed my hands on my hips, pleased with the expanded common room. But as I stared at this scene, I couldn’t help but worry a little bit. I couldn’t help but hear the Elder Dragon’s words echoing in my mind.

Was it fear of what Kallistus Kal would do? No— I didn’t think he would ever pose a threat to me or anyone I cared about. I also doubted that he was after my life, considering he had never once acted against me before. I was pretty sure both Grat-ra’zun and Evan were misinformed in some way.

Rather, I was afraid of something else. Something more personal to me.

And it was the fact that the Elder Dragon said it was my destiny— my fate— to be a hero. Even if I didn’t want to be a hero, even if I strove to be something else, I was still going to have to save the world.

Just that thought alone sent a shudder down my spine. After all, it went against my very goal. The reason why I had decided to settle down in Vacuos was not to save it again, but to live a peaceful life. And while I had succeeded so far, just thinking that I was going to have to be a hero again… it frustrated me.

Because I was going to have to become a hero again. And again. And again. And again.

I was going to have to save the world an infinite number of times, for as long as I lived. And that was a condemnation, to me, as terrible as being thrust back into the Fractured Realm without my strength.

It would mean that everything I did right now was meaningless.

I gritted my teeth at the thought, before shaking my head. Whether or not what Grat-ra’zun told me was ture… I didn’t know. But for now, I could still focus on building my restaurant. And that was what I was going to do.

To live a peaceful life for myself, and no one else.

…or so I hoped.


Chapter 15

It took a few days before Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant was reopened to the public. While Amelia was finished setting up the brand new tables and chairs, she wasn’t done with redecorating just yet. There was a lot she needed to do to make sure the place was not completely plain and bare. So she spent some time redecorating and adding quite a bit of flair to the common room.

Meanwhile, the town guard needed to let the whole ordeal with the suddenly appearing Elder Dragon blow over. They tried to convince everyone that it was a wyvern, not a dragon, that fell from the sky. However, rumors spread anyway, and somehow, that benefitted Amelia’s business even more.

“Is this the restaurant that a dragon came to visit?”

“Seriously? A dragon came here?”

“That’s right! I heard it was drawn here by the hummus mixed with savis cubes! They’re delicious!”

“…but expensive.”

“And worth it.”

Honestly, some of these rumors had to have been spread by Amelia herself. Maybe she asked Harlan to have start it, or maybe she recruited the help of some other folks in Wolfwater. Either way, when Bucky’s Out of this World’s Restaurant reopened, there was a deluge of customers— both returning and brand new.

So it was a busy day. There was a lot of work to be done. Especially for Harlan, Jax, and Edlyn. The three of them were going to have to struggle to accommodate the new influx of customers, considering the increased capacity the restaurant had now.

But Arthur’s workload remained the same. The bar hadn’t been expanded, and the amount of alcoholic drinks he needed to serve barely changed. So all the former Lich King needed to do was stand at his bar like he usually did, watching as the restaurant was assailed by a rush of unending customers.

He stared at them blankly, his mind a daze. He could not focus on anything that was going on around. Even when a customer approached the bar and asked for a shot of whiskey. It took a minute for the bartender to break out of his stupor, before he profusely apologized.

“Sorry, here you go. It’s on the house.”

Arthur bowed his head as the customer accepted it with a grumble. Sighing, the former Lich King leant against the bar as he closed his eyes. There was a reason why he wasn’t able to concentrate. There was a reason why he was standing here in a daze.

And it was because of the conversation he had overheard between Amelia and the Elder Dragon.

Kallistus Kal the [Hero King] had become enthralled by the powers of the Void. And because of that, he had become the Heir of the Void. Such a development was going to lead to incredibly destructive consequences. All of Vacuos was going to suffer because of that.

Especially considering the ongoing war between the Astrad Kingdom and the Kingdom of Kal. Arthur hadn’t paid much attention to the politics of it all before, considering it seemed like a simple affair between two nations. But now that he knew the context behind it, he found it hard to ignore all the news surrounding it.

He found it hard to pay attention to his work as he heard the whispers and rumors coming in about the war.

“So what do you think will happen to this restaurant when the Kingdom of Kal conquers Wolfwater?”

“Idiot— don’t say that! That’s not going to happen! The war hasn’t even gotten close to Whiteridge just yet…”

“But I hear their counteroffensive has been very effective. Their armies are advancing in the north and the south. It’s only a matter of time before they launch an attack from the west too.”

“When that happens, the Knights of the Astral Order will repel them.”

“And how? Where have they been the entire war?”

“It sounds like to me you want the Kingdom of Kal to win!”

“No— I’m just being realistic! The [Hero King] has never lost a war since he has arrived in this world! In fact, he has never lost a battle either. And I heard he’s reappeared once again in the front lines of the southern border.”

“You can’t be serious…”

That made Arthur perk up. His brows furrowed together when realized the [Hero King] was going to rejoin the battlefield.

The southern border… that is far from here… Arthur pursed his lips. That was far away. Too far. The former Lich King almost hoped that the [Hero King] was closer to the restaurant, so he could do something about it. Unfortunately, it was all far away.

And Arthur could do nothing but bide his time and grow stronger. He looked down at his hand below the bar, glowing with a purple aura. The power of the Void that had been left within his body— ingrained into his soul.

Yet, he was still…

“…so weak,” he whispered.

He was trying to grow stronger. But he was growing stronger too slowly. He needed a way to grow stronger quicker. Faster. He needed better control over his powers. He gritted his teeth as the glow in the palm of his hand began to fade.

And a voice drew his attention from his side. “You’re frustrated, aren’t you?”

Arthur blinked, looking up to see Jax standing right outside of the kitchen. He had a pile of dirty dishes in his hands, but he had stopped to stare at the bartender with a smirk.

“It is quite upsetting,” the elf said simply as he shook his head, “to work so hard, but reap no reward.”

“...right.” Arthur hesitated, not sure what to say in response.

Jax smirked and continued, “I have been in your position before. For over a decade, I found myself unable to progress— unable to grow stronger. Even though I sought power, I was never able to attain it. Because it was an amorphous goal. Until I met Amelia.”

“Where are you going with this?” Arthur asked as he narrowed his eyes. In the background, the restaurant continued bustling with customers. Harlan rushed around the room, working alone to deliver all the dishes to the waiting tables.

“I believe you need a goal to strive towards. And I don’t mean an enemy that you want to defeat. But someone you can challenge and help you learn from your weaknesses.” Jax looked down at himself, before it looked like an idea popped into his head.

Arthur just stood there uncertainly. But he didn’t turn away even as a customer called for more drinks. Instead, he waited for the Forsaken Archer to finish.

Jax looked up and grinned. “What about a sparring match after work?”

“A sparring match…?” Arthur frowned. He considered this for a moment, then heard the customers calling for him again. And he nodded. “Sure.”

—--

The restaurant had been expanded. There were more customers than ever. It was the busiest day since Edlyn had gotten here. It should have been stressful. She should have been feeling exhaustion settling in. But she… was at ease.

And that was for a variety of reasons. Firstly, the bastion bees were no longer stirring up trouble for whatever reason. They weren’t even bothering Amelia any longer. They had somehow been placated.

Edlyn wasn’t going to question what happened. She was simply grateful for it, and she didn’t want to bring it up, because that was certainly going to make them stir trouble again for whatever reason.

But more importantly, since the restaurant had been so busy with renovations and now the influx of customers, the [Royal Chef] hadn’t needed to speak with Amelia that much over the last few days. That was why Edlyn was at ease. Because she could simply spend her time cooking and enjoying herself.

It was nice. Especially with all the time she spent chatting with Harlan.

But as the day slowly came to an end, Edlyn watched as Amelia approached her. The brown-haired woman wiped her hands on her apron, before nodding at the [Royal Chef].

“Hey,” Amelia said as she smiled. “Can we talk?”

And that immediately made Edlyn freeze.

—--

The work day was over. It should have finally been time for Edlyn to wind down— to relax after so much laborious cooking. While she was a [Royal Chef], and she certainly preferred cooking the food here at Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant over the Astral Palace, she still found herself getting exhausted after preparing so many dishes.

There had to be over thousands of customers that came and went today. While the common room could certainly hold hundreds of customers at once, they weren’t going to fill it to full occupancy, considering they didn’t have enough staff to accommodate them all.

If Edlyn had maybe half a dozen employees— other [Chefs] who were roughly Level 10 to 20– she was certain she could serve enough food for even a thousand customers at once. She was a [Royal Chef], and she was rather high-leveled, so she was certain in her own abilities.

And while Amelia was helping out as a fellow cook in the kitchen, Edlyn couldn’t see her employer as anything but a monster.

Truth be told, Edlyn had started to feel better about Amelia, despite all the insanities that the former had witnessed carried out by the latter. But still, Edlyn didn’t know how to act around Amelia.

The two of them rarely talked. They had spoken a little bit when they first met at the Astral Palace. They also tended to interact a little bit when they were cooking together. However, they didn’t speak much beyond that.

So not only was Amelia just intimidating in general, Edlyn wasn’t well-acquainted with her employer either. When they weren’t talking about cooking, there wasn’t much for them to talk about, because they didn’t know each other. And that was another reason why Edlyn would’ve preferred not to talk to Amelia. Edlyn would’ve preferred to avoid any other kind of conversation.

Unfortunately, today, that was not going to be possible. Because for whatever reason, Amelia had invited Edlyn out for dinner.

Edlyn shifted uncomfortably as she sat across from Amelia. The two of them were seated in the middle of the common room of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. However, they weren’t here as cooks, they were here customers.

“Harlan, can we have some drinks, please,” Amelia called out, waving down the only waiter in the room.

Arthur and Jax had disappeared. No one knew where they had gone. Or at least, Edlyn didn’t know. But it was just her, Amelia, and Harlan present now.

“Of course!” Harlan said as he rushed into the kitchen.

He went to find some drinks, leaving Amelia and Edlyn alone.

Please don’t go, Edlyn mentally begged, eyeing Harlan pleadingly. Unfortunately, his back had already been turned from her, so he didn’t notice her cries for help. Don’t leave me with A—

Amelia leant forward and spoke simply. “You’ve been working very hard since you got here, Edlyn.”

Edlyn blinked a few times, almost squeaking. But she caught herself and broke out of her stupor.

“M-me?” The [Royal Chef] took a moment to process the compliment she received. And then it took her another moment to find a proper response to it. “Oh, uh, thank you?”

Her words came out like she was asking a question, because she didn’t know how she was supposed to feel about the praise. In fact, she couldn’t ever read her employer, so she wasn’t sure if that was meant to be a serious compliment or not.

“Yeah, honestly,” Amelia said as she shook her head, “I’ve been needing help with the cooking ever since Xakor left. Especially since we’ve gotten a lot more attention since then. There’s way more customers now compared to when we first started.”

“Right…” Edlyn nodded hesitantly.

She didn’t know where Amelia was going with this. But the [Royal Chef] wasn’t going to question it. Instead, she just sat there silently and listened.

Amelia shook her head as she glanced towards the kitchen. “While I think Harlan is great and reliable, he isn’t the most skilled employee either. Jax does a better job— when he’s trying. But Harlan consistently does a good job.”

Harlan emerged from the kitchen with the drinks and set them down onto the table. Amelia nodded at him with a smile.

“And I’ve pre-prepared some food. Can you get them please?”

“Of course,” he said and swept back. He disappeared once again into the kitchen as Edlyn pursed her lips.

“Where are you… going with this?” the [Royal Chef] asked apprehensively.

She didn’t know what to expect. And she certainly didn’t expect what her employer said next.

“And while Arthur is great, he isn’t really standout either,” Amelia said as she shook her head. “That’s why I think you’re my best employee right now.”

That made Edlyn pause. “I’m… your best employee?”

Amelia chuckled as she leant back in her seat. “Definitely. Thanks to you, my workload has lessened quite significantly. So I’m grateful for that, and that’s why I want to treat you to dinner too.”

“I see.” Edlyn nodded, slightly perplexed.

Harlan returned with a full tray of dishes. He laid the food out before them as Amelia smiled.

“That’s why I’d like to ask you— what do you want?” she asked.

And Edlyn frowned. “What do I want? I, uh— what does that mean?”

“I mean, I’d like to reward you for your hard work.” Amelia waved a hand off dismissively.

“My hard work?” Edlyn blinked a few times, her confusion was evident. “But… why do you want to do that?”

Amelia laughed as she shook her head. “Because I’m a good boss, you know? But seriously—” She began listing things off. “Do you want a raise? Do you want some time off? Or do you want something else?”

Edlyn stared in shock as she heard what her boss was saying. She didn’t know what was going on. But somehow, for whatever reason, it almost seemed like Amelia was possessed. And now, Amelia was offering the [Royal Chef]... a raise?


Chapter 16

Justyn blinked his eyes open as he groaned. His head hurt. His entire body ached. Everything was a discombobulating mess to him. He felt his stomach twisted as the urge to throw up overcame him.

But that sensation went away as he lay, unmoving. What was he lying on? It felt like a soft mattress. But that couldn’t be right. He had been sleeping on the hardwood wagon as he was heading to… somewhere.

Justyn couldn’t remember where he was going. He couldn’t even remember why he was going to this destination. All he knew was that it was because of something important.

For a moment, he tried to recall everything that had happened so far.

And then he set up as his eyes grew wide. He remembered the burning of Windrip. He remembered Kallistus Kal bringing Guildmaster Evan as a prisoner.

But that was not all, Justyn remembered everything he had done to get to Amelia— to warn her that the [Hero King] was coming for her, and to tell her to save Guildmaster Evan. With that goal in mind, the [Receptionist] had set out on a long and perilous journey to find the elusive Unranked Adventurer of Windrip.

Justyn had trekked up dangerous mountains and traveled to distant snowy lands. He had gathered every piece of information he could on where Amelia could have gone. It took him months of traveling. Even though he was a mere [Receptionist] who couldn’t fight, he still pushed himself to his very limit to get here.

And as soon as he arrived, he was rewarded with the discovery that his efforts were wasted.

This entire journey was moot. Because Amelia had already been informed of all this— she had already been warned about the [Hero King], before being told about the predicament Guildmaster Evan faced. And just like that, before Justyn even arrived, Amelia had rescued Evan.

It was almost too ridiculous to believe. But more than just that, it made this entire journey the [Receptionist] underwent a complete and utter waste of time. He might as well have gone back to his home, taken time to unwind, and have a small vacation, instead of going through all this effort.

Justyn understood that he should have been relieved to learn that Evan had been saved. And certainly, a small part of the [Receptionist] felt that way. However, his trials and tribulations burned in his mind, and he felt an intense anger buildup inside of him. Before it quickly dissipated.

Sighing, he lowered his head. “What was the point?”

It was a question Justyn didn’t know the answer to. There was no reason for him to be angry, because there was nothing for him to direct his rage towards. Amelia didn’t do anything wrong— she had only done what was right, saving Guildmaster Evan. And even if Justyn was upset at her, there was nothing he could do about it.

The same logic applied to Kallistus Kal. The [Hero King] was a force of nature that Justyn could do nothing against. After all, he was only a [Receptionist]. So all he could do was sit down and let his emotions stew and cool.

After what felt like an eternity of doing nothing, he wondered aloud, “...what do I even do now?”

Justyn couldn’t just return to Windrip. It was still under the [Hero King]’s rule. And even if it had been taken back, his life there was gone. He had to start anew. But was he really going to just stay here in this farming village with nothing to do?

He sighed as he rubbed his temples. And as he considered getting up and leaving his room, he heard a rapping on the door. Looking up, Justyn watched as a brown-haired man stepped in, carrying a steaming bowl.

“Hey,” the man said with a friendly smile. “You’re awake, huh? That’s good. I was going to wake you up if you were still asleep. I mean, I know you probably need your rest. But that’s the first time I’ve seen someone sleep for nearly two whole days.”

Justyn blinked a few times, before rubbing his temples. “I’ve been out for two days? That can’t be right…” But his stomach groaned in response, confirming what the brown-haired man was saying.

“Here, have some soup.” The man chuckled as he set down the bowl before Justyn.

“Thanks…?” Justyn gave an expectant look.

The man grinned and proffered a hand. “The name’s Harlan. It is a pleasure to meet you.”

“Right, thanks Harlan,” Justyn said as he accepted the gesture.

—--

It had been a while now since I hired Edlyn to work at my restaurant. Thanks to her abilities as a [Royal Chef], my cooking workload had decreased significantly ever since she arrived. And I was grateful for it.

I knew I couldn’t pay as well as working in the Astra Palace did. However, I still felt bad for underpaying her for the services she provided for my restaurant. Especially after the common room was expanded to accommodate even more customers than ever before.

It was something that I hadn’t expected when I hired Edlyn. So this immense amount of workload had been thrust onto her against her will. Knowing this, and considering my increased income from all the new customers, I decided to offer her a raise.

Well, that was one of my reasons to offer Edlyn a raise.

Another more important reason to me was that I needed to show her my goodwill.

When I brought the [Royal Chef] here to Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant, I had assumed that she would be able to acclimate to the environment here with ease. Like everyone else so far.

Whether it was Noele, Garron, Nolan, Nicole, Harlan, or even Bucky. Everyone that I had met eventually got used to the things I was capable of doing. But not Edlyn. She was the only exception.

With every day that passed, I thought this would change. That she would finally wake up on a random morning and treat the things that happened around Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant like they were just an ordinary day. That never happened.

I noticed it. But I wasn’t the only one who did. Harlan had seen this too. And he was getting concerned for Edlyn. That was why he had spoken to me. He had voiced his concerns to me, and I thought maybe more exposure to me would help with the problem.

But Harlan had explained to me that the problem was me.

That Edlyn was terrified of me.

“Edlyn has spoken to me about it,” Harlan had said last night. “She thinks you’re some kind of a monster. Which… you kind of are. But you need to show to her that you have a good heart.”

And that was what I was trying to do right now— by offering Edlyn a raise.

But the [Royal Chef] almost didn’t believe me. “You’re offering me… a raise?”

I nodded as Edlyn repeated after me. “That’s right, do you want a raise?”

“Like, a raise? As in, more compensation?” Edlyn said, still staring at me in disbelief.

“Compensation for your work, yes,” I agreed.

She pursed her lips. “And this compensation doesn’t come with any additional work?”

“Nope, none at all.”

“And it’s going to be monetary compensation, right? You’re not going to pay me in… bastion bees?” Edlyn glanced around her shoulders nervously.

This conversation was starting to grate on my nerves. I sighed as I brought a bag of coins and spilled the money on the table. Edlyn flinched at first, before watching with round eyes as the coins clattered to a stop before her.

“This is what I’m compensating you with, yes,” I said flatly. “Do you not want more money?”

“I…” Edlyn hesitated. “And what’s the catch? Must I whore out my body?”

“That’s not—” I pinched the bridge of my nose.

Steeling myself, I tried to give the [Royal Chef] the kindest smile I could. I didn’t want to scare her off by being upset. But I was also getting a little bit annoyed with this conversation.

I looked her up and down as she eyed me suspiciously. Edlyn was practically squishing herself back into her seat. She didn’t want to be here. She made her discomfort clear.

And that was because she didn’t trust me.

But maybe she shouldn’t have even trusted me. After all, I had ulterior motives. Just— not the motives she thought I had.

I took in a deep breath as I raised my head. If she was distrustful of me because I wasn’t being genuine, then I just had to be truly transparent in my intentions.

“Look, Edlyn, I understand how you’re feeling. Well, not really, honestly. But I know that you’re antsy around me— which is fair, I guess. And what I want is to reassure you that I’m a nice person. Which is why I’m offering you this raise.”

The [Royal Chef] blinked a few times as I leant forward. I placed a hand on my chest as I continued.

“You’re probably the most irreplaceable employee I have right now. And I don’t want you to be driven to quitting— or something worse. So please, what can I do for you to convince you that I’m not a terrible person? What can I do for you to make your time working here better for your mental health?”

I wasn’t sure if the concept of mental health even existed in this world. I was certain it didn’t. But Edlyn seemed to understand the gist of what I meant anyways.

“I can’t quit even if I…” Edlyn started in a hushed voice.

And I raised a brow at that. But she quickly shook her head.

“I really appreciate the thought, Amelia. However, I don’t know what you can offer me that’ll really help ease my mind.” She chewed on her lower lip.

I frowned as I saw the way she nervously shifted where she sat. “But why not? Why are you doing all this work if you don’t want to get paid more— or even to get anything out of it?”

Edlyn closed her eyes for a long moment. She looked like she was trying to find the right words to say. Or rather, she seemed like she was struggling to find what she could tell me without being too transparent. Until, finally, she raised her head and placed a hand on her chest.

“I am doing this for my family. That’s why I am working here.”

“That’s it?” I asked, befuddled by that.

I had expected some other more complex reason. But Edlyn simply nodded.

“That’s it,” she said. “I care about my family more than anything in the world. I wouldn’t be where I am today without them.”

I paused as I heard that. I considered this fact— that she was going through all this hardship and trauma for the sake of her loved ones. That must have meant that she was also working in the Astra Palace for her family too. But considering that she was the head chef back then, I doubted she ever had much free time.

I tilted my head back. And I got an idea.

A smile spread across my lips as I looked back down at the [Royal Chef]. “Do you want to take the weekends off to visit your family?”

Edlyn furrowed her brows at me. “What do you mean by that?”

She was confused. And I didn’t want to go through a whole song and dance to convince her of my idea. So I rose to my feet and proffered her a hand.

“How about this— let me take you to your family right now.”

“I… what?” And Edlyn just stared at me in shock.


Chapter 17

Arthur didn’t know Jax all that well. As a former Lich King who lived thousands of years ago, the bartender knew very little about the current landscape of Vacuos. Certainly, he heard rumors— hushed whispers being exchanged— because of his job. When people drank too much, their lips grew loose, and they’d often spill a secret or two. Especially [Traders].

So there were some things that Arthur knew about in some detail. Such as the progress of the war between the Astrad Kingdom and the Kingdom of Kal. Currently, things were in a tight deadlock between the two. But that hadn’t been the case for most of the war.

The Kingdom of Kal was winning. They had claimed more than a quarter of the Astrad Kingdom’s lands, and they were cutting a line straight to the Capital City of Astral. Knowing this, the Astrad Kingdom had poured all their forces to halt the Kingdom of Kal’s advance. And from what Arthur knew right now, it was temporarily working.

But it seemed like that wouldn’t be the case forever. That was why he wanted to intervene. That was why he wanted to become strong enough to be able to act.

He knew exactly the dangers the Kallistus Kal posed to the world. The Astrad Kingdom was currently the only thing standing in the [Hero King]’s path of destruction from spreading to the rest of Vacuos. After all, that was the Voidgod’s will.

It was the one desire of the Fal-Deus.

Arthur had seen it himself. The loathing that the Voidgod felt towards Vacuos.

And that was why the former Lich King wanted to stop it. That was why he wasn’t sitting around to let it happen— to let Amelia be the one to intervene and save the day. Because she wasn’t going to do anything about the [Hero King]. She was tired of being a hero, and she wanted to simply relax and enjoy herself, running her restaurant without much trouble.

While Arthur didn’t blame her, he wasn’t going to let Kallistus Kal continue his path of destruction any longer either.

After all, there was always the grim possibility— the small chance that existed— for Amelia to act too late. Or even worse, she could always fail to stop the [Hero King] once he was fully overtaken by the Voidgod. And Arthur wasn’t going to take that chance. That was why he stood here, in the forest right outside of Wolfwater, standing before an elf.

Arthur steeled himself as he faced the man opposite of him. The two of them were vaguely familiar with each other. They spoke from time to time, but it was mostly on matters related to work. The other man’s name was Jax— Arthur knew that much— and he was known as the Forsaken Archer.

He was supposedly an S-ranked adventurer, but from what Arthur had seen, that couldn’t have been the case. Even if what Arthur had seen of Jax typically wasn’t much. Because most of the time, it had been Jax challenging Amelia to a duel on multiple occasions— despite always losing, showing the same tenacity as always.

However, the speed Jax always displayed— the power he imposed— all of this made Arthur suspicious of the elf’s true strength.

That was why Arthur had accepted this offer to spar. Because he was curious. He wanted to see if this was truly going to help him. While he no longer possessed the magicks he once did as a Lich King, he now had access to the powers of the Void.

He was still greatly inexperienced with it. But he knew he could become stronger. And perhaps Jax could give him the push he needed to fully master his newfound powers.

Especially considering Jax’s reputation…

Once again, as a bartender, Arthur heard lots of stories. Which meant he had heard the occasional rumors about Jax. And apparently, the Forsaken Archer had built up quite the negative reputation throughout the years, carrying quite a lot of… cruel acts, to say the least.

But Arthur was prepared for this. He steeled himself as Jax raised a bow. The two of them stood across from each other in a clearing of trees.

“So I heard you’re able to regenerate from most injuries, huh?” the elf asked, twiddling an arrow as he spoke. “Because you’ve been… touched by the Void?”

Arthur scratched the back of his head. “Well, that’s not exactly the case. But you are correct, I do have the power of the Void.”

Jax raised a curious brow at that. “That’s interesting. Because, you see, everyone I have run into so far who is able to harness the Void’s essence has tried to kill me. Because they have all belonged to the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns, and they’ve found that I’ve gotten in their way.”

“I can assure you, I have no malintent to anyone in Wolfwater or even Vacuos,” Arthur said placatingly. He almost thought that the elf had called him out here because of a suspicion that he could be evil. But—

“I know that,” Jax scoffed. “I simply wish to know more about your origins. After all, it’s quite mysterious how you suddenly were given this power, is it not?”

“Well… perhaps I could explain it to you in more detail some other time. For now, how about we focus on the reason why you called me here.” Arthur shook his head as he took on a wide stance.

He was prepared for a duel— and he was ready for it to get bloody. He didn’t think Jax would hold back. After all, why would the Forsaken Archer show kindness in a sparring session against someone who could regenerate from all their wounds?

And the elf just smirked. “You’re too hasty. But fine, let us begin. I can’t lie and say I’m not excited either.”

For a moment, neither of them moved. Arthur’s eyes flickered, turning purple. Electricity crackled at his fingertips as he stared at his sparring partner. The elf took a step to the side as he placed his arrow on his bow.

“Don’t forget— don’t hold back,” Jax said with a grin.

“Didn’t plan on it.”

And Arthur pointed, unleashing a streak of purple lightning at the elf. Perhaps the former Lich King was being excessive. This was simply a sparring session between the two of them. There had been no reason for him to send such a powerful attack at the start of the fight.

But he knew he was weak as he currently was, and he was trying to release some of his frustrations here. So he watched as the sky flashed, sending down his attack at his opponent. The ground was ripped apart as the nearby trees were lit ablaze.

Arthur raised a hand, watching as the blast cleared, leaving behind a smoking crater that was larger than a house. Blinking, he stared at where Jax had been standing, before looking a hundred feet to the right where Jax was now standing.

“Too slow,” the elf said. “Try again.”

Arthur gritted his teeth and raised both his hands. This time, his entire body crackled with electricity as his eyes glinted with a purple light. He rose to the sky as he clapped, and several lightning bolts came crashing down to the elf.

This time, for certain, Arthur was sure he struck his target. But as the smoke cleared, and he saw nothing waiting there, he heard a voice coming from behind him.

“Once again, too slow.”

Arthur blinked and spun around. But the elf grabbed the former Lich King before slamming him to the ground. Groaning, Arthur lay there as he stared at a glinting arrow aimed at his face. Jax grinned triumphantly, and Arthur expected the arrow to be loosed to finish the job.

But Jax just drew back and lowered the bow. “Nice try.”

“I… what?” Arthur looked up with round eyes, his confusion evident on his face.

And the elf simply continued, “Your attacks are powerful. But they are far too slow. They would never hit any competent enemy in battle. What you have in strength, you lack in experience.”

Arthur rose to his feet as he stared at the elf in confusion. Many had said that Jax was a bloodthirsty psychopath who loved nothing more than the thrill of battle and seeing the blood of his enemies. And yet, Jax hadn’t even harmed the former Lich King.

The most damage Arthur received was from being slammed to the ground. He was completely flummoxed by this.

“You’re not going to win any battles from strength alone,” Jax said, not realizing the confusion that was going through Arthur’s mind. “If you wish to truly get stronger—”

But the elf couldn’t finish as a distant voice echoed. Both men looked up into the sky, watching as a shadowed figure shot through the crowds, accompanied by a terrified scream.

“...what was that?” Arthur rubbed his eyes, trying to make out what he was seeing.

Jax furrowed his brows. “That’s Amelia. She’s probably heading off to do something boring. Let’s resume our sparring session.”

“But that was also… Edlyn?” the former Lich King asked.

In response, the elf shrugged. “Who knows what they’re doing. Come on, get back to your feet.”

“Right.”

—--

It took some persuasion. But I managed to convince Edlyn to accept my offer— to see her family again. She was hesitant. Apprehensive, even. Because she knew exactly how I was going to transport her to her hometown.

I had to promise her that I would go slow. And I made that promise just about ten times before she finally agreed, her desire to see her family again winning out. But now, as I soared through the air with her…

I was pretty sure that she regretted her decision, because she passed out.

—--

Edlyn knew it was a bad idea. She told herself it was a horrible idea, right before she agreed to it. But she couldn’t help herself. She had to accept Amelia’s offer. And for the first time ever, her actions weren’t driven out of fear.

It simply had been so long since she had last seen her family. And the idea of seeing them again was what drove her to accept Amelia’s offer.

So Edlyn gave Amelia the rough directions back to her hometown. It wasn’t really a small village— in fact, it was bigger than the current size of Wolfwater, although that might change soon. The [Royal Chef] came from humble beginnings: a town called Eastshade.

As its name suggested, it was located to the east of the Astrad Kingdom. Which, fortunately, meant that it had mostly escaped unscathed from the war thus far. However, it wasn’t located at the far east, so it could be roped into the conflict at any moment. After all, that was exactly what happened to Windrip, even though it was supposed to be far from the border with the Kingdom of Kal.

Regardless, Edlyn knew that her hometown was far from Wolfwater. So ordinarily, it would take half a month’s trip at the very least to visit her family. Even from the Capital City of Astral, it would take a week to get there. So she never had much of an opportunity to see her parents again. Because she would need to take a whole month off just to visit them.

And taking time off would have hampered her chances of becoming the head [Royal Chef] when she first started working at the Astra Palace. Originally, she had thought that she’d be able to see her family again once she achieved her dream position, sending her coins back to her hometown every month. However, she soon learned that once she became the head [Royal Chef], her workload only doubled.

It became even more difficult for Edlyn to ever have time off— to ever see her family. It had been years since she last saw anyone from her family. And that was because they had visited her, not because she had visited them.

Perhaps there was no reason for her to even see them again right now. But she truly cared about her family. She cared about her parents who had supported her, helping her get to where she was— so she could achieve her dreams. They were the reason why she had even accepted this position to work in Amelia’s restaurant.

If it were up to Edlyn, she would’ve remained working as the head [Royal Chef] for the Astra Palace for another year before quitting. But it wasn’t up to her.

King Jalen of the Astrad Kingdom himself had requested that Edlyn work for Amelia— for the sake of their nation as a whole, to covertly win Amelia’s trust and convince her to stop Kallistus Kal.

It was no secret that Edlyn was terrified of Amelia. The [Royal Chef] never tried to be discreet about it. So she especially wouldn’t have ever wanted to work at Amelia’s restaurant. And yet, she chose to suck up to this suffering because of what King Jalen told her.

That the Astrad Kingdom would be destroyed.

There were other things that Jalen had offered Edlyn— money, status, and power. But the most compelling reason for Edlyn to have taken up this job was to protect her family. Because if the Astrad Kingdom was destroyed, then her family would suffer.

Edlyn had essentially been sacrificing herself for the sake of her family by giving herself as an employee to Amelia. At the very least, if it wasn’t considered to be a sacrifice, it wasn’t a fun experience. There were many insane things that happened on a day-to-day basis that almost seemed to break the [Royal Chef]’s mind— like dragons falling from the sky, or monsters running wild.

With each and every insane event that happened, Edlyn grew more convinced that there was something wrong with Amelia. That was why Edlyn was terrified of her employer. But now, Amelia was trying to convince the [Royal Chef] that there was nothing to be afraid of.

That was why Amelia gave Edlyn this offer.

It seemed like a nice offer. A generous chance to regularly see Edlyn’s family again. And now, as Edlyn made her way back towards her hometown, flying through the sky, her opinion of Amelia—

Remained exactly the same.

Edlyn screamed as they flew through the air. She was certain that Amelia only gave Edlyn this opportunity just to traumatize her once again.

“Stop screaming already,” Amelia said as they leapt over the clouds. “You’ve woken up, screamed, and passed out like three times in a row now.”

“How can I stop myself from screaming?” Edlyn shouted, before closing her eyes. “You said we’d go slow—”

“This is slow!”

“It isn’t… urk!”

“Don’t throw up on me!”

And the two women continued to make their way through the Astrad Kingdom, heading for Eastshade.

—--

Eventually, after Edlyn threw up three more times, and passed out once more, the two of them arrived at Eastshade.

The [Royal Chef] jolted awake as she saw the sun rising overhead. As Amelia said, she was traveling slowly, so it took many long hours for them to finally make it here. Even still, the trip had been far too nauseating for Edlyn.

But when she woke up and saw the illuminated outline of her hometown up ahead, she couldn’t help but forget any feeling of sickness she previously felt. Her breath was caught in her throat, and she just stared at the familiar houses— at the streets that were starting to fill with life.

“We’re here,” Amelia said as she glanced back at Edlyn. “At least, I think this is the place. I didn’t go in the wrong direction, right?”

Edlyn shook her head as they began to descend from above the clouds. “No. This is it.”

A small smile began to spread across the [Royal Chef]’s lips.

“This is my home.”

—--

I decided to land right outside of Easthaven so as to not draw any attention to either myself or Edlyn. From what I saw while I was still flying above the town, I knew that it was much bigger than Wolfwater— at least twice the size and population.

But Easthaven was not a city. While there were quite a few travelers and merchants making their way into the town this early in the morning, it wasn’t bustling with activity like Whiteridge of Windrip did as soon as the sun began to rise. But it was still quite crowded.

So I had to land at a secluded spot, and set Edlyn down. The [Royal Chef] took a few minutes before she could stand on steady feet. When she did, we made our way towards the nearest road, then started walking into town.

“We’re really here…” Edlyn whispered as we entered the town.

Strangely enough, unlike most cities I have been to, there wasn’t a retinue of guards surrounding the town. There weren’t even walls protecting the settlement. It was built like a village in that regard, except it was much larger.

I was assuming that the reason for the lack of security was due to the location. The surrounding landscape seemed mostly safe— no giant mountains or dense forests— and there were plenty of larger cities nearby.

So there was no entrance fee or anything necessary for us to enter the town. We simply strode through the streets as Edlyn ogled at everything significant we passed by.

“Is that Mr Smith’s Cafe? I remember working here part-time when I was twelve… and that’s Madam Wezley’s Restaurant!” Edlyn gasped as she saw a fancy-looking shop. “It’s changed so much since I was last here…”

I couldn’t blame her for wanting to revisit all her old childhood spots. But considering that I had no context for anything she was talking about, I found it all pretty boring. Still, I saw the way her eyes lit up and smiled at her.

“So what do you think?” I said as I crossed my arms.

Blinking, Edlyn turned to face me. “What do I think about what?”

“About my offer.” I waved a hand dismissively. “You’ll be able to come here whenever you want during the weekends.”

“That’s—” Edlyn pursed her lips.

She knew that there was no catch to my offer. I was giving it to her to be nice, and she was aware of that. But she shook her head as she placed a hand on her stomach.

“I’m not sure if I’d like to go through that trip every single week…”

I wanted to roll my eyes at that. But I stopped myself. Instead, I gestured at her to lead the way. “Well, let’s go see your family, then see how you feel.”

“Right.” Edlyn nodded.

And the two of us continued to slowly make our way through Easthaven. Until—

We arrived at a pile of rubble. Edlyn’s eyes widened as she stared at the remains of what had once been a house lying at the side of the road.

“What—” She dropped to her knees as I pursed my lips. “What happened to my home?”


Chapter 18

It was all gone.

Her house was no longer here.

Edlyn couldn’t believe her eyes. After so long, she had finally returned to her hometown. But it was all for naught. Because her house had been destroyed.

“Everything I had worked for… everything I have done…”

The [Royal Chef] whispered as she dropped to her knees. Her fingers trembled as she tightly gripped onto the seams of her shirt. She thought of everything she had been through— all that she had done. It was all for the sake of her family. But now—

“It’s all gone.”

Edlyn gritted her teeth, fighting back her tears. She couldn’t believe it. But it was the truth. How did it happen? She didn’t know. However, she knew what she saw before her eyes. Her house was destroyed…

And a voice piped up.

“Uh, are you sure they didn’t just move houses?”

Amelia asked as she scratched her cheek. Edlyn paused. Raising her head, the [Royal Chef] glanced back at her employer.

“I… what?”

“Like, why are you assuming the worst has happened? You do realize that your family could’ve just moved houses, right?”

Amelia continued with a shrug. Edlyn stared in disbelief for a long moment.

“That’s—”

Edlyn tried to work her jaw. But before she could muster up her words, she spotted a shadowed figure approach from the side, carrying a box of tools. A vaguely familiar face looked her up and down, before he blinked.

“Edlyn, is that you?”

“You’re… Jason?”

Edlyn’s eyes went wide when she finally recognized who he was. Amelia stared at him quizzically.

“Who is this, Edlyn?”

“He used to be one of my neighbors— a childhood friend of mine. But that’s beside the point.”

Shaking her head, Edlyn rose to her feet. She approached the young man with a confused look.

“Jason, what happened to my home? Where are my parents?”

“Your ma and your pa?“

Jason raised a brow as he lowered his box of tools. He had an accent which Edlyn lacked— or rather, she lost after having worked at Astra for so long. And it wasn’t that she intentionally got rid of it. Spending time around others who spoke differently naturally changed the way she spoke.

Wiping the sweat off his forehead, he answered casually.

“They’re back at their place. They’re fine. Why the worried face?”

“Their place? But isn’t this supposed to be our house?”

Edlyn asked as she gestured at the pile of rubble. Jason blinked a few times, before the realization settled in. He finally understood why she was so worried.

“Yeah, it was. But your ma and your pa decided they wanted to rebuild it from the ground up into their dream home. They actually hired me to help— I’m a [Builder] now. Not as impressive as you, since I’m only Level 18. But I’m helping out the best I can with my friends. Your ma and your pa are currently staying at a temporary house they bought a few blocks away though.”

Edlyn’s head spun as she tried to process everything Jason had said. She stared at him blankly, and he sheepishly scratched his cheek.

He looked like he had something else to say. But Amelia stepped forward and placed a hand on the [Royal Chef]’s shoulder.

“Seems like your parents are fine. Let’s go and see them now, shall we?”

Amelia grinned. And Edlyn… couldn’t help but sigh in relief. Nodding, she followed after Amelia and Jason as they led her to see her parents again after so long.

—--

I knew that Edlyn was overreacting. First of all, she tended to overreact. Sure, some of her reactions to what I did was fair… sometimes. But many times, she would construe what I was doing weirdly— because she didn’t trust me or whatever. However, there was certainly some level of anxiety or stress she experienced that probably needed to be addressed.

Of course her family was fine— I knew they were fine, and anyone with common sense wouldn’t have reacted the way she did. Even if her home had been torn down, there was no way their house would have suddenly been targeted and destroyed, while the surrounding buildings were left unscathed. Unless there was some criminal activity involved, like her parents owing a gang of thugs some money. But even then, I doubted any repercussions would be so severe to result in this.

So the fact that it was simply renovations didn’t surprise me. Or rather, they were doing a complete overhaul of their house.

I did wonder what Edlyn’s parents were like, considering how the [Royal Chef] was so often easily-disturbed. We followed Jason until we reached a small shack located at the edge of the town’s market street. There, the young man nodded at Edlyn with a smile.

“Here it is. Your parents have been staying here for the last month. They will be here for at least the rest of the year… me and my mates aren’t the fastest [Builders], y’know?”

Jason chuckled as Edlyn stared at the house. He scratched the back of his head, before she faced him.

“Thank you, Jason,” she said as she bowed her head. “I know it’s been a while since we’ve seen each other, and we should catch up too. But I want to speak with my parents first.

“Oh, uh, of course. We should catch up, for sure,” Jason agreed hastily, averting his gaze.

He flushed as he stood there, shifting his feet. I could tell he liked her. But for whatever reason, she seemed completely oblivious to it.

“You’ve really grown a lot since we last—” he started.

But Edlyn stepped forward as she slapped her cheeks. “Alright, let’s do this.”

And she left him behind as he lowered his hands. I gave him an apologetic look, before following after Edlyn. She reached the doorway and took in a deep breath. Raising a hand, she began to rap at the wooden door, but it immediately swung open as she backed up.

“Yes?” an old woman answered the door, blinking a few times.

Edlyn’s eyes grew wide. “Is that you… mother?”

The old woman paused as she squinted. Her ears almost twitched, and she leaned forward. “You sound almost like my daughter. Wait, you look like my daughter!”

She fumbled for a pair of glasses slung around her neck, before putting on. Her eyes went round as she stared at Edlyn.

“Wait, you are my daughter!”

“Mother— it’s been so long…” Edlyn started.

But her mother didn’t stop to reminisce. Spinning around, the old woman called out to an elderly man sitting on a couch.

“Darling, look who has returned! It is our daughter!”

And the elderly man raised his head as he frowned. “What?”

“Edlyn is back!” the old woman said excitedly. “She’s here to visit us!”

But the elderly man just put a hand to his ears. “What?!” he repeated himself.

The old woman sighed and walked up to the elderly man. She grabbed him by the shoulders, before yelling into his ears.

“I SAID: EDLYN HAS RETURNED! NOW PUT ON YOUR DAMN HEARING-AIDS!”

He recoiled, before rubbing his ears. Scowling, he grabbed what looked like a glowing pebble and placed it in his right ear.

“Fine, but you’ll have to bring it to the [Enchanter] when it’s out of mana…” But as he adjusted his hearing aid, his eyes landed on Edlyn who was standing by the doorway. And his jaw dropped in shock. “Wait, you were being serious? Edlyn is back? But I thought she was still working in the capital…”

Edlyn shuffled her feet when she heard that. But she quickly brushed off that remark as she strode forward.

“I’m here, mother, father. And I’m real.” A smile spread across her face as I watched from the side.

It reminded me a bit of when Noele reunited with her parents. Except everyone was much older.

Edlyn herself didn’t look to be the youngest. Certainly, she looked older than Noele. I would say she was approaching her 30s. If not already in her 30s.

However, her parents were definitely elders. They weren’t just middle-aged like Nolan or Nicole were. I could see the wrinkles on their faces, and their age catching up to them. If I had to guess, they were nearly in their 70s, which was unexpected.

And Edlyn seemed to be surprised by their appearances too. The two of them hobbled over to her as her smile vanished. Looking at them, she couldn’t help but purse her lips. When she opened her mouth, she hesitated.

“I… you’ve both grown so old since I’ve last seen you...” Edlyn whispered.

And I watched as a dark shadow washed over her face— the sudden regret and consequences of her actions becoming evident. The realization that she had wasted all those years away from her parents, only for them to now be much older.

I pursed my lips, wondering if I made the right decision to bring her here.

—--

The sun had long since set over the horizon. A crescent moon hung high overhead, the countless stars above speckling the night sky with their scintillating light. They illuminated the dark forest, casting a faint glow over the canopy of leaves. And standing in a clearing between the trees was a man with golden hair.

He knelt on the ground as he panted, caked in mud and blood. Gritting his teeth, he raised his head.

“Again,” Arthur said as he stared at the figure standing right before him.

It was a green-haired man— an elf with a bow slung around his back. Jax shook his head and turned around. “No, that’s enough for today. You’re tired.”

Arthur closed his eyes. The two of them had been sparring for hours now. Except— to call it a spar was a stretch. Each time they began, Jax thoroughly beat down the former Lich King. Because while Arthur had power, he didn’t have the combat experience necessary to wield it.

Oh, yes, he did have some of his memories of his conquest of Vacuos, over ten thousand years ago. However, that was no different than reading from a book or watching someone else in a duel. It did not constitute as actual experience.

That was why Arthur wasn’t satisfied just yet. He knew he needed experience. He knew he needed to learn how to use his powers. So he shook his head and faced the elf.

“No— I said: again.”

Hearing that, Jax halted. He glanced back, seeing the wisping purple aura flake off Arthur’s body. The elf’s eyes grew wide when he saw the way the former Lich King stood straight with glowing eyes.

“Don’t hold back— even when I’m bleeding and at your feet, I want you to keep fighting me.”

Arthur spoke as he spread his arms wide, his body crackling with electricity. And even Jax couldn’t help but gape at the seeming madness that overcame the bartender.

“I will become stronger.”

Jax heard this. He looked down at his bow, before his hands began to tremble. At first, Arthur thought he had gone too far— that he had scared the elf with his command. But then he saw the way Ajax’s lips quivered. A savage smile spread across the Forsaken Archer’s lips as he looked up at Arthur and laughed.

“Now you’re speaking my language— I won’t hold back! Let’s do this.”

And the two men grinned at each other, before they clashed as the night went on.

—--

Far away from Wolfwater, in the town of Eastshade, Edlyn sat down across from her parents in their home. While she should have been happy to finally be back, she was instead left in… shock.

Edlyn didn’t know how to feel. Her mind was still reeling with everything she had experienced back in her hometown. Some things had stayed the same, but many things had changed. And the changes hadn’t been all for the better. At least, for her.

First she thought her home had been destroyed. But fortunately for her, she found out that it was just being renovated. However, now she saw the state her parents were in.

Her mother could hardly see, and her father struggled to hear. And they both looked much older. Her father was practically balding, his widow’s peak reaching to the top of his head. Meanwhile, her mother was covered in wrinkles, her back slightly hunched, although she seemed far more chipper than her husband.

Edlyn rubbed her eyes, in sheer disbelief at what she saw. Compared to how they had looked when she last saw them, they were completely distinct. The [Royal Chef] still recognized her parents. It wasn’t like they were different people. However, they had aged considerably.

Placing her hands on her face, Edlyn saw her reflection on the cup of tea that had been poured for her. She felt like she had barely aged, unlike her parents. But then she realized she last saw them when she had just turned twenty, and now, she was about to turn thirty.

Perhaps Edlyn should have expected this. Her parents had always been relatively old— having only had her when they reached their mid-thirties. But still, it was jarring to see them looking like this.

“...I need a smoke,” Edlyn whispered under her breath as she massaged her temples.

But she didn’t bring her pipe with her. Looking up, she saw her parents introducing themselves to Amelia.

“So our little Edlyn is working for you now?” Edlyn’s mother said curiously. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, young lady.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you too, Ms…?” Amelia replied, proffering a hand.

“You can just call me Cheryl. And this is my husband, Stephan.” Cheryl shook Amelia’s hand.

And Amelia smiled. “I’m Amelia. As I said, I’m Edlyn’s new employer, and I brought her here to meet with you today for her time off.”

“Time off, huh?” Cheryl raised a brow. “That’s surprising, Edlyn never has any time off when she was working at the Astra Palace.”

“Well, I do things differently. I’d rather not work one of my best workers to death. So you’ll be seeing Edlyn a lot more frequently now.” Amelia waved a hand off dismissively.

Edlyn pursed her lips when she heard that. She still wasn’t sure if she believed Amelia. And yet, seeing was believing. It was hard to deny reality— to deny what the [Royal Chef] was seeing before her very eyes.

Stephan, Edlyn’s father, harrumphed and leant back in his seat. He raised a pipe to his mouth as he adjusted his hearing aids.

“All I want to know is if something happened to Edlyn’s position at the Astra Palace— that was her dream job. She didn’t get fired, did she?” Stephan asked with a raised brow.

He looked towards the [Royal Chef]. She winced at that. While she had been excited to meet her parents again after so long, she hadn’t been prepared to explain the intricacies of what happened that led her to working in a farming village far from the capital.

However, Amelia seemed to have been prepared for any interrogation. The brown-haired woman cleared her throat and spoke up.

“Actually, Edlyn didn’t get fired. This is just a temporary job— the King of the Astrad Kingdom owed me a small favor, so I made a special request to have his [Royal Chef] work at my restaurant to train my staff. Don’t worry, she’ll be back at the Astra Palace in a few months.” Amelia gave Stephan a reassuring looks

Edlyn blinked. Most of what had just been said had been a completely lie. And yet, it sounded real enough for it to be the truth.

Cheryl blinked in surprise. “Oh my, I didn’t think that we’d have a friend of the King as a guest today. If I knew that, I’d have prepared some snacks!”

“Seriously?” Stephan practically exclaimed. “I apologize if I was rude, my lady. I didn’t realize you were a noble.”

“Uh, I’m not exactly a noble. So you don’t have to worry about any formalities.” Amelia shook her head as she backed away slightly.

“Well, I’m glad that you finally had the time to visit us,” Cheryl said as she turned to face Edlyn. “Honestly, this must be a blessing in disguise.”

“I…” Edlyn opened her mouth to protest. But she stopped herself. There was a lot she wanted to say in regards to working with Amelia— most of it were complaints, but the main issue being how the [Royal Chef] was no longer working her dream job, whilst simultaneously earning much less.

However, there was the consideration that she would be rewarded greatly for what she was doing right now, working with Amelia. So Edlyn caught herself and took in a deep breath.

“What do you mean, mother?” Edlyn asked.

And Cheryl replied simply, “I have been wanting to see you for a while, Edlyn. Especially before my eyesights give out. Now that I can see you more frequently… it’s almost like the World System heard my prayer, and brought you here.”

She chuckled as she leant back. Stephan nodded and harrumphed.

“That’s right. I’m tired of hearing your mother’s constant yapping too. I’d much rather hear your voice than her screechy voice.” He rubbed his ears.

And Cheryl shot him a glare, before rolling her eyes.

Edlyn just stared at them, utterly befuddled at that. “I…”

But there was nothing she could say. Cheryl smiled as she nodded gratefully at Amelia.

“Thank you for bringing our little girl here.  While we were proud of what she accomplished, and we couldn’t have all these luxuries without her… what we wanted most for the longest is to have her back here with us.

Hearing that, Edlyn couldn’t help but break down into tears.


Chapter 19

Edlyn broke down into tears. And I just watched from the side, not sure how to react.

It wasn’t that I didn’t feel bad for her. Certainly, I could understand how she felt. She hadn’t seen her family in years. I could understand how she felt.

My eyes flickered as I remembered a moment so long ago. When I first returned back to my world. And I found that everything had changed…

It was hard to believe— hard to accept. I knew that when I was first shown that vision of what happened to my world since I had been gone, I refused to believe it was real. That I rejected the Voidgod’s words. After all, why should I trust him?

Even if he told me that my parents were long dead, and that decades had already passed in my world, so there was no reason for me to even strive to go back, I rebuked his words. I had called him a liar back then.

And only after I had killed him— after I had become strong enough to triumph against him— had I been able to return to my world. When I did go back, I found that he was right. I found nothing waiting for me there.

But even though I had been distraught to discover that my old life was gone, I didn’t fall into despair. Perhaps it was because I had already been jaded, after having been forced to endure the torturous environment of the Fractured Realm for what felt like an eternity, but I managed to muster up the strength to leave and make a new life for myself here in Vacuos.

And while Edlyn’s circumstances weren’t exactly the same as mine, I was afraid for her mental wellbeing. I wondered if she would have broken down at this moment, unable to continue working as a [Royal Chef]. After all, she had discovered that everything she had been through had only led to this.

Her parents had aged significantly, and her hometown had changed. What was the point of everything she had done?

I pursed my lips, unsure of what to say. But I knew I needed to say something to cheer her up. Especially if I didn’t want to lose her as an employee. Sure, I cared about her as an individual as well. However, I was certain that she would find it to be quite therapeutic to remain here with her family after this revelation, so that wouldn’t even be a terrible outcome for her.

I was torn on what to do. That was why I just stood to the side and watched her as she cried.

But even if I didn’t act or react, Edlyn’s parents did. They saw the way she cried her heart out, and they exchanged a glance. Immediately, they huddled around the [Royal Chef] and cooed.

“What’s wrong, Edlyn?” Cheryl asked. “Did something happen to you while you were gone?”

Even though Edlyn was a grown adult, her mother still treated her like a child. It was a sweet sight to see. And while her dad was gruffer, he was still caring for his daughter.

“Huh? What’s going on? Is this related to why you quit working at the Astra Palace? I always knew that that king was a no-good—” Stephan started.

But Edlyn quickly spoke up. “That’s not it!”

And both Cheryl and Stephan blinked. Edlyn chewed on her lower lip as she wiped away her tears.

“I’m crying because…” Edlyn hesitated as she looked up towards me.

I blinked, and Stephan glared my way.

“It’s that lady’s fault?” he asked, jumping to conclusions immediately once again.

But Edlyn shook her head. “No— I should be grateful to her instead.”

And that caught me off guard. “You do?”

“I never would’ve realized this if not for Ms Amelia…” Edlyn said as she looked down at herself. “I have… wasted my life away.”

Her lips trembled as she whispered. She brought her hands up to her face, and she gritted her teeth.

“I always wanted to become a [Royal Chef]. I wanted to achieve my dreams. But what was it for? Even when I was working at the Astra Palace, I wasn’t happy. And now, I missed a decade of my life with you. All that time we could’ve spent together is gone…”

Edlyn looked up and met the aging face of her parents. They exchanged a glance, and she began to break out into tears again.

“I-it was all for nothing.”

There was a long pause as Edlyn cried. And she would have continued to cry for far longer. I almost regretted bringing her here. But at the very least, it seemed like I had helped her overcome her fear of me, considering that she just defended me.

Finally, Cheryl spoke up once again.

“Oh, but my sweet little Edlyn,” Cheryl said as she placed a hand over her daughter’s shoulder. “We have always understood and supported your dream. We knew that we wouldn’t see you for a while and we prepared ourselves for it. So don’t blame yourself for this.”

Stephan nodded in agreement. “That’s right— we’re just glad you were able to fulfill your dream.”

“But I—” Edlyn started.

And Cheryl chuckled. “Also, we’re not that old yet. We still have a few decades in us. So if you really miss us that much, you should come see us more often.”

“That’s right.” Stephan scoffed, placing a hand on his chest. “I don’t know about your mother, but I definitely have quite a long life ahead of me, even still.”

Cheryl shot him a glare.

But he snorted and continued. “Also, we were able to afford all this thanks to you. So don’t act like you have done nothing for us!”

He gestured at the room around them. While it wasn’t the most luxurious place I had ever seen, it certainly wasn’t a shoddy hut. Edlyn blinked a few times as she processed this, before she slowly raised her head.

“I… see.”

“All your hard work wasn’t for nothing, Edlyn,” Cheryl said as she smiled at her daughter. “And we are glad we were able to see you again after so long. Just don’t take so long to visit us again next time.”

“...right.” Edlyn nodded as she wiped away the last of her tears.

And I just smiled, glad to see that she was feeling better already.

—--

After speaking with her parents, Edlyn felt… better.

At the very least, she didn’t regret her actions of going to work at the Astra Palace as much as she did before. But still, she resolved herself to spend more time with her family. So she spent the rest of the day catching up with Cheryl and Stephan.

Amelia didn’t seem to want to intrude too much, going around and exploring the town, only returning when it was night and time to go back. That was when Edlyn bade farewell to her parents with teary eyes.

“Visit us more often, alright?” Cheryl said with a kind smile.

And Stephan snickered. “But not too often either! These old bones need some time to rest after today…”

Cheryl rolled her eyes. “He’s just saying that so you don’t feel guilted into giving up on your dreams.”

“I’m not giving up on my dreams, mother, father,” Edlyn said as she nodded at them. “I… feel better now though, thanks to the both of you.”

Cheryl held onto Stephan’s hands and spoke softly. “We’re glad to hear that.”

Edlyn turned away and walked up to Amelia. The brown-haired woman raised an expectant brow.

“Well… that went… uh, alright?” Amelia said uncertainly. “I think?”

“It certainly went, alright,” Edlyn countered.

The two women slowly made their way out of the town. Finally, Amelia spoke up again.

“So, what do you think of my offer?” Amelia asked curiously. “You can take time off to visit your parents every weekend.”

Edlyn sighed, looking up at her employer. “Of course I accept it. After seeing all that, I would be an idiot not to accept it.”

“Well, as long as it makes you feel better,” Amelia said with a shrug.

They continued to walk on in silence. Normally, Edlyn would be quivering in her shoes with each step she took, even just being in close proximity to the brown-haired woman. But after seeing the passion in Amelia— after how far Amelia had gone to prove herself— there couldn’t have been any malintent to it.

And Edlyn was grateful now.

“Thank you, Amelia,” Edlyn finally said. “For doing this for me.”

Amelia just gave a small smile in return. “Hey, don’t worry about it. You’re my best employee, as I said. But just don’t scream too much when we go back.

Edlyn chuckled as she closed her eyes. “Oh, I definitely will.”

—--

I was glad that Edlyn felt better about me now. She didn’t seem to hold the same fear as she did before. Although… it was hard to convince her that I wasn’t a monster.

She had seen what I was capable of. And even Noele thought something similar of me. But fortunately, Edlyn no longer thought I was a terrifying monster. That was a key distinction, and that was what I wanted.

I didn’t want her to be so scared of me that she ran away and quit her job. I wanted her to continue working at Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant and be happy. And I succeeded.

Now, she was going to see her family every weekend. While that meant that the restaurant was going to be closed on those days, I didn’t mind it that much. I was more than content with taking time off to relax and get another hobby.

I was sure that Arthur and Harlan would have been enthused to hear about that too. Jax as well, but for other reasons. Because I knew he was going to pester me to spar with him on those days.

I wondered how I was going to have to deal with that.

For now, I focused on the good things. Like how Edlyn had passed out as we were heading back to Wolfwater, so I couldn’t hear her screaming in my ears.

She did scream for about five minutes. But she must have been so exhausted from this trip, she fell unconscious. So as the night went on, I eventually arrived at the farming town. But as I passed a section of a forest overhead, I spotted the signs of a battle.

My eyes narrowed as I wondered what that was. At first, I had thought something had happened— that something had attacked Wolfwater. But then I caught a glimpse of two figures, lying and panting in the middle of a deep crater.

I recognized who they were immediately. The first was a green-haired elf. Jax the Forsaken Archer. I should have known he had something to do with this. But when I saw the man next to him, I stared in shock.

“Is that… Arthur?” I asked nobody in particular.

It was indeed my bartender. The former Lich King. And he lay there, the skin on his face partially burned off, showing a hint of his skull. But his flesh was regenerating, growing back slowly as the seconds passed.

I stared at the two of them as I flew under the moon. They were smiling, evidently exhausted as they lay next to each other.

“Uh, what happened to them?” I wondered aloud.

But I decided not to question it as I finally arrived back in Wolfwater. After all, for now, most of my problems have been resolved.

…right?

—--

Kallistus Kal sat on his throne as he heard the frantic voices coming from the outside hallway. Looking up, he saw the ornate double doors to his throne room swing open. A red-haired woman cursed at a guard, pushing him out of the way as she marched in.

“Get out of my way— I need to speak with my liege.”

“But Archmage, you cannot just barge in in the middle of a meeting—” one of the royal guards said.

But Melissa didn’t care. The [Hero King] watched as the fiery woman marched into the throne room. His advisors and generals glanced at her quizzically, not expecting her sudden entrance. They faced her in confusion. One of the generals piped up with a frown.

“Archmage Melissa, what are you doing here?”

“What am I doing here?” Melissa snapped at him. She raised a piece of paper— a missive of sorts. And she pointed at it emphatically. “How about you read this and tell me!”

The general— his name was Kane, and he was in charge of the Third Army— took the piece of parchment and read from it. His face immediately paled as he read what was written on it. Kallistus Kal raised a brow, intrigued by that reaction.

“What is it, Melissa?” he asked as he faced his archmage.

She steeled herself with a deep breath and bowed. “I-I apologize, my liege, for the sudden intrusion. But this is a message of utmost importance.”

“Tell me,” Kallistus said as he gestured for her to straighten. “What is it?”

Melissa’s lips quivered as the letter was passed around the room. Every single advisor or general who read it looked on in shock, and a susurration swept over the room.

Finally, the archmage spoke slowly as she met the [Hero King]’s gaze.

“The Archmage King of Scholus has declared war on the Kingdom of Kal. Soon, the dwarven republics and democracies will join the war alongside him. This is no longer a war that is contained to Laxo. this is a war that will affect all of Vacuos.”

And Kallistus Kal’s eyes flickered when he heard that. He leant back in his throne room, a frown crossing his lips. “I see.”

But otherwise, he provided no reaction. Immediately, the room broke out into a panic. A myriad of voices spoke out, and the various advisors and generals there began to argue on what they should do.

“That is ridiculous!”

“How dare they involve themselves with our affairs!”

“We should recruit the aid of the fairies—”

But Kallistus Kal didn’t speak. He just sat on his throne as Melissa eyed him. She faced him, looking for an answer. For a solution. Because she trusted him.

He knew that she believed he would be the one to provide a way out of this mess.

And he knew what to do.

Kallistus Kal rose to his feet as he raised his longsword. “Very well, if that is how they wish to play it…”

He strode forward as the generals and advisors gathered in the room paused. They exchanged glances, before looking towards their king. Melissa stared at him hesitantly.

“What do you have planned, my liege?”

“Simply put, all we have to do is wipe out the Astrad Kingdom before they can intervene,” the [Hero King] said simply. “And that is why I will lead the charge to their capital city. Myself.”

“What…?” Melissa gaped at him in shock.

But he strode past her. The rest of the generals and advisors heard this. They processed this for a long moment. And then they began to protest, breaking out into a babble of voices.

However, the [Hero King] continued on.

—--

And deep beneath the palace, the real Kallistus Kal sat in a dark hall. He looked through the eyes of his clone, before turning to address the lone figure kneeling before him.

“Ammon,” he addressed his personal servant. “Ensure that my city is protected while my clone deals with this business.”

“Yes, my King,” Ammon said as he drew back.

Kallistus Kal shook his head as he spoke to himself in the darkness. “So the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns wish to take action against me. They believe that they can destroy me with their combined might. But they are gravely mistaken.”

He rose to his feet and strode through the dark hall into an empty room. There, he saw a rift into the void. A portal to the Fractured Realm. And he peered into the infinite darkness it held within it.

“But I will not falter. I will not fail—” he spoke.

And as he did, a voice resounded in his head. The voice of the void that came from the rift.

The Fal-Deus itself.

Bring me to this world, and I will fulfill your greatest desires…

Kallistus Kal’s gaze bore into the blackened world. The prison that held the True God of Vacuos. He listened to the voice as he fell silent.

I will give your power unimaginable— the strength which you possess even right now shall be greatly surpassed. Heed my words, and I will grant you salvation.

And the [Hero King] closed his eyes, remembering his family back in his world. He took in a deep breath and began to reshape the rift. It grew bigger and bigger with each passing day, being molded into the vessel that would hail the return of the Fal-Deus.

“I will return to my world,” Kallistus whispered. “And I will make the people of this world suffer.”

As he resolved himself, his clone marched out towards the Astrad Kingdom, leading an army that could bring down the Astra Palace in a single day.


Chapter 20

And like lightning, followed by a resounding clap of thunder, the [Hero King]’s re-entry into the battlefield reverberated throughout the entirety of the Astrad Kingdom.

When King Jalen heard the news, he sank to his knees in his room. He knew that all hope would be lost. Because the only reason why the war had come to a stand-still so far was because Kallistus Kal had abstained from fighting after the initial phases of the war.

But even back then, when the [Hero King] took the battlefield, it was only victory after victory for the Kingdom of Kal. And now, as Jalen stared at the sprawl of parchments lying before him, he knew it was going to happen again. This time, it was even faster.

Already, the Kingdom of Kal had penetrated deep into the Astrad Kingdom, heading straight for the capital city of Astral. Soon, the war would be over. In perhaps a month at most.

Many dwarven states have decided to join the war, no longer remaining neutral, opting to side with the Astrad Kingdom. Even the magical city state of Scholus had chosen to side against the Kingdom of Kal.

But they were too late. They wouldn’t be able to intervene in time. And even if they could, they wouldn’t be able to stop the [Hero King].

Jalen didn’t know what happened. But something had changed. Kallistus Kal was different now. He was stronger.

And the Astrad Kingdom would fall.

…unless—

Jalen took in a deep breath as he raised his head. He didn’t hold out hope for the Archmage King of Scholus, nor did he think the dwarven nations in Alius could make a difference,

Instead, he remembered a strange girl who came to his palace. A brown-haired woman who was stronger than any of his [Knights of the Astral Order]. Someone who was thought to be as strong as an Elder Dragon.

She was Jalen’s only hope. But he didn’t know if she would even come to save him. All Jalen could do was hope that Edlyn— his [Royal Chef] which he sent to follow Amelia— would be able to do her part and convince Amelia to partake in the war.

Otherwise, with the [Hero King] conquering Laxo, he would set his sights on Alius next, then it would be the end of the world as anyone knew it.

—--

I was finally back in Wolfwater after dealing with Edlyn— convincing her that I was actually a good person, even if I was incredibly strong beyond her comprehension. That took a lot more effort than I thought it would. But after bringing her to see her family, and having a long talk with her, she finally understood that I was just trying to run a business and keep her happy.

Because she was my best employee. She was the reason why Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant could sustain the growth it did. And I was grateful to her.

That was why I was offering her a free trip to see her parents every weekend to placate her. She was happy about it. Even if the trip itself almost killed her.

And my other employees were quite happy about this arrangement— especially Arthur and Jax. With the time off they got, they would train with each other, sparring and destroying the landscape nearby the restaurant.

I reprimanded them for this after the second time they did it, and sent them to train somewhere else. I didn’t want them to scare off any potential customers I could have.

Two weeks passed as this routine continued. More and more customers showed up, wanting to enjoy the experience of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. They came from all around the Astrad Kingdom, and they stayed at the newly-constructed inn that was just next door.

I wondered if I could have collaborated with the [Innkeeper]— offer some kind of catering service to his inn, in exchange for using some of his employees from time to time.

But I put off that idea for later. For now, I was just glad that things were progressing swimmingly without any interruptions. And I thought things would continue going this way for a bit.

However, as I returned back to Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant after another weekend at Edlyn’s hometown, I found… something alarming.

“That’s…?” I whispered, seeing the swarm of buzzing figures surrounding my restaurant.

My lips drew into a thin line when I recognized what they were. Fortunately for me, while Edlyn was with me, she was also still unconscious from the tfjo. So she couldn’t panic at the sight.

“I guess I’ll just have to resolve this before she wakes up,” I muttered under my breath as I descended from the sky.

Sure enough, when I landed, I heard the cacophonous buzzing. I saw the swarm of giant insects gathering around the wooden building. I set Edlyn down against a tree, a few hundred feet away from the scene.

And then I moved to approach the baby bastion bees.

They hadn’t caused an incident in a while. And I thought there wasn’t going to be any more problems with them. But as it turned out, I was too optimistic, and that wasn’t going to be the case…

“So… what’s up?” I asked as I approached them hesitantly.

Immediately, their gazes snapped my way, and I pressed my lips thinly together. I was expecting them to be upset— to be mad for whatever reason.

Well, I could think of a few reasons as to why they weren’t happy. They thought of me as their protector, even if I wasn’t. After all, that whole scheme had been a ploy devised by me to convince them to gain my trust.

And after Grat-ra’zun showed up, I hadn’t really returned to ‘protect’ them. Because of that, they must have been angry at me for not upholding my promise.

They buzzed their wings as I approached them apprehensively.

“It’s been a while, huh? I, uh, have been a little busy as of late. I hope you guys aren’t mad…” I spoke sheepishly.

And I watched as a figure flew forward. The queen baby bastion bee. I still hadn’t come up with a name for her. But now wasn’t the time for that. Because she darted straight at me, and I braced myself for an attack.

Surprisingly, when she reached me, I wasn’t attacked. Instead, she landed on my face, clinging tightly onto my cheeks. Like she was hugging me. Blinking a few times, I removed her from my face, and stared at her as she fluttered her wings on the palm of my hand.

She stared at me with round eyes as I raised a brow hesitantly.

“You’re not mad at me?” I asked..

And the baby queen bastion bee tilted her head. She didn’t look upset. I swept my gaze around as the swarm of baby bastion bees gathered around me. They all looked at me curiously.

No— not curiously. There was an expectant look to them. Like they wanted something from me. I just didn’t know what. I narrowed my eyes as they buzzed their wings expectantly. I hoped it wasn’t loud enough to wake up Edlyn.

“What’s going on?” I asked the baby bastion bees.

They swarmed around me, continuing to buzz their wings expectantly. I pressed my lips into a thin line. I couldn’t understand them. But it was clear they wanted something from me. So I thought about finding Dorien.

He was the [Druid] who got me into taking these bastion bees under my care in the first place. And he could even understand both animals and monsters. However, I didn’t think he was currently in Wolfwater, so I had to seek him out in the Vox Forest.

If he was even there.

I’d have to ask Nolan or Nicole about where I could find Dorien. After all, they were close friends with the [Druid]. So they probably had an idea as to where I could find him.

But before I could even begin to seek anyone out, I watched as a familiar figure emerged from between the mass of baby bastion bees. My eyes grew wide as I saw the winged creature— I saw her feathers.

And I stared at the chicken as she clucked at me, standing amongst the bastion bees.

“Bucky?”

Now I really was confused.

“Just what is going on?”

—--

“What’s wrong, Bucky?” I asked as I stared at the chicken.

All around me, the baby bastion bees buzzed. Their queen fluttered her wings, even as she sat on my shoulder. And Bucky’s gaze just bore into me.

It was almost like she was judging me. I pursed my lips and dropped down to one knee. I extended a hand to her.

“Are you alright—” I started.

And she began to cluck angrily, pecking at me. I blinked and drew back.

“Ouch, what are you doing? I don’t even know why I said ouch, that didn’t actually hurt. But— what’s going on?”

Bucky continued clucking and pecking at my hand. I picked her up, and she squawked. It was evident that she was angry about something.

However, she couldn’t speak. So I just watched her as she waved her wings in the general direction of the baby bastion bees.

“You’re angry because… I’ve been neglecting them?” I asked, tilting my head.

Bucky nodded furiously at me. I pursed my lips, before placing a hand on the baby queen bastion bee.

“I’m, uh, sorry about that. But I was busy with Edlyn…” I started.

But Bucky glared at me, not buying what I was saying. I scratched the back of my head.

“And I’m back now? So I can make it up to them?” I suggested apprehensively.

But Bucky just clucked louder. She pecked at me again, and I rolled my eyes.

“Alright, if that’s not the right option, what should I do?” I asked.

Of course, I couldn’t understand the chicken. All I could tell was that she was upset with me. She continued squawking as she flapped her wings angrily.

And then I heard a soft buzzing. Almost panicked. Looking down, I watched as the baby queen bastion bee flew up at Bucky, intercepting the chicken.

Blinking, I just stood to the side as the two creatures seemed to argue. Bucky clucked, and the baby queen bastion bee buzzed.

“Is she… defending me?” I stared in disbelief.

Bucky hissed as she backed away from the baby bastion bee. I blinked a few times, then just stood in shock as the baby bastion bee flitted back to me.

I didn’t know what was going on. However, I knew it was a complicated situation. So I sighed.

“Alright, I guess it’s time for me to pay Dorien a visit to figure out what’s going on.”

Bucky huffed as she turned away from me, hearing what I said.

—--

After dropping off the unconscious Edlyn at her bed so she could rest somewhere that isn’t behind a bush, I brought Bucky and the baby bastion bees with me to Nolan’s farm. There, I asked him about where I could find the only person who could help me resolve this problem— the [Druid] who introduced me to the bastion bees in the first place.

Dorien.

Unfortunately for me…

“Dorien has returned to the Vox Forest,” Nolan said as he shook his head. “You can find him there, if you need his help.”

“I… see.” I sighed, and I drew back. “Well, this is going to be a bit of a pain in the ass, huh?”

I glanced back towards the swarm of baby bastion bees who were waiting right outside of the farm. Bucky was there, standing guard over them. Like a glorious steed mounted by a knight in shining armor. I had them all wait outside as I talked with Nolan.

Finally, I returned to them as I shrugged.

“Let’s go find him.”

Bucky clucked frustratedly, and I gestured at her to follow. The swarm of baby bastion bees and the chicken trailed after me as I made my way away from Wolfwater.

—--

After an hour of traveling, I realized this wasn’t going to work. We were moving way too slow. By the time I reached the Vox Forest, it would be after a week of travel at the very least. The baby bastion bees simply couldn’t travel as quickly as I could. That wawa why progress would be too slow.

So I made my decision on how to deal with this issue.

“Alright, we’re heading back!” I said as I spun around.

Bucky clucked in confusion, and the baby queen bastion bee blinked at me. But I marched forward as I led them back towards my restaurant. It took two hours to bring them back to my hive, and when they arrived, I nodded at them reassuringly.

“Don’t worry, I’ll be back in an hour. Just stay put.”

“Bawk bawk—” Bucky clucked protestingly.

But then I took off into the distance, leaping into the sky as they watched me go.

—-

The astrid beetle. It was a rare species of monster that was known to be docile towards humans despite their carnivorous tendencies. The reason for their strange tendencies to avoid feasting on humans had eluded experts for as long as their species had been discovered. Depending on their stage of evolution, one could reach up to the size of an elephant. And there were many well-documented examples of large groups of Level 30 or 40 astrid beetles completely ignoring a town of helpless humans during a time where food sources were scarce for all, but they never attacked.

Dorien had been observing them for a month now, and he was starting to understand their behavioral pattern. Or so he thought. As a [Druid], he could understand animals and monsters to a certain extent. However, that didn’t mean he was capable of understanding their deepest thoughts immediately. Especially if they didn’t communicate with them.

That was why he knew he needed to build up his trust with them. And it was time for the barrier between being an observer and interacting with them broke.

Striding forward, Dorien walked towards a group of astrid beetles as they were building a home out of dung. There were five of them in total, and they were each the size of a person, since they were of a lower-evolution.

Dorien brought his hands up as he lowered his head. That way, he didn’t intimidate them.

“Hello,” he started as he drew closer, and the astrid beetles tilted their heads at him curiously. “I don’t mean you any harm. You don’t have to fear me—”

But before Dorien could finish, a shadow fell from the sky. It came crashing down right in between the [Druid] and the monsters. The ground was smashed open, and a plume of dust shot into the air.

The astrid beatles went scattering in a panic— in fear and shock at what just happened. Dorien stumbled back as he coughed, wondering what just happened. He looked up in alarm, thinking a comet or a monster had crashed before him.

However, he paused at what he saw.

“Amelia?” Dorien blinked. “What the fuck are you—”

But before he could finish, Amelia grabbed him and leapt into the air. “Sorry, I’m kidnapping you for a bit.”

“Wait, no DON’T—” And Dorien screamed as he was lifted through the air into the horizon.
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Bucky watched as Amelia left.

Again.

That was annoying to see. This was precisely the problem that Bucky had seen happen time and time again. Even though most people thought that she was just a chicken who didn’t know any better, sometimes she felt like she was the only person in the entirety of Wolfwater who had any common sense.

Just because she couldn’t speak didn’t mean she was an idiot.

Bucky actually had empathy— she actually understood others, even if they didn’t communicate their feelings. This was a trait that Amelia distinctly lacked. Even if the human woman tried to be a good person… sometimes.

So that was why Bucky understood the issue of the frustration of the baby bastion bees. They thought Amelia was their protector… only to be immediately abandoned by her.

Time and time again, Amelia did the same thing. She made a commitment to others, but she failed to live up to it. As far as Bucky knew, this was what happened with Noele— in regards to her apprenticeship, or lack thereof. This was what happened with Jax— even if it was understandable that Amelia didn’t want to keep up with her promise of dueling him every single day. This was what happened with Edlyn— even though it was more recently resolved. And this was what happened with Arthur— how he was seemingly so lost working as a bartender, doing nothing else.

The last part was something even Arthur himself hadn’t realized was an issue yet, although he was starting to wake up to it now. Bucky noticed it herself long ago. Now, as Arthur spent more and more time training with Jax, his eyes were opening up to it.

There was also the more recent problem of Justyn. He was recovering from his long journey and exhaustion after seeking out Amelia for so long. But she bore no responsibility for what happened to him. His frustrations— his feelings of this situation. That everything he had done was wasted.

Bucky didn’t try to cheer him up because she couldn’t speak to him. But it was also Amelia’s duty to fix it. And before that, it was Amelia’s duty to take care of the baby bastion bees.

That was why Bucky had approached them, befriended them, and helped them through the woes they were facing right now.

Because once again, Amelia had abandoned them, just like everyone else. She refused to take responsibility, except this time, they were literal children. And they needed someone to care for them.

Looking up, Bucky saw the worried look on the baby queen bastion bee’s face. The latter was staring in the direction Amelia had vanished to, wings fluttering slowly and anxiously. She was a child. A recent newborn. And she was starting to gain even more sapience than before.

So she was starting to ask questions. Especially since she considered Amelia to be her protector— to be the guardian of the hive.

And it was hard to feel safe when Amelia was never around.

But the baby bastion bees were too afraid to speak to— to bring things up to Amelia. That was why Bucky had to convince the baby queen bastion bee to approach Amelia. That was how they got into this situation.

And yet…

Bucky sighed as she lowered her head.

Once again, Amelia was gone—

And right as the thought crossed Bucky’s mind, she saw a figure crashing down from the sky. She blinked, before backing away in a panic, clucking and flapping her wings. The baby bastion bees recoiled too at what they saw.

Amelia landed right before her, carrying a familiar [Druid] over her shoulder.

“Alright,” Amelia said as she dropped the human man she was carrying to the ground, “let’s talk now.”

And even Bucky had to admit… that was fast.

—--

I returned with Dorien as quickly as I could. Which, unfortunately, resulted in him passing out during the trip back. However, at the very least, I was back with the baby bastion bees, so they couldn’t cause trouble while I was gone.

I looked up as they swarmed around me, before turning to face Bucky. She was still irate, wearing an annoyed face. But she also looked a little bit impressed by how quickly I could find Dorien on my own.

Which she shouldn’t be. If I was left unimpeded, I could almost always get anything done by myself in the snap of a finger. But there was always someone else to consider, which got quite tiresome.

The reason why I even took so long was because I had to ensure Dorien didn’t die on the trip back. So I took my time to get here, traveling at a speed I knew Noele could survive, so I inferred that Dorien would survive.

Even if he passed out.

I gestured for the baby bastion bees to follow me away from the restaurant. “Alright, guys. Now let’s resolve this somewhere private… whenever Dorien wakes up.”

I added the last part as I looked down at the unconscious [Druid]. With a huff, Bucky nodded and trailed after the baby bastion bees, heading to their hive. I followed them as I picked up Dorien.

I really couldn’t wait to figure out what was going on now.

—--

Justyn watched as Amelia disappeared to the side of the restaurant. Ever since arriving here, he had done nothing but spend all his days lying down and recovering from his weary travels. However, he thought that it was finally time to confront Amelia.

About what? He didn’t know.

But he felt like he needed to speak with her. After all, the two of them hadn’t even exchanged a single word ever since he passed out. He had been taken care of by Harlan, sure. However, Amelia had done nothing at all.

And Justyn felt the need to speak up. So he stepped out of his room to confront Amelia. Only to be intercepted by Harlan. He seemed to have returned from the market, carrying a bag of groceries with him. He waved at the [Receptionist] with a smile.

“Glad to see you’re up and doing well,” Harlan said casually.

Justyn just grunted and lowered his head. “That is an overstatement.”

“At the very least, you’re able to walk now. Although… you might want to sit down if you haven’t already heard the news.” Harlan shook his head.

“What news?” Justyn tilted his head.

“Did you seriously not hear about it?” Harlan said as he drew his lips into a thin line.

Justyn frowned. “What about?”

“Well…”

And as Harlan explained, Justyn’s eyes grew wide.

—--

“You really couldn’t have been a little gentler?” Dorien groaned when he woke up.

I shrugged in response to him. “Hey, it’s not my fault. I was in a rush.”

The two of us stood right outside of the bastion bee hive, adjacent to my restaurant. Inside, the baby bastion bees were waiting for us. I had brought the [Druid] out here to let him wake up, then recover, before we went to figure out what was going on.

Bucky was waiting inside with the baby queen bastion bee. When I stepped inside the cavern-like room, dimly-illuminated by the glowing honey, I saw the swarm of baby bastion bees waiting there for me.

The nursing bees were present too. They exchanged hesitant glances.

That made me dread what was to come. I hoped it was nothing too major. After all, I was starting to get into my stride, especially having dealt with Edlyn’s fear of me. For the most part, at least.

Bucky and the baby queen bastion bee moved forward. Dorien raised a curious brow, before facing me.

“They look… upset. What did you do?” he asked.

“Beats me,” I said with a shrug. “That’s why I brought you here.”

“Right.”

The [Druid] went down on one knee, looking between the baby queen bastion bee and Bucky. The chicken started clucking angrily immediately. I watched as she waved her wings at me, squawking and hissing and making all sorts of noises that I didn’t think chickens were supposed to make.

Eventually, the baby queen bastion bee flitted forward, buzzing and interrupting Bucky. Dorien turned his attention to the baby queen bastion bee as she moved her mandibles like she was talking. I heard nothing but soft squeaks— almost like chirps.

And behind the baby queen bastion bee, Bucky harrumphed.

I waited as both Bucky and the baby queen bastion bee took turns talking to Dorien. Well, it was more like the baby queen bastion bee was in the middle of telling Dorien something, then Bucky would interrupt angrily. But the anger wasn’t directed at either the baby queen bastion bee or Dorien.

I could sense the enmity coming from the chicken, even from here.

This continued for five more minutes. It was almost cute to watch. Especially when Bucky eventually got tired and sat down, refusing to face me. And the baby queen bastion bee finished, before Dorien finally drew back from them.

“I… I think I understand now,” the [Druid] sighed, rubbing his temples.

I approached him with pursed lips. “So what is it they want?”

“It’s… a bit difficult to explain,” Dorien said, turning to me. “But simply put— they want you to be more responsible.”

I paused, hearing that. I gave the [Druid] a flat stare. “I, uh, could tell that much.”

“Right, too simplistic of an explanation.” He rubbed his chin as he tilted his head back in thought. “So… basically…”

“Yes?” I asked, leaning forward.

“The baby bastion bees trust you, but they do not know if they can rely on you. They do not even know if you’re dedicated to protecting them. They feel like you… don’t actually care about them. Like they’re stuck with you, and you’re only doing this because you have to, not because you want to.”

Dorien shook his head, speaking in a low voice. I scratched the back of my head.

“That’s not exactly wrong,” I admitted, remembering how I was forced to look after them because of their mother.

And Bucky perked up, before clucking and pointing at me. Like I was proving her point. She turned to the baby queen bastion bee, who tried to shush the chicken.

“Not only that—” Dorien said emphatically, shooting me a glare. “But the baby bastion bees do not want you to feel that way. They want you to understand that they do not desire to leave their nest. However, they do not know how to keep you there.”

“That’s going to be hard,” I said as I drew my lips into a thin line. “Trust me, I feel the same way as they do. But things… happen.”

In the background, Bucky snorted. Like she was expecting that response from me. I rolled my eyes back at her as I crossed my arms.

“Come on, you know as well as I do that I attract trouble more than spilled food attracts you.”

The chicken began to protest, before pausing. She lowered her head, acquiescing my point.

I looked towards the baby bastion bees. They were gathered behind their queen. And unlike before, they looked small.

It was clear they were babies right now.

I started to feel bad. Unlike before, they seemed like monsters. Because they acted like monsters, attacking everything they saw. However, right now, they weren’t acting in any way like they did before. They were acting like babies.

And I sighed, “Look, I can’t make any promises about staying by their side at all times. But I know they’d prefer to be closer to me, even when I’m busy cooking. So… I have an idea.”

“What is it?” Dorien asked, tilting his head at me.

Bucky also peered my way, curious about what I wanted to say. I shrugged as I threw out a random suggestion I came up with.

“What about moving their hive to the inside of the restaurant?” I said, glancing at the walls surrounding us.

“You want to… what?” Dorien asked, eyes growing wide. “Do you know how long that’ll take? The bastion bees will have to disassemble and reassemble—”

“I can do it in under a minute,” I cut him off.

Dorien opened his mouth. “That’s—”

I gave him a flat stare. Bucky gave him a flat stare. The nursing bees too, gave him a flat stare.

And the baby bastion bees, wanting to join in even if they didn’t fully understand what was going on, gave the [Druid] a flat stare.

He blinked, then lowered his head. “Point.”

And I began to get to work.


Chapter 22

As I had said, it took me under a minute to finish relocating the hive of the baby bastion bees to the inside of Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant. Ever since Grat-ra’zun had expanded the interior of the main dining room of the restaurant, there was a lot of excess space, since Edlyn and I couldn’t possibly cook enough to serve so many people during rush hour.

Because of that, much of the vast hall was never used. The seats left unfilled, except for the closest half towards the kitchen. I always thought that made the place look rather dull. Which was why I also thought it was a good idea to bring the hive of the baby bastion bees in here, to spice up the decoration quite a bit.

So I set up their brand new hive towards the center side of the main dining room. It had a direct view of the kitchen, which allowed the baby bastion bees to peek out and see what I was doing at any time.

I dusted my hands off, admiring my work. I thought I really did a good job. But Dorien walked up next to me as he scratched the back of his head.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” he asked hesitantly.

I glanced back at him, then I looked towards the baby bastion bees and Bucky who were standing up ahead and inspecting the side of the rebuilt hive.

“Why wouldn’t this be a good idea?” I replied simply.

Dorien shook his head. “Won’t your customers scare the baby bastion bees? And wouldn’t they scare your customers? This seems like a recipe for disaster.”

“Fortunately for me, I am a chef. So I know a thing or two about recipes. Let me cook, alright?” I said, waving my hand off as I still eyed the baby bastion bees up ahead.

My plane was simple, and twofold. Not only would I get the people of Wolfwater to acclimate to the baby bastion bees, thus turning them to another attraction for my restaurant— I was also going to give the baby bastion bees some exposure therapy to other humans.

Surely they would eventually acclimate to this environment, especially since they were still babies. So they could definitely get used to it over time.

…I hoped.

And as my thoughts trailed off, the baby bastion bees approached me, led by their queen. I noticed Bucky trailing after them, looking annoyed as she clucked quietly to herself. It looks like they got into an argument. I wonder what about?

Well, I didn’t have to wonder much. It was probably about me. Which— fair enough. Bucky might have been my mascot, however she didn’t have the highest opinion of me either. And that was the intention on my end.

I wasn’t a hero or whatever. There was no reason for me to go out of my way to earn the respect of others. Even with the little responsibility I had, I tried my best to use it to my advantage. That way, I wasn’t just being ‘heroic’.

I eyed the baby queen bastion bee as she flitted forward up to me, and I raised my open palm. She landed there as her wings fluttered gently. Her large bulbous eyes peered into me, and I could see the reflection of myself there.

I tilted my head, seeing her twitch her antennae at me. It almost looked like she was trying to say something. I heard a soft clicking that came repetitively, but I didn’t understand what she was saying.

However, Bucky and Dorien did. The chicken immediately started clucking, showing her dissatisfaction with what the baby queen bastion bee was saying. I looked towards the [Druid] for translation, and he pursed his lips.

“She’s asking you if she can trust you,” Dorien said. Then he looked down, facing Bucky who was clucking to the side. “And the chicken is saying that you can’t be trusted.”

“Of course.” I rolled my eyes at Bucky, before looking towards the baby queen bastion bee. I opened my mouth. “I—”

And I caught myself. The baby queen bastion bee cocked her head, staring at me intently as I remained in thought for a second.

“You know, I just realized I still haven’t given you a name,” I whispered softly.

The baby queen bastion bee stared at me curiously. Bucky paused when she heard that. And Dorien frowned.

The swarm of buzzing bastion bees surrounded me, and I sighed.

“I don’t know if I can trust myself either. So I can’t guarantee that you can trust me.” I spoke simply as I lowered my head.

Hearing that, the baby queen bastion bee almost seemed to deflate.

“However, your mother did trust me. And whether or not that trust in me was misplaced— I do not know for certain. After all, I don’t even know what she saw in me.” I closed my eyes as I spoke, and the swarm of bastion bees slowed. Bucky huffed when she heard that as Dorien bit his lower lip. Then I opened my eyes. “But even if I can’t be trusted, I will still try my best to help you. To look after you. Because that is my responsibility. And while I am no hero, I won’t just forsake those around me that easily.”

Raising my head, I met the gaze of the queen baby bastion bee.

“So I hope you can trust me as your mother did. And hopefully I won’t disappoint you.”

The baby queen bastion bee stared at me as I finished. She shifted hesitantly, still in my hand. And I knew that she wasn’t reassured by what I had to say. However, I answered as honestly as I could. Because I couldn’t bring myself to lie over this.

Even if I could lie about… other things.

After what felt like an eternity of deliberation, the baby queen bastion bee flew up. Slowly, she floated up until she was level with my gaze. I stared at her as her gaze bore into me.

And she nodded.

“You… trust me?” I asked, staring at her in slight disbelief.

From the side, Dorien said, “She does. Even if she is uncertain too. She believes she can trust you.”

Bucky clucked unhappily when she heard that. But her disapproval was drowned out by the swarm of bastion bees began to land on me as I smiled.

“I’m sorry for not being the best guardian for you. But I will keep trying to live up to your expectations. So thank you for trusting me.”

The baby queen bastion bee landed on my shoulder again, and I placed a hand on her back. I closed my eyes, before shrugging.

“What about Melita?” I suggested.

And the baby queen bastion bee peered at me quizzically.

“As a name— what do you think of it?”

The baby queen bastion bee lowered her head, then she gave me an approving look. I smiled at her.

At Melita.

“I’m glad you like it. Now come on, let’s get you back inside your hive.”

I began to usher the baby bastion bees forward as Bucky and Dorien watched from the side. However, their attentions were drawn back to a figure approaching from behind. Bucky and Dorien stepped aside, confused.

Even the baby bastion bees began to part ways, sending the approaching figure. I glanced back, looking away from Melita as she flitted up away from me. She stared at the man standing there, and I blinked.

“Justyn?”

I looked at the former [Receptionist] of Windrip’s Adventurer’s Guild as he stood there, staring at me. His gaze was hardened, his brows wrinkled. The look on his face was pale and almost hollow. I raised a brow at him curiously.

“Is something the matter?”

“Yes,” he said as he took another step forward.

“What is it?” I asked, even if he didn’t give an immediate answer.

He closed his eyes, trying to steel himself— like he was unsure of what he was about to say. But the grim expression he wore made it abundantly clear that this was important. And he looked up to face me.

Justyn sighed.

“The Kingdom of Kal’s armies will arrive at Astral by the end of the week. When that happens, the Astrad Kingdom will fall.”

Hearing that, everyone in the room froze.

—--

“There it is,” Kallistus Kal whispered as he eyed the city in the distance.

It was a sight that the [Hero King] had only seen once before. Back when he had first just formed the Kingdom of Kal— when he had emerged victorious over the Crather Kingdom from the remnants of the Morius Empire that summoned him.

At the time, Kallistus Kal had made many enemies, and most of the world thought that the Kingdom of Kal would fall. So nobody truly thought of his nation as a threat. And he took advantage of that.

He would offer the greatest powers in the continent of Laxo great deals which benefited them in exchange for a non-aggression pact. A mutually beneficial alliance, as the [Hero King] had framed it.

But the greedy leaders of these powerful countries thought it was only beneficial for them. After all, the Kingdom of Kal would soon fall. So they could just exploit the [Hero King].

Even the so-called benevolent King Jalen of the Astrad Kingdom seemed to think that way. He refused to accept a non-aggression pact until the terms proved to be favorable to him.

Kallistus Kal remembered telling himself that he would make King Jalen pay for such arrogance and callousness. And the hatred boiled and stewed in the [Hero King]’s heart for years. That was why he sallied forth now.

“Not for the Sect of Abyssal Thorns, and not for the Fal-Deus…” Kallistus Kal spoke softly under his breath. “I am doing this for myself.”

Once he was finished with the Astrad Kingdom, he would be granted even more power from the Void. When that happened, he would destroy the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns too. After that, he would finally leave this world.

He would finally return to where he belonged.

Behind the [Hero King], a voice spoke up. “So this is the Dome Of The Sentinels.”

Glancing back, Kallistus Kal saw Melissa standing there. She was the highest-leveled [Mage] in the Kingdom of Kal. An [Archmage] that was over Level 60. One of the [Hero King]’s most trusted subordinates.

At the very least, within the Kingdom of Kal.

Her long red hair whipped behind her back as she eyed the magical barrier protecting the city of Astral. And she shook her head.

“A grand spell that has existed for over a millennia, protecting the Astrad Kingdom from ever falling. According to legends, it has even withstood the siege of No’tika the Barbarian Lich King.”

Melissa spoke almost in awe. And Kallistus Kal shook his head. Drawing back, he marched back to his army that was amassed right behind him. A million soldiers stood there, waiting for his command.

“And yet, the Dome Of The Sentinels will fall by my hands,” the [Hero King] said dismissively.

He turned to a group of nearby horsemen as he barked an order.

“We shall make camp for the night. And at dawn, we shall begin our siege and put an end to this war once and for all.”

—--

“The Astrad Kingdom will fall.”

Justyn delivered the news as casually as he strode out of the kitchen. Everyone standing in the common room of the restaurant stared at him in silence. Nobody said a word. Not the [Druid], not the elf who was fiddling with some arrows in the corner of the room, not the bartender who was standing at the back, and not even the chicken made a sound.

Amelia stood there as she processed what the former [Receptionist] had to say. The expression on her face was unreadable— as per usual. Normally, it would be frustrating to see. But Justyn was used to it by now.

Because he knew Amelia. He knew better than to be surprised by her.

He had seen her feats and he knew what she was capable of. The only thing she did that had surprised him recently was finding out that Guildmaster Evan was saved. And even that wasn’t that shocking. The part which actually struck the [Receptionist] was knowing that he wasted his time.

That Justyn had labored so hard for no reason.

Back when he heard that, he passed out. But it wasn’t just the whiplash of finding out his efforts were wasted. It was also partly because he had been so utterly exhausted, he just needed to rest.

And since then, his days had been a daze. Until he heard the news from Harlan— when he was told that the [Hero King] Kallistus Kal had finally arrived at the city of Astra. That soon, the Kingdom of Kal would fall.

So Justyn sought out the only person who could put a halt to this. The only person in the world who broke logic enough times that it was possible for her to put an end to the war.

Amelia the Unranked Adventurer.

“Only you can stop this, Amelia,” Justyn said as he met her gaze. “If the Astrad Kingdom falls, then millions will suffer under the [Hero King]’s rule. And it is not just that—”

The [Receptionist] started. But Amelia sighed as she drew back.

“Don’t even start, Justyn,” she cut him off.

Justyn blinked, before narrowing his eyes. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that I am not going to do shit about the [Hero King]. Seriously, this is not the first time I’ve been approached to deal with him. And my answer still remains the same.” Amelia shook her head as she glanced around the room.

“That is…?” Justyn asked with a frown.

“No, I will not kill the [Hero King] or put an end to this war,” Amelia said simply. “I am not concerned with this war, nor am I concerned with its outcome.”

Justyn’s brows snapped together when he heard that. That was incredibly unreasonable. He glanced around the room, looking for anyone to protest what she just said— but all he found were averted gazes.

Even Harlan, who was standing by the kitchen, looked away.

“You can’t be serious, right?” Justyn said, gesturing at his surroundings. “This war could impact you— the [Hero King] is after your life, remember?”

“Yeah, well, if he wants to come after me, he can come after me,” Amelia replied as she waved a hand dismissively. “But until that happens, I don’t care.”

Justyn hesitated when he heard that. He didn’t expect this conversation to play out this way. He thought that Amelia would save the day. Like she did with the Goblin Lord back in Windrip. However, Amelia didn’t seem like she could be convinced in the slightest.

And the [Receptionist] didn’t know what to do.

His shoulders sagged as he tried to find his voice. “But… if you won’t stop the [Hero King]... then who will?”

It was a question Justyn was asking nobody in particular. In fact, he was asking himself the question more than anyone else. Because the [Receptionist] always thought that if the worst came to worst, Amelia would intervene.

But if she wouldn’t… what was going to happen now?

And as Justyn stood there, dumbfounded, a figure stepped forward from behind.

“I can help,” Arthur said as he nodded seriously at the [Receptionist]. “What’s the plan?”


Chapter 23

Edlyn had been having a nice nap— until she heard the commotion that was going on in the common room of the restaurant. It was loud. Mostly because of the cacophonous buzzing. And when the [Royal Chef] heard that at first, she almost leapt out of her bed in sheer terror.

However, after a minute passed, she managed to calm herself down and steel herself. Everything is fine. Amelia will handle it. Even if the bastion bees are running wild—

Edlyn tried to reassure herself. Then she heard the commotion go silent. The voices quietened, much to her confusion. Blinking a few times, she exited her room and peeked her head out of the kitchen, right behind Harlan who was standing there hesitantly. And that was when she heard…

“The Astrad Kingdom will fall.”

That made Edlyn freeze. Her heart skipped a beat as the realization as to what was going on crossed her mind.

…what? She just stared at the scene in shock, processing what was going on.

And she heard everything. How the Capital City of Astral was going to fall. How Kallistus Kal was going to emerge victorious. How it was the end of the Astrad Kingdom.

Of everything that Edlyn had known.

This can’t be real, right? Edlyn thought as she wobbled where she stood. She knew of the consequences that could come from the victory of the Kingdom of Kal. Just like how the former nations under Kallistus Kal’s rule were now suffering with widespread poverty and disease, the same fate would befall the Astrad Kingdom.

Edlyn knew her parents would suffer— and she would be out of a job!

Well, actually now that she was working for Amelia, her job was secured. But still, she would never be able to return to being a [Royal Chef]. And even after all the hardships that she had been through working that job, she felt… sad.

Actually, sad didn’t accurately describe it. It was more like a lingering sense of melancholy knowing that she could never return to her dream job.

A hollowness to know that everyone she knew back then was likely not going to come out of this ordeal alive.

Edlyn’s heart raced— quickening as the realization that many of her colleagues and others she’d even consider friends were going to die. And King Jalen too. Even though he had been so kind.

He was now going to be executed by the [Hero King].

Someone has to do something, Edlyn thought as she raised her head. And then she remembered the task that was entrusted to her. Amelia needs to do something—

But right as the [Royal Chef] stepped forward, she heard what her employer had to say. Edlyn listened dejectedly as Amelia rejected taking any action against the [Hero King]. Which was… almost expected.

However, it was disappointing nonetheless.

Edlyn lowered her head as a sense of powerlessness washed over her. Is this really it? Is this how it ends for the Astrad Kingdom?

There was something she should have been able to do. But she felt like there was nothing at all that could be done. And as she stood there, dreading what was to come.

A voice spoke up.

One that surprised her.

“I can help.”

Arthur, the bartender who worked for Amelia, spoke up and stepped forward.

And Edlyn just stared at him in disbelief. “...how?”

—--

Arthur had been eavesdropping to the conversation the entire time. Even though he had been wiping a glass, acting inconspicuously, he had wanted to say something. Especially with what he knew of the [Hero King].

That was why Arthur had been training. That was why he had been sparring with Jax day after day, getting a better handle of his powers. Because the former Lich King had heard about the plight of the [Hero King] from Amelia’s conversation with Grat-ra’zun.

And Arthur believed that that the predicament Kallistus Kal was currently in was similar to the bartender’s own former predicament.

As things stood right now, Kallistus Kal was merely a pawn for the Fal-Deus. A tool that was being manipulated and controlled.

Arthur wanted to save the [Hero King]. And this was his last chance to act.

So that was why he stepped forward.

Even if everyone in the room just stared at him in confusion.

“You’re… the bartender who works here, right?” Justyn said, looking at the former Lich King in disbelief. “What are you going to do about the [Hero King]?”

“I will do what I can,” Arthur replied simply as he met Justyn’s gaze.

Arthur didn’t really know the [Receptionist] beyond what Amelia told him. But it was evident that Justyn didn’t know the truth behind the former Lich King.

“That makes no sense— you’re just going to get yourself killed,” Justyn continued, shaking his head. He glanced back at Amelia. “She’s the only one who can do something about the [Hero King]. You don’t know just how terrifying he can be…”

The [Receptionist] shuddered as he spoke. He almost seemed to hug himself, recalling a memory. Arthur nodded when he heard that.

“You’re right.” He closed his eyes, lowering his head. “I know nothing about the [Hero King]. I have only heard about him from the customers that come here to my bar. So all I know about him are rumors and hearsay. But that doesn’t mean I can’t act. That doesn’t mean I can’t do anything here to stop him.”

“But how are you going to stop him?” a voice piped up from the side.

That drew the attention from everyone in the room. Amelia blinked, seeing the woman standing in the doorway.

“Edlyn? You’re awake?” Amelia raised a brow.

“I am…” Edlyn paused, before averting her gaze from Amelia.

“When did you—” Amelia started.

And Edlyn continued, “You’re a bartender, aren’t you?”

She stared at the former Lich King quizzically. Her hands were placed on her chest, and she stepped forward. There was clearly a dubious tone coming from her voice. As she continued.

“How exactly is a bartender like you supposed to stop the [Hero King]?” she asked.

But the dubiety in her tone did not come from distrust. It was confusion— and a hint of desperation. It was like Edlyn wanted to believe Arthur, but she couldn’t bring herself to do that.

Arthur hesitated as he scanned the room. A part of him wanted to reveal the truth. To tell everyone who exactly he was. But as his gaze went from Edlyn, to Justyn, to Dorien, then to Harlan… the former Lich King realized it was pointless.

There was no reason for him to reveal the truth to anyone here.

After all, they knew him as Arthur. As a kindhearted bartender, and that was all he wanted to be. Not who he used to be.

So he looked towards an elf who was sitting in the corner of the room.

“You do not have to believe me. You don’t have to trust my words— that I can do anything. But you can believe in… Jax.”

Arthur spoke as he eyed the Forsaken Archer.

The SS-ranked adventurer.

“Oh?” The elf tilted his head back curiously. “You want me to get involved?”

“You always say you’re looking for a challenge, aren’t you?” Arthur tried to goad Jax into action.

But it was not even an obstacle. Jax laughed as he hopped out of his chair. “I did not say no, did I? This is interesting. I would like to see how I fare against the [Hero King] now…”

“Jax is a strong adventurer,” Justyn said as he nodded at the elf. “But the [Hero King] is stronger—”

“And that’s why we will not be alone,” Arthur cut off the [Receptionist].

Amelia frowned when she heard that, and the former Lich King nodded at her.

“We will seek out Grat-ra’zun— one of the last Elder Dragons in all of Vacuos. And together, with our combined efforts, we will put a stop to the [Hero King].”

Arthur spoke as he slowly turned to face Edlyn who was shifting her feet uncomfortably next to Harlan. The former Lich King met her gaze reassuringly.

“And that is why you do not have to worry. So please, do not be worried.”

“I—” Edlyn opened her mouth, then paused. She closed her eyes, tightly gripping onto the seams of her apron. She took in a deep breath, before looking up gratefully at the former Lich King. “Thank you. I will trust you.”

Seeing the fear and worry that Edlyn felt, and despite that, she still put her faith in him, Arthur resolved himself. That no matter what means were necessary, he would put a halt to the [Hero King].

—--

Arthur had resolved himself. He knew what he was doing was right— he knew what needed to be done, that was why he was going to do it.

Even if he failed and died… again, he would face the [Hero King]. The former Lich King couldn’t lie and say that he wasn’t afraid of that, just because he had experienced it before. After all, the current him was different from the old him who died and came back to life multiple times due to his necromancy.

That had been Ar’elith. The Lich King who had been responsible for millions of deaths. And while Arthur knew he was not the same person as before, he didn’t shirk himself of the burden and the responsibility to make up for his past life’s actions.

So that was why Arthur readied himself to leave Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant— to put a stop for the Fal-Deus’s plan and save all of Vacuos.

He had already bid farewell to everyone. Harlan, Edlyn, Justyn, Dorien, Nolan, and Nicole. They had all been incredulous when they heard he was going. Nobody except for Bucky and Jax knew what the former Lich King was truly capable of.

And while Bucky wasn’t going to be joining Arthur unlike Jax, she at least went to bid the bartender farewell as he stood outside of the restaurant, ready to leave. She clicked and pecked at his legs as he laughed.

Amelia was there too, shaking her head in mild annoyance. “Two of my employees, both resigning on the same day. I’m going to have to decrease occupancy until I hire someone else to replace both of you.”

It was almost a callous statement— like she didn’t care about what happened to Arthur. After all, he was going to be facing an individual even stronger than the Elder Dragon.

However, Arthur also knew Amelia well enough to know that this was how she showed concern for others. She wasn’t the most honest with her feelings most of the time.

“I’ll try to be back soon,” Arthur said with a nod. “Don’t replace me while I’m gone.”

Amelia rolled her eyes when she heard that. “I will if I find a better [Bartender] than you. But don’t worry, I can always use another waiter. Pretty much everyone in the world is more qualified at doing that job than Jax.”

She shot a light glare at the elf standing to the side. In response, Jax just snorted.

“When I return, I will not need to work for you, because I will be strong enough to defeat you.”

“Sure you will,” Amelia replied flatly.

Arthur chuckled as he watched the other two bicker. He then bent over and patted Bucky on the head with a smile on his face.

“Make sure Amelia doesn’t get into too much trouble while I’m gone, alright?” he said, drawing Amelia’s attention.

Bucky nodded, and Amelia scoffed to the side.

“So what are you and Jax going to do? Are you just going to head straight over to Astral and face the [Hero King]?” the brown-haired woman asked curiously.

“First, I think we’ll need to seek out help,” Arthur explained, looking towards Jax. “From someone who has faced the [Hero King] in a true battle.”

The Forsaken Archer nodded in agreement. Amelia raised a brow knowingly.

“Grat-ra’zun?” she guessed.

And Jax answered, “Correct. Because not only is he an Elder Dragon who can be a great ally in the battle against the [Hero King], he also knows what we are up against. And we can better prepare ourselves with his knowledge and experience.”

Amelia tapped a finger on her chin. “Makes sense. But that sounds like a pain in the ass— I mean, how are you even going to find Grat-ra’zun?”

“In his hasty departure, Grat-ra’zun did not mask the destination of his teleportation spell,” Jax said simply with a shrug. “And as a master tracker, I simply traced his mana signature. Now I know he is hiding out just a hundred miles away in that direction.”

The elf looked towards the north. Arthur didn’t know if that was true, but he knew he could trust the elf. After all, the two of them had spent quite a lot of time together as of late— mostly sparring. But because of that, they had built a trusted bond with each other.

“I see,” Amelia said, before picking up Bucky and stepping back. “Well, good luck, and don’t die… this is especially directed at you, Arthur.”

Arthur couldn’t help but smile at the joke.

“I’ll try not to,” he said. “Thank you.”

And with that, Arthur and Jax left Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant that day.

—--

It was getting odd, seeing how many of my friends were now leaving my restaurant. First it was Xakor. But honestly, I had known that was going to leave soon, and he did leave quickly. So while I was sad to see him go, I was grateful for what he had done for me— helping me set up my restaurant, while educating me more about this world.

After that, Noele and Garron took off. Even though Noele was my apprentice, she made the decision to leave to grow on her own. And I understood her mindset behind that decision. I even encouraged it.

But I didn’t expect it. Because she had been by my side for almost the entire time I had been here in Vacuos. I was just glad that Garron was with her. I believed in their ability to support each other.

And now, it was Arthur and Jax. While I wasn’t exactly sad to see Jax go, I had gotten along with Arthur quite well. He might have been the Lich King at one point, but the current him I knew was a completely different person. That was why he was going out to face the [Hero King] for a conflict he had no stake in regardless of the outcome.

However, I knew that Arthur was going to leave eventually. I just didn’t think he would have left anytime soon. I just hoped that things worked out. Otherwise, I was going to have to intervene.

And I did not want to do that.

At all.

—--

And as Edlyn watched Arthur and Jax go, her gaze turned to Amelia. The [Royal Chef] closed her eyes, remembering the task that was entrusted to her by King Jalen.

Edlyn knew what needed to be done. So she resolved herself.

—--

At the same time, as the sun rose over the horizon in the Capital City of Astral of the Astrad Kingdom, Kallistus Kal rode on horseback towards the city covered in a magical dome.

It was time.

For the [Hero King] to put an end to this war once and for all.


Chapter 24

It had only been half an hour since Arthur and Jax had left Wolfwater. Not a lot of time had passed, but it was not like they had a lot of time either. Both men realized this fact, and they voiced their worries clearly.

“At this rate, we’re going to be too late,” Jax said as he glanced around at their surroundings. “The Astrad Kingdom will fall before we even reach Grat-ra’zun.”

Arthur pursed his lips, looking back. Wolfwater was no longer within view. Even though it had not been a lot of time, they left it far behind them, over a dozen miles away. But despite both their speed, they weren’t Amelia. They couldn’t just cross the continent in a second.

“What can we do?” The bartender shook his head. “We’re traveling as fast as we can, and I don’t even know where we’re going—”

“You’re traveling as fast as you can,” the Forsaken Archer corrected Arthur. “I am simply matching your pace because you are so slow.”

Arthur raised a brow at that. “Wait, what do you mean I’m slow?”

Jax just scoffed. “If it were up to me, I could swoop you up and carry you to our destination by the end of the hour.”

“I don’t believe you,” Arthur said flatly.

“Oh?” The elf grinned. “Do you want me to prove it to you?”

The former Lich King shrugged back in response. “Sure, but there’s nothing to—”

And as the words left his mouth, Jax grabbed Arthur and leapt into the air. The two of them went soaring high over the canopy of trees as the bartender blinked a few times.

“I… what?” Arthur glanced down, seeing the world around him expand.

While they weren’t accelerating through the air nearly as fast as Amelia could, the speed was beyond what Arthur was capable of. And it certainly wasn’t what he was expecting. Especially since he had dueled the elf numerous times and thought he had a good gauge on Jax’s top speed.

“But how?” the bartender asked.

Jax rolled his eyes. “A Skill, of course. [Hurricane Jump]. I learned it from the last time I sparred with Amelia.”

The two of them landed, before the elf took off jumping again. From their vantage point in the air, Wolfwater was barely in view. Glancing back, Jax whispered.

“I may not be as strong or as fast as Amelia right now. But one day, I will catch up with her…”

—--

Just as Jax had said, it took an hour for them to arrive at their destination. Not that Arthur knew where they were. It looked like any ordinary mountain range to him.

But this was apparently where Grat-ra’zun had fled to, and this was where the two men were going to recruit the Elder Dragon’s help.

“And you’re sure he’s in here?” Arthur asked, peering into the cavernous entrance.

“Aren’t you supposed to be a 10,000 year old Lich King?” Jax snorted as he strode forward. “Don’t ask stupid questions— where else would a dragon nest?”

The bartender rolled his eyes, trailing after the Forsaken Archer. “I already told you this before a million times, I am not Ar’elith any longer. Now, I am Arthur.”

“Wrong,” Jax said with a grin. “You’re just an idiot.”

Arthur only snorted in response.

The two men had gotten to know each other quite well over the course of the last few weeks due to all their sparring sessions. So Arthur knew Jax’s brusque personality was mostly just a front, and the insults the elf dealt out were just banter.

Jax led the way as they navigated further into the darkness. But as they turned the corner down a rocky hallway, the elf’s eyes flickered.

“Watch out!” Jax called out as he leapt back.

But Arthur blinked, too slow to react as he stepped forward. “What’s wrong—”

And there was a flash of light. Arthur felt a sharp pain run through his body as a crimson aura washed over him. Jax watched with round eyes as the bartender’s body stiffened.

Then Arthur screamed as he began convulsing where he stood. His flesh melted, revealing his bones underneath as they began to turn to ash.

Jax winced, looking away.

And the screaming faded away. When the elf looked up again, all he saw was a pile of goo lying on the ground. But he didn’t mourn the death of his friend. Because…

A flash of purple light overcame the puddle that was the remains of Arthur. And slowly, the former Lich King began to reform. He was still a partial skeleton when he forced himself back to his feet and coughed.

“How interesting,” Jax murmured, inspecting an invisible barrier that was blocking them from further entering the cavern. “I have never quite seen a spell like this before.”

“You know, I would prefer it if you showed a little bit more concern when I am quite literally liquidated,” Arthur panted out.

The elf waved a hand dismissively. “You can regenerate, you’ll be fine.”

And while that was very much true, considering that Arthur was now back to his normal self, practically unhurt, he still found the experience of being turned to goo quite painful.

“To wonder what this is…” Jax continued inspecting the barrier.

And Arthur stepped up next to the elf. “It’s a death barrier— an  incredibly powerful spell. It was commonly used by Level 70 [Archwizards] back when I was a Lich King. It will kill anyone who so much as touches it.”

“Is there any way around it?” Jax asked curiously.

Shaking his head, Arthur raised his hand. “Around it? No. But through it?”

A crackle of electricity ran through his fingertips. A savage grin crossed through his face, and a purple lightning bolt shot out, shattering the invisible barrier as the entirety of the cavern shook. The mountain rumbled for a moment, before Arthur faced Jax with glowing eyes.

“Yes,” the former Lich King replied as the death barrier collapsed ahead of them.

Jax stared at the destroyed barrier, before snorting. “Show-off.”

—--

Jax and Arthur both continued to make their way through the tunnel, but this time, they were both more wary of traps. Well, at the very least, the Forsaken Archer was on the lookout for traps. On the other hand, the immortal bartender just bumbled forward, almost stupidly running into trap after trap.

“Shit—” Arthur cursed, caught in a glass-like prison that glowed with a dim light.

Jax had easily avoided that trap by actually watching his step and staying back when he saw the spell circle interwoven onto the rock ground. Now, the elf looked on as his companion was turned to ice. Only for Arthur to break free with a purple blast a second later.

Landing with a shuddering breath, Arthur glared up at Jax as the elf simply strode forward.

“You know, it would be a lot easier to avoid these traps if you bother to point them out maybe a second before I activate them.” Arthur dusted the bits of ice and frost coating his body,

Jax shrugged. “It’s more entertaining this way.”

“Seriously?” Arthur narrowed his eyes, still shivering as he walked after the elf. “You do realize we’re in a rush, right? If we activate every trap on our way to meet Grat-ra’zun, we’re never going to make it to Astral in time—”

And right as the bartender spoke, he tripped over a rock, falling forward. Jax’s eyes went wide as a spell circle flashed right below Arthur. All at once, even more spell circles began to glow around the two men, surrounding them from every direction.

“Another trap? But this time…” Jax sucked in a sharp breath, realizing that he too was trapped.

Arthur looked up as he opened his mouth. “This is what i meant—”

And a bolt of acid shot out of the ground below him, immediately melting his face and interrupting him. No scream came out of his mouth because he didn’t have a mouth any longer, let alone a face. Realizing that, Arthur flailed on the ground as he touched his neck where his skin was still melting.

Jax’s eyes flickered, before he swept his gaze around at the spell circles surrounding him. He easily deduced that each spell circle was going to fire a bolt of acid at him— perhaps even multiple at once. And considering there were thousands of these spell circles aimed at him from all directions, he would end up like Arthur if he just stood there and did nothing.

But unlike Arthur, the elf could not regenerate.

So the Jax raised his bow, cackling wildly as he reached for his quiver. “Come on, do you think this is even a challenge for me? [Eternal Sting Of The Death Bees]!”

And he leapt into the air as his bow shone gold. It was like an ethereal wing sprouted from the side of his bow. The wing buzzed like that of a bee, before thousands of arrows shot out with each passing second. At the same time, the omnidirectional hail of acid poured out at him, and he spun around, facing this deluge. 

His arrows intercepted the bolts of acid before they could reach him, and the cavern flashed with a myriad of glowing colors as the projectiles clashed. After what felt like an eternity had passed, the mana powering the trap dissipated, and the spell circles vanished.

Jax collapsed to the ground, panting with a satisfied smile on his face. He was completely unscathed, aside from the perspiration pouring from his face. Next to him, Arthur began to regenerate from being torn to shreds.

“Come on,” Jax growled as he turned to the former Lich King. “We still have a long way to go before we reached Grat-ra’zun.”

Arthur picked himself up with a sigh. “Now are you finally getting my point? We can’t run into any more traps. You could get yourself killed too, you know?”

“I know,” the elf replied, before glancing back with a crazed look in his eyes. “And that’s exactly why we should keep activating the traps. Let’s go.”

“I—” Arthur started.

And he sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose.

“I almost forgot you were an insane masochist.”

—--

Jax and Arthur continued tackling trap after trap after trap set up by the Elder Dragon. Whether it was a blast of true lighting, a storm of particles, or a pit of black fire. They managed to face it all until they approached the end of the tunnel. There, the cavern opened up to a massive chamber.

Arthur almost thought that this was the end of all the obstacles in their path— that they would finally reach Grat-ra’zun. But then the cavern around them began to rumble. Like a powerful earthquake was shaking the entirety of the mountain.

“What’s going on?” Arthur asked, taking a step back hesitantly.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Jax said as he sneered and strode forward bravely. “We activated another trap.”

“But this is—” the former Lich King started.

And he could sense the mana coalescing in the air around them. The immense buildup of mana that led to the creation of this spell was beyond anything he had ever seen in his past lives. Arthur’s eyes went round, and he watched as chunks of rock began to crash into each other ahead of them, creating something out of thin air.

“That’s a… Greater Earth Elemental,” Arthur realized as he stared at the golem made of stone rising to its feet ahead of the two of them.

Jax’s brows snapped together, and even the crazy elf paused for a moment. “A Greater Earth Elemental? Are you being serious right now?”

“Yes, I—” Arthur hesitated, seeing the spell come to an end. The golem now stood before the two of them, towering tall over both the elf and the bartender. “What do we do? That’s an SSS-ranked threat. We can’t possibly defeat that.”

And for once, Jax didn’t know what to say. He glanced between the former Lich King, then looked ahead at the Greater Earth Elemental. He opened his mouth, trying to formulate a response as the golem took a lumbering step forward.

But before either Arthur or Jax could react, they heard the beating of heavy wings approach them from above. Looking up, they saw a shadowed figure descend from above.

A hulking crimson mass came crashing down before the two of them. A red dragon right next to the Greater Earth Elemental, scales glittering, smoke puffing from its maw. It spread its wings wide as it brought its head down until its gaze was level with both Arthur and Jax, staring at them with slit-like pupils and golden eyes.

And it bellowed, “WHO DARES WAKE ME FROM MY SLUMBER?”

For a moment, Arthur cowered and Jax tensed. They almost forget the reason why they were here— to seek the Elder Dragon’s help. But then Grat-ra’zun blinked a few times, before rubbing his eyes. And he frowned.

“Wait, you are—” the Elder Dragon started. “The Forsaken Archer… and the First Lich King”? What are you two doing here?

Grat-ra’zun stared at them in confusion. Jax and Arthur exchanged a glance, before the two of them began to explain.


Chapter 25

Arthur blinked when he heard the Elder Dragon greet him as the First Lich King. That had surprised the bartender. It was not something he expected. After all, he had never met Grat-ra’zun as… Arthur.

As Ar’elith the Lich King, he had crossed paths with the Elder Dragon a handful of times. They had only clashed once, and it ended quickly with the Lich King’s hasty retreat. But beyond that, they were not antagonistic towards each other, nor were they on friendly terms. They had barely even known each other.

So they were barely acquainted as Ar’elith the Lich King, and as Arthur the bartender, they didn’t even know each other. And yet, somehow, Grat-ra’zun knew who Arthur was in his past life.

“...we could not convince Amelia to intervene to put a halt to the [Hero King]. That is why—” Jax explained as the Elder Dragon listened.

And Arthur spoke up, voicing out his confusion. “Wait, how do you know who I am?”

Blinking, Grat-ra’zun broke his gaze away from the elf to face the former Lich King. “It is simple, really. I can see the essence of your soul, and I recognize it. It has been a while. Even if your form has changed substantially since I last saw you.”

The dragon paused, tilting his head back.

“Or perhaps your form has reverted? Nevertheless, the outcome remains the same. I have known who you are since I saw you working at Amelia’s inn.”

“R-right.” Arthur hesitated, shifting his feet uncomfortably. “And you didn’t stop to question why I was there?”

Grat-ra’zun scoffed. “And why would I be surprised? It is Amelia we’re talking about.”

“He’s got a point,” Jax added from the side.

“That’s fair enough.” Arthur took a step back as he nodded.

“Anyway, I believe we should get back to the point as to why we’re here,” the elf said, looking towards the Elder Dragon, then back at Arthur.

“Right, sorry, I got distracted.” The former Lich King nodded. “The reason we’re here is because Kallistus Kal has launched his siege of Astral. And soon, the Astrad Kingdom will fall. We cannot let that happen, so we have come to you to ask for your help to put a stop to this.”

“Well, honestly, I don’t really care about all of that,” Jax said with a shrug. “I do want to see how I fare against the [Hero King] though.”

Arthur shook his head. “Even still, we know we need your help— after all, you have faced the [Hero King] before.”

The former Lich King spoke as he held the Elder Dragon’s gaze. Grat-ra’zun considered what the two men had to say, his face being shadowed over. There was a long moment of silence as he did not respond.

Opening his mouth, Arthur stepped forward. “Please, the fate of the world is at stake—”

But before he could finish what he was saying, the Elder Dragon’s voice rumbled, shaking the cavern.

“Unfortunately, if the siege of Astral has begun, we’re already too late,” Grat-ra’zun said simply.

Arthur blinked a few times, before narrowing his eyes. He exchanged a glance with Jax who frowned.

“What does that mean?” the elf asked curiously.

“It means what it means,” the Elder Dragon explained as he lowered himself back to the ground. The proud dragon that had stood tall was now reduced to a hunched figure, clearly scared and afraid of action. “Kallistus Kal is far stronger than anyone in all of Vacuos, except for Amelia. Even a Guardian Angel was no match for him.”

Grat-ra’zun’s eyes flickered as he spoke resignedly.

“The Astrad Kingdom will fall within the hour. Our only hope now in halting the [Hero King]’s path to world domination and the return of the Fal-Deus is waiting for Amelia to act…”

—--

And the siege of Astral began.

King Jalen watched from the tallest tower of his palace as the army amassed outside of his walls moved. It was an innumerable mass— impossible to get an accurate count on. But if he had to guess, the number of soldiers that were gathered there was equal to the total number of civilians and soldiers within the walls of Astral combined.

At the very minimum.

The King of the Astrad Kingdom sighed, before turning around.

“Rowland, my friend,” Jalen greeted the [Knight] and his old friend with sorrowful eyes. “Be honest with me, do you think that this is the end of the Astrad Kingdom?”

The Captain of the Knights of the Astral Order simply bowed his head in response. “In truth, I do not want to know the answer to that question myself. Nor do I believe you wish to know the answer to that question, my liege.”

“That’s fair enough,” Jalen chuckled as he drew back.

“But all hope is not lost,” Rowland said, looking up at the spherical barrier protecting the Capital City of the Astrad Kingdom. “Perhaps the barrier will hold off the Kingdom of Kal for long enough for Edlyn to succeed.”

Jalen’s eyes flickered when he heard that. “The [Royal Chef], huh? I almost forgot I sent her on that mission…”

Certainly, if anyone could save the day, it would be Amelia. After all, she had even humbled an Elder Dragon before. And yet, Jalen remembered how adamantly against intervening she had been. Even with riches offered to her, she said no.

“Perhaps it is only a foolish optimism— or maybe it is a misplaced hope…” The King of the Astrad Kingdom raised his head, smiling weakly. “But I truly hope that Edlyn and Amelia will save us all—”

But right as the words left his mouth, there was a flash of light, followed by a deafening crack. It sounded like a thunderous clap that echoed throughout the entirety of the city. A shockwave swept over the walls, rolling into the Astra Palace and nearly knocking Jalen off his feet.

Rowland caught him, calling out, “My liege! Are you alright?”

“I-I am fine,” Jalen stammered as he steadied himself. “But what was that…?”

Looking up, he cast his gaze towards the magical dome that was encasing the city. And there, he saw a giant crack running through the middle. And slowly, a web of cracks continued to spread throughout the barrier.

The King of the Astrad Kingdom tried to process this— he tried to understand what was happening— and that was when he heard a blast coming from the walls of the city. He looked down and saw an entire section of the wall collapsing as screams and shouts echoed out from afar.

And standing there, atop the smoldering rubble, was a familiar figure. A monster that had made his name known throughout all of Vacuos.

Kallistus Kal the [Hero King] himself.

He had his broadsword raised and aimed at the Astra Palace as his army poured into the roads of Astral all around him.

And the realization settled in as to what was happening as Jalen’s eyes went wide.

“No…” he whispered. “It is over.”

Because in only a single strike, the [Hero King] had broken through the greatest barrier of the Astrad Kingdom that had protected the Capital City of Astral for over a thousand years.

—--

Kallistus Kal stormed the Capital City of Astral, determined to put an end to this war once and for all. Even as he heard the screams of terror resounding all around him. Even as his men went to cut down the fleeing civilians of the city.

None of it mattered to the [Hero King]. All he cared about was exacting his revenge. To this world that had wronged him— that had taken him from his life.

From his family.

And his hatred was fueled from afar.

The flames of revenge were fanned by the words that were spoken to his true body that was waiting beneath his palace. Of course, that was not his true self that was storming the Capital City of the Astrad Kingdom. Instead, his real self was molding a rift in space, under the instructions and the guidance of the Fal-Deus.

A pathway to the Void.

“That is right…”

The voice that had brought Kallistus Kal this far goaded him. It praised him and it told him what to do.

“Destroy.”

As it spoke, the [Hero King] continued to reshape the rift, peering further into the Void. Beyond where even the Guardian Angel had been trapped.

“Burn it all down.”

The voice rumbled, shaking the room— affecting the world of Vacuos in ways it had never done so before. Kallistus Kal’s eyes shimmered as his body moved mechanically. Almost like he was acting against his own volition.

And as the voice spoke, the [Hero King]’s clone continued to tear his way through Astral, the words of the Fal-Deus driving him forward.

“Fulfill my will and bring destruction to this wretched world!”

“Your will shall be done,” Kallistus whispered softly as he moved.

—--

Kallistus Kal stood before the collapsed walls of Astral. All it took was a single strike, and the barrier that had protected the Capital City of the Astrad Kingdom for centuries was destroyed.

Everyone— from the Kingdom of Kal’s forces to the citizens of the Astrad Kingdom— could only gape in awe at the sheer might of the [Hero King]. And yet, it had been a simple task for him. This unmatched feat hadn’t extracted even a small toll from him.

Kallistus Kal knew that if he so desired, he could destroy the entirety of Astral with only a single swing of his blade. In fact, he was more than certain he could destroy all of the Astrad Kingdom on his own with the powers bestowed upon him by the Fal-Deus.

However, he withheld himself. He didn’t choose to reveal his true strength right now. All he showed was but a mere fraction of what he was capable of. But it was enough to instill fear within the world itself.

Because that was all he was doing. It was all for show.

Kallistus Kal raised his head as the smoke and dust cleared. All around him, he saw the terrified faces of the citizens of the Astrad Kingdom. They screamed and fled in terror as ranks of their soldiers moved to intercept him.

That’s right, Kallistus Kal told himself as he stepped forward. This is just for show.

Because his true motive— as well as his true body— laid elsewhere.

—--

“That’s exactly the reason why we need to intervene!” Arthur exclaimed as he stepped forward. He shook his head adamantly. “Amelia will not do anything— so we have to!”

Jax nodded alongside the former Lich King in agreement. “That’s right. Amelia’s too busy running her restaurant. Besides, we can’t rely on her for everything.”

But the Elder Dragon remained unphased, even when faced with the reality said by the two men. “There is nothing that can be done. All we can do is wait and watch.”

Arthur gritted his teeth when he heard that. He raised his head, glaring at Grat-ra’zun angrily. “Are you seriously going to just stand by and do nothing as millions die?”

Grat-ra’zun just shrugged in response. “Yes.”

—--

Kallistus Kal tore through the first ranks of the soldiers of the Astrad Kingdom with ease. Behind him, his troops rallied as he paved a path straight for the Astra Palace. He could hear Melissa’s voice blaring behind him, enhanced by magic for all to hear.

“People of the Astrad Kingdom: lay down your arms and surrender! If you do, you will be spared!”

Her voice reverberated throughout the entirety of the Capital City of the Astrad Kingdom, even though she stood at the back rank of the army. As one of Kallistus Kal’s most trusted archmages who had been with him since the very beginning, he did not want her to die here— not during the final battle.

Not when the [Hero King] was so close to his goal.

While he cared very little about the people of this world, there were some who he did not resent. Those like Melissa, Amon, Rakash, and Si-Vus— those who had been utmost loyal to Kallistus Kal. He did not wish them to suffer, even when he would return to his own world.

Which would be soon.

The [Hero King]’s eyes flickered as he cut down soldier after soldier with his greatsword. Their splattering blood stained his shield and armor, but that was not what he noticed. He was used to seeing the faces of dead men by now.

Instead, he looked up as he heard a voice calling out to him.

“Kallistus Kal of the Kingdom of Kal!” a [Knight] cried out, charging forward atop a winged steed.

He cut down the hail of arrows coming his way, before swooping down and felling a dozen of the [Hero King]’s soldiers in a single slash. He leapt off his pegasus and landed right before Kallistus himself, issuing a challenge.

“I am Jordan Cel! A Captain of the [Knight of the Astral Order]! And you will die by my hands today!”

Without another word, Jordan Cel charged forward as his blade flashed with a bright light. But the [Hero King] didn’t even waste another moment on the [Knight]. Kallistus Kal casually swung up and decapitated Jordan Cel like he was any other soldier, before moving onto the next rank of soldiers, killing them with ease.

After all, if he wanted to, he could already be at the Astra Palace, standing over the corpse of King Jalen. And yet, for the same reason as why he did not bring down the entire city, he withheld from doing this as well.

Because this was a distraction. Not for the Astrad Kingdom, and not for the Sect of Abyssal Thorns. Instead, it was a distraction for the Voidgod.

And Kallistus Kal continued onward, cutting his way through the streets of Astral, leaving a coat of red on the cobbled road behind him.

—---

For the first time ever, Arthur felt like he understood Edlyn. He felt like he understood Noele. He felt like he understood Justyn. He felt like he understood literally anyone who ever had to deal with Amelia and her stubbornness. Because now, the former Lich King was dealing with the stubbornness of a dragon.

“Seriously?” Arthur gaped at Grat-ra’zun in shock. “You are fine with standing idly by as millions die?”

“Yes,” the Elder Dragon replied.

“Yes,” Jax agreed, next to Arthur.

The bartender blinked at his companion. “Wait, why are you siding with Grat-ra’zun?”

“Oh, I’m on your side,” the elf clarified as he raised his hands. “I want to fight Kallistus Kal. But I also would be completely fine with standing by as millions die.”

Arthur pursed his lips, glancing between the dragon and the elf. He wanted to argue against them. He wanted to approach this from a moral standpoint. But having heard all the same arguments used against Amelia, only to fall flat, he knew he had to find another approach.

His eyes flickered as he remembered something. A memory that was so distant, that it was not even truly his. And he got an idea.

“I— you know what? I’m not even going to argue with that. It’s my fault for forgetting my audience. Jax, you’re a psychopath, and you know that.”

“Alright, rude,” Jax scoffed. “Sure, it’s true. But that doesn’t make it any less rude to say outloud.”

“And Grat-ra’zun—” Arthur continued, shooting a glare at the Elder Dragon. “I forgot you were a coward who couldn’t care less if the world burned around you.”

That made the Elder Dragon’s brows snap together. “I am not a coward—”

I mean, you didn’t even act when I attempted my conquest of the world. You were too scared to face me in battle,” Arthur goaded Grat-ra’zun even further.

“Now that is not even factually true!” the dragon exclaimed, smoke huffing out of his nose. “I briefly battled you, and you were the one who fled! So you were the coward there!”

“That is not true,” the former Lich King argued with a glint in his eyes. “I retreated strategically, because I knew that I could only face you when I grew my undead army even further.”

Grat-ra’zun shook his head, snorting. “That is the definition of cowardice. There is no such thing as a strategic retreat either— you refused to face me unless you had the battle tipped in your favor. And in fact, you never ended up facing me again in the end!”

Hearing that, Arthur couldn’t help but smirk. That was exactly what he was hoping to hear from the Elder Dragon.

“You know what?” Arthur said as he stepped back, crossing his arms. “That’s fair. I agree with you there, I was a coward for refusing to face you back then.”

“Good, as long as we are in agreement—” Grat-ra’zun started satisfactorily.

And then Arthur cut him off with a smile on his face. “But since we agree I was a coward back then, you must agree with me that you’re a coward right now too, right?”

“...what?” The dragon paused, likely realizing his mistake.

But it was too late. Arthur had already outsmarted the Elder Dragon. Even though he was a mere bartender.

“I mean, you did retreat— whether it be strategically or not— from the [Hero King] because the battle was not tipped in your favor, right?” Arthur spoke as Jax raised a brow from the side, evidently amused. “And you don’t plan on facing him again. So by the same logic you used against me, you are a coward.”

“That’s…” Grat-ra’zun couldn’t only grit his teeth together in frustration.

Jax nodded in agreement to what Arthur was saying. “You know, I have always thought that dragons were prideful creatures that showed no fear in the face of adversity. But it appears that isn’t true.”

“Only a young and immature dragon places his pride over his survival!” the Elder Dragon practically roared. “I have only lived this long by choosing my battles wisely!”

“By being a coward, right,” Arthur said as he callously met Grat-ra’zun’s gaze. The dragon tried to open his mouth to speak, but the former Lich King shook his head. “I may have been a coward in the past, but right now, I am not a coward. Because I want to face the [Hero King], even if I know I might not win. I will still try.”

Stepping forward, Arthur clenched his fists and spoke resolutely.

“So I will not be a coward. And neither will Jax. Now the question is: what about you?”

Grat-ra’zun clenched his jaw together as he eyed the two men. After a moment, he scoffed and turned away. “If you think you can convince me to help you by attacking my pride, you are wrong—”

—--

Kallistus Kal reached the top of the steps leading up to the top of the Astra Palace, dragging his greatsword behind him. Behind him lay the corpse of a hundred men in plate armor. They had been the elite [Knights of the Astral Order] stationed to guard the entrance of the palace, famed for that high levels and their teamwork. And yet, they had all been felled like they were ordinary city guards.

The [Hero King] strode forward casually as he glanced back for a moment. His army was pouring towards the center of Astral quickly. Even though much of the soldiers of the Astrad Kingdom had stood strong against Melissa’s intimidation tactics and refused to surrender, their defiance didn’t matter against the sheer might of the forces of the Kingdom of Kal.

“Such pointless deaths…” Kallistus Kal whispered. “But necessary nonetheless.”

It was a contradiction. These deaths didn’t need to happen. And yet, the [Hero King] had to sacrifice them for his own desires. Because he knew that this was what the Fal-Deus wanted.

He knew that the Fa-Deus wished for him to bring destruction to Vacuos. To exact revenge.

So that was what Kallistus Kal did. Albeit, he did it slowly. To give the appearance that that was all he was doing. Because this was not what he wanted. He only had a single desire, and that was to return home.

“And I will… soon.”

The [Hero King] shook his head as he faced a figure standing at the gate of the Astra Palace. A lone [Knight] stood there, standing on shaky feet as he faced down Kallistus Kal. It looked like he wanted to flee— like he wanted to surrender.

Kallistus Kal gestured at the ground. “Throw down your arms if you want to live.”

“I—” the [Knight] started.

But a voice interrupted him from behind. “You should do as the [Hero King] says, Sir Wyn.”

The [Knight]— Wyn— spun around with wide eyes when he heard that. He came face to face with an older [Knight] who walked out of the entrance of the palace casually. Wyn’s eyes went wide as he stared at the older [Knight].

“But Sir…” Wyn tried to protest.

And the older [Knight] waved a hand dismissively. “You are a good man, Sir Wyn. Young and with lots of potential. It would be a shame for you to waste your life here. Meanwhile, I am old, and if I lose my life today, it matters not.”

As he spoke, he drew his weapon and faced Kallistus Kal, clearly prepared for battle. Wyn was trying to work his jaw.

“I know you,” the [Hero King] regarded his new opponent. “You are Rowland Donovan, [Knight of the Astral Order], and bodyguard to King Jalen himself.”

“I am honored.” Rowland smiled as he held up his longsword to his chest. “I did not think you would know my name, [Hero King].”

But Kallistus Kal ignored that comment. “If you are here, that means King Jalen is nearby. Lead me to him, and I will spare your life.”

“Unfortunately for you, I cannot do that. I swore an oath.” Rowland grinned as he stepped forward. He took on a combat stance as the [Hero King] sighed.

“Then you are no use to me,” Kallistus Kal said apathetically.

He dashed forward, moving faster than either [Knight] could react. It happened in an instant. The [Hero King] was already swinging down with his broadsword and aiming for Rowland's neck.

“Die—” he started.

But before he could make contact with the [Knight], space rippled right before him. A rift opened up, revealing the shadowed maw of a dragon. Kallistus Kal blinked as both Wyn and Rowland stared.

And Grat-ra’zun roared as he unleashed a powerful fireblast, engulfing the [Hero King] whole.

“BURN!”


Chapter 26

Wyn Stefard couldn’t believe his eyes. One moment, he was facing down death alongside his [Knight]-Captain and leader Sir Rowland Donovan, believing that his life was about to come to an end. And the next moment, a portal appeared, bringing with it the gaping maw of a dragon.

But it was not any ordinary dragon. Even if Wyn had never seen a dragon before, he could tell by the glistening crimson scales and by the wizened wrinkles on its face that it was an Elder Dragon.

A majestic being that hadn’t been seen in all of Vacuos for over a thousand years.

And it was here to save the day.

“BURN!”

The dragon’s voice echoed, reverberating throughout the palace. And all at once, a blast of crimson flames shot out. The attack engulfed the [Hero King] in his entirety, stopping him in his tracks.

It was a surprise attack. One that nobody could have foreseen. It was almost like a miracle that came down from the World System itself. To save the Astrad Kingdom from having to endure the tyranny of the Kingdom of Kal.

Wyn Stefard stumbled back as he felt the intense heat emanating from the flames wash over him. The sweat that drenched his neck evaporated, and he watched with round eyes as a crimson pillar rose up to the sky.

It spread out like an expanding cone, growing larger and larger the higher it went. Until it blanketed the blue dome overhead and dispersed even the furthest clouds. If this blast struck the city, it would have destroyed everything in an instant.

But the Elder Dragon angled it in a way so that it would only target the [Hero King]. That it would only incinerate him to ashes. And that was why Wyn Stefar could only look on in awe and wonder.

“Amazing…” he whispered as he saw the glistening flames vanish, leaving behind a smoldering cloud of smoke.

This was what King Jalen, Rowland Donovan, and Wyn Stefard himself had been praying for. An intervention from the heavens themselves— a savior to come and rescue the Astrad Kingdom from its fall. Perhaps they had all thought their rescuer would come as a young woman named Amelia.

But instead, it was an Elder Dragon that was here to save them. Or so Wyn thought.

“No,” Rowland said, interrupting the [Knight]-lieutenant’s thoughts. “It’s not over.”

“What?” Wyn Stefard blinked as he glanced at his leader.

But Rowland didn’t lower his guard. He raised his blade as he peered into the clearing smoke up ahead. Wyn himself narrowed his eyes, peering into the gray cloud of ash up ahead. And a figure emerged, completely unscathed.

Kallistus Kal stood there, not a scratch on his body.

“How…?” Wyn asked, and he got no response.

—--

It did not work, just as Grat-ra’zun thought. Even though it had been an ambush, with the Elder Dragon unleashing his most powerful flames— the very same attack that had destroyed half of Mount Arkais— it made no difference.

The [Hero King] stood there with a shadow cast over his gaze.

“Tsk,” Grat-a’zun clicked his tongue as he drew his face back into the portal. “I knew this would happen.”

That was why he hadn’t wanted to do this. He knew just how powerful the [Hero King] had become, all thanks to the power of the Fal-Deus. And that was not including how much more strength Kallistus Kal had gathered since their last encounter with each other.

Because Grat-ra’zun knew that with the Void’s involvement, the [Hero King]’s strength would grow exponentially.

“The only difference is that this time around, I am the one launching the surprise attack instead of him,” the Elder Dragon murmured. “That’s the only reason why I’m even doing this— because those two fools convinced me that I lost because I wasn’t the one with the element of surprise.”

Shaking his head, Grat-ra’zun began to close the portal. He had tried once again. And once more he failed. He knew when to surrender— when to admit defeat. So that was why he was retreating once again.

Through the portal, Kallistus Kal could be seen emerging from the smoke, slowly striding forward. The [Hero King] moved without a rush in the world, and the Elder Dragon would seize this opportunity to withdraw. Or so Grat-ra’zun thought.

As he began to shut the portal, there was a flash of light. A purple ripple of light washed over the portal, seizing control of the magic over the Elder Dragon. His eyes went wide as he watched the portal open wider.

“What…?” Grat-ra’zun could only stare for a moment.

He could sense the Void’s essence emanating from the portal— he recognized that power which overwhelmed his own magic. At first, the dragon thought that Kallistus Kal was the one who had overtaken the portal. But the [Hero King] came to a halt, eyeing the now purple portal curiously.

“Wait, if that was not him…” Grat-ra’zun started.

Then the dragon’s head swung to the side, facing a figure standing in the cavern with him. He stared at the source of the Void’s essence. The former Lich King stood there with a hand raised, glowing with the same purple aura. It was Arthur who had seized control of the portal and was now keeping it open.

“You— what are you doing?” the Elder Dragon asked in horror.

Marching forward resolutely, Arthur glanced back once. And he replied simply, before crossing through the portal into the Astrad Kingdom.

“Doing what’s right.”

—--

Arthur knew that Grat-ra’zun’s attack wouldn’t have been enough to put a stop to the [Hero King]. Even if the flames had reduced Kallistus Kal to ashes, the regeneration offered by the Fal-Deus would have brought him back to life with ease.

Not that it was even necessary.

Arthur knew what he saw— the flames had barely burned the [Hero King]. Kallistus Kal stood there, mostly unphased as only parts of his skin was singed. The fact that he could withstand such a powerful attack was only proof of just how formidable he was.

The former Lich King gulped as he stepped through the portal. There was a sense of trepidation that clung onto him— a fear that tried to hold him back. Perhaps he was who he was, he would be able to trudge forward without fear of who he was going to face as the Lich King.

But right now, only as Arthur— the bartender and the former [Priest]— could he dare to battle Kallistus Kal to save the world. And that was why he didn’t falter.

That was why Arthur stepped forward to meet the [Hero King]. A familiar pair of [Knights] watched as the bartender came to a halt right across from the quizzical Kallistus Kal.

“Wait, is that—” Wyn started.

“What is that bartender doing here?” Rowland frowned. “He needs to get out of here, right now.”

The two of them stared at Arthur, evidently confused. Perhaps that was the only reason why the [Hero King] hadn’t yet lashed out— because he, too, was confused. Or maybe it was because of the Void essence emanating off Arthur.

“Who are you?” Kallistus Kal asked, tilting his head. It was a gaze of curiosity, but it was not that of worry. “Are you with the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns?”

Arthur shook his head simply. “I am not.”

“Then why do you stand here, opposed to me?” the [Hero King] pressed further.

Taking in a deep breath, the bartender raised his head. “I am not your enemy, Kallistus Kal. I am someone who wants to help you.”

Kallistus Kal raised a brow. “And, pray tell, how can you possibly aid me?”

“Against the Fal-Deus,” Arthur said as he placed a hand on his chest. “I have been in your position before, and I know you are being manipulated by a power beyond your control. You may think that following the will of the Void is going to give you what you seek, however, that is not true.”

That seemed to pique the [Hero King]’s interest. He stood there as he mouthed an, “Oh?”

“I know it may be difficult for you to believe,” Arthur continued. “But you are merely a pawn being used by the Fal-Deus. It has no intention of fulfilling its end of this bargain— whatever bargain— you have struck with it. So please, believe me when I say it is lying to you—”

“I know,” the [Hero King] replied simply.

He raised his head as Arthur paused. The bartender blinked a few times.

“...what?”

Kallistus Kal just stepped forward as he smiled. “I understand that. However, that is why I must—”

And his eyes flickered with a purple light as his voice boomed out.

“Dispose of you.”

As he spoke, a blast of purple flames shot out, engulfing Arthur in his entirety.

—--

Wyn Stefard recognized the bartender as soon as he stepped out of the portal. His name was Arthur, or so the [Knight] thought. In truth, they hardly even interacted with each other. The only reason why Wyn remembered Arthur’s face was because much of the time he had spent at Amelia’s Out of this World Restaurant was at the bar, and while he was there, his [Discerning Eyes] had told him that Arthur didn’t have any levels as a [Bartender].

Back then, Wyn needed as much alcohol as he could sustain himself to get through the day, otherwise he was going to lose his mind seeing Amelia’s antics.

And right now, the [Knight]-lieutenant felt like he probably needed a shot or two to process what was going on. Because Arthur was conversing with Kallistus Kal, talking about something that could barely even be comprehended.

It was almost surprising the discussion lasted as long as it did. After the dragon disappeared back into the portal, Wyn Stefard had resigned himself to death. That it was all over. But hearing Arthur speak to the [Hero King] gave the [Knight] a semblance of hope that things could be resolved without violence.

That was— until Kallistus Kal unleashed a blast of purple flames that engulfed the bartender.

Wyn Stefard stumbled back from the shockwave of the explosion as a bright light flashed out. Covering his face, he couldn’t help but sigh at the expected outcome.

“As I thought, the [Hero King] cannot be reasoned with…” the [Knight] whispered as he looked up.

But then he froze when he saw a shimmering purple barrier standing where Arthur had been. And inside the barrier, stood the bartender, completely unphased.

“How…?” Wyn asked, blinking a few times.

He tried to process what just happened. After all, Arthur should have been just like Amelia without any levels. And yet, it almost made sense to the [Knight]-lieutenant, precisely because Amelia had no levels too.

“Interesting,” Kallistus Kal said with a raised brow. “So your control of the Void far surpasses that of any member of the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns. Even Leonhard pales in comparison to you.”

That made Rowland who had been silently observing them this entire time click his tongue. “So the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns is involved with the [Hero King], huh? And so is Leonhard the Archmage King. I should have known…”

“Isn’t the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns a myth?” Wyn asked with a frown to the side.

Rowland shook his head. “They are hardly a myth. They approached King Jalen with the opportunity to join forces with them years ago, but he denied them. That must be why the [Hero King] waged war on us.”

Wyn just blinked quizzically. And Rowland clenched a fist.

“That must mean this power that they are displaying— both of them— is the power of the Void,” the [Knight]-Captain deduced.

That’s the power of the Void? Wyn stared at Arthur as his head spun. Wait, doesn’t that mean Amelia’s strength comes from the Void too…? It was a thought that barely crossed the [Knight]-lieutenant’s mind before he was interrupted.

“You are quite astute, Rowland Donovan,” Kallistus Kal said, drawing both [Knights] attention to him. He strode forward as he shook his head. “However, while I was drawn to this war by the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns. I no longer bear any allegiance to them.”

The [Hero King]’s eyes flickered towards Arthur who was stepping out of his barrier. The bartender’s jaw was clenched, and he clenched a fist.

“And I highly doubt this man is affiliated with the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns either,” the [Hero King] said simply. “Even if he wields the power of the Void. After all, they are mere children compared to him.”

Arthur just nodded as he proffered a hand again. “I do not wish to fight you. Please, I just want to help you.”

There was a crackle of electricity alongside his fingertips that even Wyn noticed. So it was no surprise that the [Hero King] took note of that too.

“You do not have the demeanor of someone who has any intention of helping me,” Kallistus Kal said as he raised his broadsword.

“I mean, you quite literally just blasted me,” Arthur replied as he gritted his teeth.

But the [Hero King] ignored what he had to say. “And unfortunately for you, I cannot accept your help.”

With that, Kallistus Kal dashed forward, slashing out with his broadsword. Arthur cursed as Wyn’s eyes went wide. The [Hero King] moved so fast, it was like he teleported. At least, to Wyn.

But Arthur somehow managed to react in time, ducking under the slash and rolling to the side. The [Hero King] did not let up. He spun around and his blade shone with a purple light, aiming for the bartender’s neck.

Or was Arthur ever even a bartender?

Wyn didn’t know. But what he knew was that if that attack connected, Arthur would be shredded to bits, and so would much of the landscape behind him.

Arthur must have realized this too. So he raised both his hands and exclaimed. “I don’t want to do this… but I will do what I must!”

And as his voice boomed out, a blast of lightning shot out from the palm of his hand, striking the [Hero King] directly. It was followed by a clap of thunder that could be heard for miles, and a flash of light that briefly blinded both Wyn and Rowland.

When the light vanished, there was a crater where Kallistus Kal stood. However, just like before with the attack from the Elder Dragon, he remained unscathed.

The [Hero King] grinned as he glared up at Arthur. “Weak.”

“Shit—” Arthur cursed as he tried to step back.

But this time, Kallistus Kal was faster, closing in the distance and slicing off the bartender’s head.

Wyn flinched when he saw that. It was almost a numbing sight. For a moment, he had a semblance of hope— seeing how well Arthur fought against the [Hero King] for those few seconds. But it was immediately dashed as reality settled back in, seeing the sheer power of the monster that was the [Hero King].

“Well, it was good while it lasted…” Wyn said as he tried to steel himself. “But I guess it’s over.”

He watched as Kallistus Kal craned his neck to face the two [Knights]. Rowland shook his head.

“Not for you, Sir Wyn. You are young and you have much to live for. You must run.” The [Knight]-Captain spoke insistently as he stepped forward.

“But—” Wyn started to protest.

However, his words were cut short as he saw the decapitated body of Arthur begin to move. Looking on in horror, Wyn could only watch as the bartender rose to his feet behind the [Hero King].

Kallistus Kal’s eyes flickered as he spun around, sensing something was amiss. And Arthur clapped his hands together, encasing the [Hero King] in a giant pillar of ice. Stumbling forward, the bartender’s head regrew on his body with a flash of purple light.

“...what is even going on anymore?” Wyn asked as he just stared in disbelief.

A crack ran through the ice as Kallistus Kal moved within. And with a swing of his hand, he easily broke free from the momentary prison.

“You are weak. Far weaker than I. You claim to understand the Fal-Deus, and yet, you have not even unlocked a mere fraction of its power.” The [Hero King] pointed his sword at Arthur.

“You’re right, I am weak.” Arthur nodded as he held Kallistus Kal’s gaze. “At least, compared to you. And at least, the me of right now. But unlike you—”

And with a flash of light, an elf appeared behind the [Hero King]. Kallistus Kal spun around as his eyes flashed with recognition.

“You—”

But Jax didn’t give the [Hero King] time to react, his bow already shining with a shimmering projectile that shone with iridescent colors.

“[Greater Blooming Deathhowl]!” the Forsaken Archer yelled, unleashing his attack point blank at the [Hero King]’s face.

However, that was not all. As the attack struck true, Arthur pointed down, and a pillar of purple lightning descended from the sky, compounding with the elf’s attack.

“I am not alone,” Arthur exclaimed.

And both Wyn and Rowland looked on.

—--

It was a combination of efforts from both the Forsaken Archer and the former Lich King. Grat-ra’zun knew that Arthur had the full intention to negotiate— to talk with the [Hero King]. However, neither Arthur nor Jax were foolish enough to think that it would work with absolute certainty.

So Arthur would serve as a distraction if a fight were to break out. After all, they both knew they were outmatched. But the difference between Jax and Arthur was that if Jax were stabbed through the chest, he was probably going to die. Meanwhile, Arthur, with his rapid regeneration, could survive.

That was why Jax waited for the right moment to strike. Was it a coward’s tactic? Perhaps. But Jax never claimed to pride himself in fighting battles head-on.

And with this ambush, now both Arthur and Jax took turns blasting the [Hero King] further into the ground with their attacks.

“This world has done no wrong to you!”

“[Eternal Sting of the Death Bees]!”

“I cannot let you destroy this world!”

“[Sluggish Salvo]!”

“You must fight back against the Fal-Deus—”

“[Apocalyptic Pollen Shower]!”

However, even as the various blasts of magic and Void essence shone just ahead of the Elder Dragon, making it seem like the [Hero King] was on the verge of defeat… Grat-ra’zun knew better.

“All they are doing is delaying the inevitable…” the Elder Dragon whispered closed his eyes as he drew back.

Now that he could no longer close the portal himself, he had to flee. Otherwise, the [Hero King] would be able to reach him and finish the job. And yet, despite understanding this logical fact…

Grat-ra’zun remained frozen in his cavern, watching through the portal as both Arthur and Jax shouted, raining their attacks down into Kallistus Kal.

—--

And as both Jax and Arthur engaged in battle with the [Hero King] while Grat-ra’zun watched, in a town far away, Amelia… was cooking.


Chapter 27

Amelia was cooking.

It was a simple meal— nothing too extravagant or special. After all, there were very few customers at her restaurant today. Most stayed at home, hearing the news about the siege of Astral.

It was like a day of mourning. Except, the Capital City of the Astrad Kingdom had yet to fall. But everyone in Wolfwater had already resigned themselves to this fate— to be nothing more than serfs of the Kingdom of Kal.

So it made sense that there were very few customers who were coming to Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant today. And because of the lack of labor needed to serve the sparse customers that were there, Edlyn was given a day off by Amelia.

Unfortunately, Edlyn didn’t have the mental capacity to treat herself to a day out. So she just sat at the bar, taking a puff out of her pipe as she watched Justyn march past her into the kitchen.

Harlan glanced back from the table he was serving. It was Dorien who was being served there. The two men exchanged a glance, before sighing as they expected what came next.

Edlyn knew it was coming too. She pursed her lips as she bit down onto her pipe. And a moment later, she heard the arguing voices coming out from the kitchen.

“—how could you just stand by and…”

“Why can’t you just let me cook?!”

“Because—”

It was an argument between Amelia and Justyn. The thirteenth one that broke out today. And just like all the previous arguments, Justyn eventually stormed out of the kitchen, cursing under his breath.

Edlyn closed her eyes as she heard his footsteps disappear, followed by the slamming of the front double doors of the restaurant.

Justyn would return. Maybe in ten minutes. Or an hour. It was contingent entirely on how long it would take him to cool down.

However, unlike previous times, Amelia finally stepped out of the kitchen, clearly annoyed by all the interruptions she had received today. Untying her apron, she tossed it to the side and glared at the front double doors of the restaurant.

“Can you believe the audacity of that guy? I gave him food, shelter, and even offered him a job. But all he ever does is complain!”

Amelia crossed her arms across her chest. Edlyn bit her lower lip when she heard that. Other than Dorien, the only other customers in the restaurant were Nicole, and another pair of regulars who had seen much of the insane antics that occurred in the restaurant over the last few months. Nolan had been here with his wife earlier, but had to leave to carry out some farm work.

One of the two regulars raised a hand. “To be fair, Justyn is right.”

“I don’t think any of us wants to live under Kallistus Kal’s thumb.” The other regular nodded in agreement.

“Yeah, well, I don’t want to pay my taxes either,” Amelia snorted. “Unfortunately, we can’t all get what we want.”

“But that’s not—” the regulars protested.

And Amelia glared daggers their way. “I’m going to poison your food if you guys keep complaining.”

They froze, before nodding stiffly. Edlyn just stared at this scene, completely numb. Because the [Royal Chef] dared not to speak, even if she felt the urge to pipe up.

However, someone else decided to speak up. And it wasn’t who Edlyn expected to speak. It was Dorien— the [Druid] who had no true affiliation with the Astrad Kingdom.

“Look, I don’t really care about this whole war either. I’m not a citizen of the Astrad Kingdom, and I actually hated their previous king quite a lot for destroying the natural habitat of many sacred monsters. But surely you must empathize with the plight of this country’s people, right?” Dorien shook his head.

“That’s why I left both Arthur and Jax to deal with it,” Amelia said dismissively.

“I understand Jax because he’s a high-ranked adventurer,” Dorien said as he placed a hand on his chin. “But isn’t Arthur just a bartender?”

“And I’m just a chef,” Amelia scoffed. “But that doesn’t stop anyone from bothering me about being a hero and saving the day.”

Dorien paused when he heard that. “Fair enough,” he acquiesced.

With a heavy sigh, Amelia drew back into the kitchen, shaking her head. As she did, she mumbled under her breath. All the while, Edlyn just watched.

“Seriously, why can’t you guys ever let me cook. Just let me cook…”

And the [Royal Chef] knew she had to do something about this.

—--

“[Greater Blooming Deathhowl]!” Jax yelled, unleashing his most powerful Skill once again into the pit where Kallistus Kal had been standing.

It was an even stronger version of the Forsaken Archer’s [Superior Blooming Deathhowl] which he learned from training with Arthur. It was as powerful as any attack by an SSS-ranked threat. In fact, Jax liked to believe that it was even more powerful than that.

A powerful explosion erupted. One that shook the Astra Palace. The blast attracted the attention of all the soldiers from both sides fighting across the city. And even if they were all just watching from a distance, this sight shifted the tides of battle.

Because, together with Arthur, Jax had blasted the [Hero King] repeatedly with their strongest attacks for the last half an hour. Seeing this, the soldiers from the Kingdom of Kal wavered, whilst the forces of the Astrad Kingdom rallied— a sense of hope that victory was possible instilled amongst the defending troops.

Even the two watching [Knights of the Astral Order] seemed hopeful for their chances of defeating the [Hero King] now. And it was not just them either.

King Jalen himself stood atop the highest tower of his palace, praying quietly to the World System as he watched the battle unfold.

But neither Jax nor Arthur were so foolish to think that this were enough. Right now, they were well aware that all they were doing was stalling Kallistus Kal.

“Arthur!” Jax called out. “Blast him with everything you’ve got!”

The former Lich King was bent over, panting in exhaustion. But he caught himself when he heard the elf’s voice. Looking up, Arthur steeled himself and stepped forward to the edge of the pit.

“Right—” he started as electricity crackled on the top of his fingers.

But before Arthur could unleash his next attack, Jax’s eyes flickered. The elf exploded into the air as his [Battle Precognition]— a Skill that warned him when his life was at threat— screamed at him to move.

“[Hurricane Jump].”

Jax was already a hundred feet in the air when he could finally turn around and watch as the ground beneath where he had been standing collapsed. A blast of purple light shot into the air as Kallistus Kal emerged from the ground.

The [Hero King]’s melted face was regenerating. But for a moment, his visage was nothing more than a skull glaring up at the elf.

We actually damaged him, Jax thought as a small smirk spread across his lips. However, it quickly vanished as Kallistus Kal looked up and raised a hand.

“Shit—” the elf cursed, trying to move out of the way.

But Arthur called out, interrupting the [Hero King] with a blast of lightning. “No!”

There was a flash of light that briefly blinded Jax. However, as the smoke dissipated, Kallistus Kal remained standing, ignoring Arthur’s attacks. Even as the former Lich King sent a flurry of ice spikes at the [Hero King].

Kallistus Kal blocked the projectiles with the dull side of his broadsword as his gaze was fixed only on Jax as the elf landed atop one of the spires of the Astra Palace. Then raising his broadsword, Kallistus Kal conjured up tens of thousands of copies of his weapon. Each blade shone with a purple light, hovering above him and filling the sky like stars.

Jax’s eyes grew wide when he saw the scintillating projectiles. Kallistus Kal was adamant about finishing off the elf.

Which meant that the [Hero King] must have spent that time observing them both, and he must have concluded that dealing with the Forsaken Archer first would have been the optimal move. After all, once Jax died… he couldn’t come back, unlike Arthur.

That made a sense of exhilaration wash over the Forsaken Archer. A sense of terror, and yet an excitement too. He gritted his teeth as he raised his bow.

“[Forest Of Arrows]!” the elf shouted, unleashing hundreds of arrows with each passing second.

At the same time, Kallistus Kal launched the volley of swords into the air. Jax watched as his arrows clashed with the approaching swords. And his attack— was completely overwhelmed.

A bead of sweat slid down the back of the elf’s neck as the tens of thousands of blades continued flying his way unimpeded.

“You’ve got to be—” Jax caught himself, before his gaze landed at the broken roots and branches lying on the ground behind the [Hero King] that had failed to apprehend him.

[Nature Hike]. The elf focused, before immediately appearing behind Kallistus Kal as the volley of swords whizzed through the air and cleared the clouds above. It happened in an instant. It was a teleportation Skill that allowed the Forsaken Archer to move to any area with trees or bushes growing that he could see.

However, the moment Jax appeared, the [Hero King] was already slashing back for the elf’s neck. But Arthur clapped his hands, freezing Kallistus Kal for only a second. However, it was enough time for the Forsaken Archer to leap out of the way as the [Hero King] broke out and swung to the ground, cleaving the earth open.

Then Kallistus Kal dashed forward, giving chase to Jax before he could create more distance between them. This time, the [Hero King] swung down with far more intensity than before, his blade glowing purple as the impact struck down.

Fortunately, Jax was able to narrowly avoid the attack as he could finally use [Hurricane Jump] again. But the shockwave from the blast sent the elf flying back into and crashing through a group of houses.

Even though all of Jax’s Skills had improved since even the last time he dueled with Amelia, he was being utterly overwhelmed by the [Hero King]. The elf could hardly even comprehend it. He knew that this battle would be one-sided for Kallistus Kal. But Jax thought that it would have been a little bit… closer.

And yet, Jax felt no fear. He accepted the challenge. Because he knew that if he couldn’t even defeat Kallistus Kal here, he forever stood no chance against Amelia.

This power… it is nothing compared to what Amelia is capable of! he thought as his heart hammered wildly in his chest, embracing the overwhelming odds against him. There are far greater heights I will conquer!

The Forsaken Archer’s [Battle Precognition] immediately alerted him of the [Hero King]’s pursuit. Looking up just in time, the elf spotted Kallistus Kal charging through the clearing smoke and dust. Raising his bow, Jax loosed an [Undying Sprout Tempest].

All at once, thousands of giant roots sprouted out to entangle the [Hero King], barely slowing him down as Jax tried to leap away again. But with a single swing of Kallistus Kal’s broadsword, he broke through the regenerating trap, charging for the elf once again.

“Kallistus Kal!” a voice screamed as the [Hero King] didn’t let up his pursuit. In the distance, Jax watched Arthur give chase to them. “Face me, you coward!”

A blast of lightning shot out, barely fazing Kallistus Kal from behind. At the same time, the [Hero King] swung for Jax and missed once again, but the sheer force from the swing knocked Jax back again. The elf cursed as he used the momentum from being pushed away to continue running from his pursuer.

It was an incessant chase— with Kallistus Kal chasing Jax, and Arthur chasing the [Hero King]. But unfortunately for Jax, it was a chase where only if Jax made a mistake, he’d lose his life.

And as he tried to sprint away from the [Hero King] after dodging another flurry of slashes, the elf made the mistake of overrelying on his [Battle Precognition] as Kallistus Kal reached out with a gauntleted fist.

It was a simple grab. One that Jax couldn’t see coming because his [Battle Precognition] didn’t warn him of it as it was a non-lethal attack.

The [Hero King] slammed Jax to the ground as the earth shook. The elf felt dozens of his bones shattering from the impact, before Kallistus Kal raised his sword.

Jax’s heart jumped as he saw the blade swing down— the realization that his life could finally come to an end washing over him. The elf shuddered violently, but he didn’t turn away from his impending death. Because he knew that if he couldn’t even overcome this, he didn’t deserve to defeat Amelia. He didn’t deserve to become the strongest in all of Vacuos.

So he faced the descending broadsword with a defiant glare—

Only to suddenly find himself standing atop some rubble with his heart racing. But his body was still intact.

Blinking a few times, Jax watched as Kallistus Kal swung down at Arthur, decapitating the former Lich King.

“…what?“ the elf tried to process what was going on.

Even Kallistus Kal was puzzled by this, his head snapping up with a frown.

“What is this?” the [Hero King] asked as he narrowed his eyes.

And a booming voice thundered from above as a colossal figure descended upon the elf.

“[Spatial Swap]. It allows me to swap the positions of two objects or person instantaneously.”

Jax’s eyes went wide as the [Hero King]’s brows snapped together.

“You—” Kallistus Kal started.

Only for a massive stone arm to slam into him and cut him off. A Greater Earth Elemental struck the [Hero King] from behind, sending him flying back.

All the while, Jax just stared with a wild grin between the giant stone golem and the descending figure.

“I see you’ve finally decided to join the fun, Grat-ra’zun!” Jax laughed wildly as the Elder Dragon landed next to him.


Chapter 28

It was getting annoying— being persistently nagged at by everyone to intervene at a war that had nothing to do with me. And it was all just because I was strong.

But I was not a hero. I made it adamantly clear to everyone. Yet, nobody seemed to understand it.

All I wanted to do was cook and live my life. I wanted to live in peace. I did what I had to do for Vacuos before I even had any affiliation with this world. I killed the Voidgod, sacrificing my past life I had on Earth for these strangers I didn’t know.

I saved the world. And I didn’t ask for anything in return. All I wanted was my happily ever after after all my suffering. But I couldn’t even get that.

Because the Voidgod was making its return, and I was expected to do something about it again. Sure, most people didn’t know about this; they didn’t realize that Kallistus Kal was being used as a pawn by the Voidgod. However, they all thought he was evil anyway, and since I didn’t want to get involved— unless my involvement was truly necessary— I was seen as the bad guy.

It was truly grating on my nerves.

Sighing, I untied my apron and tossed it to the side. “Arthur already said he’ll help handle it, so I don’t understand why everyone keeps coming to me…”

I spoke under my breath as I decided to take a break for the day. It was not like I had that many customers rushing to my restaurant anyway. I strode out of the kitchen and headed back for my room. But on the way out, I paused as I spotted a figure waiting for me there.

A tiny figure. Not a human. But a chicken.

“Are you hungry, Bucky?” I asked as I raised a brow at her, and she stared back at me. I gestured at the general direction of the chicken. “There are some leftovers if you want them. Help yourself, I won’t stop you this time.”

However, she only replied curtly, “Bawk.”

I frowned at her response. Normally, she’d be rushing into the kitchen, feasting on the leftovers. But she simply squinted at me as I closed my eyes.

“Don’t tell me this is about the whole [Hero King] situation again? I already told you, I don’t want to get involved.”

“Bawk bawk bawk!” the chicken responded.

I rolled my eyes at that, before pointing at her. “Look, I am not going to argue about this with you again. Seriously, I’m tired of this conversation.”

I drew back as Bucky continued to cluck louder and louder. She shook her wings at me angrily, and I walked away.

“Bawk bawk bawk bawk bawk bawk!” she called out.

And I snorted as I glanced back at her one last time. “I’m going to my room.”

With that, I slammed the door behind my room shut, hearing her muffled clucks through the wooden walls. But after a minute of hearing her angry clucking, she gave up, and I was left with peace and quiet.

—--

Grat-ra’zun had been observing the battle for over half an hour now. For a majority of the span of the battle, both Jax and Arthur had the upper hand because of their ambush. However, it wasn’t truly an advantage, as all they did was hold the [Hero King] back.

They were doing no real damage. They couldn’t possibly harm Kallistus Kal in any way. Because he was too strong. He was too powerful. He couldn’t possibly be defeated.

Or so that was what the Elder Dragon thought. That was why after both Jax and Arthur had begun to visibly exhaust themselves, Grat-ra’zun intended to leave his cavern, so that he didn’t have to watch either of them be slaughtered. But when the [Hero King] emerged from that pit injured… a realization dawned.

Grat-ra’zun realized that he was wrong. That Kallistus Kal was not as strong as the dragon thought. No— that Arthur and Jax were stronger than Grat-ra’zun thought.

Because the [Hero King] had been hurt. He had been injured— burned and bloodied. The barrage of attacks was actually causing him harm. Even if he could regenerate from

And finally, that was when the Elder Dragon had decided to act. But he didn’t make a boring entrance. He was a proud dragon, so he did what he could to have as grand an entrance as possible.

All across the city of Astral, heads turned and voices gasped as they watched the Elder Dragon soar through the sky. As he did, he chanted under his breath, sending chunks of rocks and rubble across the battlefield flying up towards him.

“[...Golem Creation: Greater Earth Elemental], and [Spatial Swap].”

And the Greater Earth Elemental came crashing down right as both Jax and Arthur swapped places. Kallistus Kal blinked as he struck down the former Lich King, then looked up with wide eyes as a giant golem crashed into him.

The Elder Dragon landed next to Jax as the elf exclaimed.

“I see you’ve finally decided to join the fun, Grat-ra’zun!”

“Do not let your guard down just yet, elf,” the dragon said as his eyes focused on the golem slamming the [Hero King] into the ground. “With my help and with my Greater Earth Elemental, there are four of us SSS-ranks in the battlefield. But that does not mean it will be enough to secure a victory. After all, even Guardian Angel Z357 was not powerful enough to defeat the [Hero King].”

As Grat-ra’zun spoke, Arthur regenerated from his injuries and rose to his feet. He turned towards the [Hero King] who was about to break free from the golem’s grip, before yelling and charging into battle. He sent a wave of frost washing over Kallistus Kal, freezing him for a moment.

Jax shook his head, turning away from this scene as he looked up at the dragon. “Then what do you propose we do?”

“Give me some time, and I will be able to shift the odds further in our favor,” Grat-ra’zun said simply as placed his claws on the ground. A magical circle began to form beneath him as Jax nodded.

“Easy,” the elf said, before leaping ahead and rejoining the fray.

—-

Kallistus Kal was blasted encased in another pillar of ice, before the Greater Earth Elemental kicked him, shattering the ice and sending him flying back into a nearby building. An explosion of dust and rubble erupted all around the [Hero King] as he picked himself up, mostly unharmed.

Gritting his teeth, he looked up to see the golem charging at him again as Arthur rose to the air and crackled with electricity. Kallistus Kal raised his broadsword as he aimed at the Greater Earth Elemental.

“Enough!” he yelled as he swung down, and a purple slash shot out.

The Greater Earth Elemental couldn’t react to the attack in time, and its right arm was sliced right off from the attack that cleaved even the ground. However, Arthur took that opportunity to unleashed a blast of lightning at the [Hero King].

And Kallistus Kal raised his broadsword to block the attack with the blunt side of his blade. But the impact knocked him back, nearly throwing him off his feet. His eyes flickered as he looked up at Arthur.

His attacks… they’re getting stronger? The [Hero King] narrowed his eyes as Arthur screamed and sent another blast of lightning down from the sky.

This time, Kallistus Kal didn’t bother to block the attack. Instead, he dashed forward, closing the distance between him and the other man. But while the [Hero King] would’ve previously easily decapitated Arthur, this time, he missed.

There’s no mistaking it, Kallistus Kal realized as Arthur leapt back. The [Hero King]’s gaze focused on his opponent before him. He is growing stronger as the battle progresses.

Arthur yelled as he brought both his hands up in the air. There was a flash of light. And two blasts of lightning shot down, striking the [Hero King] before he could unleash a follow-up attack.

Kallistus Kal cursed as he felt a searing pain burn his back. He wasn’t able to dodge the counterattack, and he was burned because of it. But that was not all— when he would have previously been able to brush aside such pitiful attacks, now he was actually being hurt.

His flesh sizzled behind him, slowly regenerating as he raised his head. He looked up at Arthur whose eyes were flashing with a purple light. And a single thought crossed the [Hero King]’s mind.

I need to end this soon.

And Kallistus Kal charged once again as Arthur shouted. There was a flash of light as they clashed, followed by the realization slowly settling into the [Hero King]’s mind.

Otherwise… I will lose.

—--

Arthur unleashed another blast of lightning as Kallistus Kal charged at him. Unlike before, where the attack barely grazed the [Hero King], it now burned through the first layer of his skin while slowing his movements at the same time.

So it was clear to the former Lich King that he was becoming stronger. That he was once again tapping into the power of the Fal-Deus itself.

Ob…ey…

The echo of a voice resounded in his mind. It didn’t sound like it was directed towards him. And yet, Arthur could hear it anyway. Because he was grasping for the power. He was reaching for it.

Even if he ignored what it compelled him to do.

As expected, the [Hero King] emerged from the blast of lightning, regenerating from his wounds. But before he could continue his charge, the Greater Earth Elemental leapt behind him, crushing him with its giant arms.

Arthur watched as Kallistus Kal was pounded into the ground. And as the former Lich King watched, he raised his arms, frost wisping off his fingers.

“Kallistus Kal!” Arthur exclaimed as he watched the [Hero King] rise from the ground, lifting the golem off its feet. “I know you have good in your heart! Please, hear my voice— do what’s right!”

In response, Kallistus Kal said nothing, instead throwing the Greater Earth Elemental to the side. Then he snapped his gaze towards Arthur.

He’s not listening to me at all— Arthur thought as he lashed out, unleashing a wave of frost forward.

The attack should have frozen the [Hero King], slowing down his advance. But Kallistus Kal must have seen it enough times to realize what was coming. That was how he knew to counter.

He slammed his sword to the ground, and a surge of purple flames shot out towards Arthur. It burned a path straight through the wave of frost, and the former Lich King narrowly leapt to the side to dodge the attack.

But Kallistus Kal took that opening to speed forward, reaching Arthur in an instant. And instead of slashing out, the [Hero King] grabbed the former Lich King by the face.

“Let’s see you come back from this—” he started as his right hand shone with a dark purple light.

And Arthur felt a burning sensation overcome his body. Cracks began to form across his body as he screamed, struggling to break free. All the while, the [Hero King] just tightened his grip as the light grew brighter.

Only for a hail of glowing arrows to land into Kallistus Kal’s back, sending him flying back. The moment his grip was released from Arthur, the former Lich King felt a surge of relief wash over him.

The purple lines that cracked over Arthur’s body vanished as he panted. Looking up, he watched a  hurricane of ethereal wasps swarm past him and crashed into the [Hero King]. And glancing in the direction it came from, Arthur watched as Jax landed by a nearby rooftop.

“Jax, you’re alive?” Arthur blinked a few times.

“Did you really think I’d die that easily?” the Forsaken Archer cackled as he continued to unleash an onslaught of arrows at Kallistus Kal. “Now get up and stop standing around like an idiot! We have a fight to win!”

Steeling himself, Arthur rose to his feet and nodded. “Right.”

And in the distance, Kallistus Kal swung and destroyed the swarm of magical insects. He panted as he glared up at Jax, only for the Greater Earth Elemental to swing at him from behind.

But the [Hero King] saw the ambush coming this time around. So he swung up with his sword, and in an instant, the golem was split in half. It collapsed behind him as Jax and Arthur pursed their lips.

“What’s the plan, Jax?” Arthur asked as Kallistus Kal strode forward.

And the elf snickered as he took a step back. Then he made a break for it, continuing to fire arrows at the [Hero King].

“We run,” the elf said simply as he moved.

Arthur blinked, and Kallistus Kal exploded forward. Cursing, the bartender unleashed a bolt of electricity that narrowly missed the [Hero King].

Kallistus Kal reached Arthur a moment later, swinging down with his blade and slicing off one of the former Lich King’s arms.

Arthur screamed in pain, only to reach out with his other hand and grab the [Hero King] before he could dash away to finish off Jax. Kallistus Kal blinked, before he was slammed to the ground by the former Lich King.

“Blast us, Jax!” Arthur yelled as he froze the [Hero King] in a cube of ice for a second.

Jax paused, before nodding. He bombarded both Arthur and Kallistus Kal with his arrows as they both screamed and their bodies were torn apart.

But the [Hero King] couldn’t escape this salvo because Arthur was there to stop him. Each time Kallistus Kal tried to break free, Arthur was there to grapple with him, freeze him, and electrocute him.

Kallistus Kal screamed as he was overwhelmed by this flurry of attacks— it lit up the battlefield, drawing the attention of everyone in the city.

However, Arthur knew that this couldn’t keep up forever. And it didn’t. Eventually, the [Hero King] swung up with enough force to break through the ice and send the bartender flying out into the air.

“Enough!”

Kallistus Kal slammed a fist into the ground, causing the ground to ripple as Jax narrowed his eyes. From the ground beneath the [Hero King], a pool of purple liquid formed.

And emerging from within the liquid were voidlings. Creatures of the void— creations of the Fal-Deus. Thousands of them. They swarmed out towards the Forsaken Archer as he cursed.

Arthur picked himself back up as he gritted his teeth. He could sense the power of the twisted creatures, and while he knew they weren’t that strong, they were incredibly numerous, spawning by the thousands with each passing moment.

Even if Arthur knew that both he and Jax could easily deal with these voidlings, they still served as a distraction. And that would be more than enough to disrupt the former Lich King’s teamwork with the Forsaken Archer.

I can’t let Jax die, Arthur thought as he brought a hand up, electricity sparkling off his fingertips. I need to be able to—

Obey!

The same voice from earlier— the voice of the Fal-Deus— echoed louder than before as Arthur froze. He felt his heart ache as he stumbled forward, staring in a daze at Jax raining down arrows at the swarm of voidlings.

And as Arthur was distracted by the Fal-Deus, Kallistus Kal seized this opportunity to leap up at Jax.

Arthur broke out of his stupor a moment too late as the [Hero King] reached the elf. Raising a hand, the former Lich King screamed.

“No—”

But a blast of crimson flames engulfed Kallistus Kal, sending him flying back. It was a familiar magical flame. Immediately, Arthur’s head snapped to the side.

“That was…?”

However, it was not who he thought it would be. Grat-ra’zun didn’t hover there with his maw open, blasting the [Hero King].

And as Kallistus Kal tried to pick himself up, he was immediately frozen into a pillar of ice— a magical ice that wasn’t cast by Arthur.

He blinked in confusion as a gust of sharp wind sliced the pillar in half, decapitating the [Hero King] inside the ice. And slowly, the former Lich King spun around as Jax cackled in the background.

“About time!” the elf exclaimed.

And Arthur watched as three other figures joined the battlefield. They each wore different shapes and were different sizes. One was a bird made out of wind, fifty feet wide, but the smallest of the three. Another was a giant amorphous pool of water that washed over the streets of Astral like a mudslide. And the last was a flaming spirit that was the same size as the Greater Earth Elemental.

Staring at them, a whisper left the former Lich King’s mouth.

“Those are a Greater Fire Elemental, a Greater Air Elemental, and a Greater Water Elemental….”

Arthur’s eyes widened as he swept his gaze over his surroundings. And he paused as, from the side, the Greater Earth Elemental picked up its pieces, quickly rebuilding itself before it slammed a fist down at the decapitated [Hero King].

The ground quaked from the impact as Arthur steeled himself. And from above, a giant dragon descended into the battlefield and bellowed.

“Behold, fallen [Hero King]— gaze upon my mighty creation and despair!” Grat-ra’zun spoke, before unleashing his own wave of flames down at the swarm of voidlings, before redirecting his attack to Kallistus Kal.

And the [Hero King] screamed as his flesh was burned off his body, his bones melting away— his body disfiguring from the combination of attacks.


Chapter 29

Edlyn closed her eyes. She stood right outside of Amelia’s room. Only just a few minutes ago had the brown-haired woman disappeared inside, leaving Bucky at the kitchen clucking angrily at nobody.

And the [Royal Chef] had watched as the chicken stormed off and out of the restaurant angrily. Now, despite seeing that failed attempt at convincing Amelia to put a halt to the [Hero King], Edlyn was going to try where others failed.

Was this a pointless endeavor? Perhaps. Edlyn could very much see Amelia rejecting anything that had to be said immediately. After all, Amelia had to be tired of all the pestering from everyone about the Kingdom of Kal at this point.

But Edlyn at least had to try.

It was her home that was at stake. It was her life that she had worked so hard to protect and provide for. So she raised a hand to knock on the doorway.

Before she hesitated.

“...this is pointless,” Edlyn whispered to herself as her shoulders sagged.

And a hand landed on her shoulder, gently reassuring her. “Do you think this is what’s right?” a familiar voice asked.

Blinking, Edlyn turned around to see Harlan standing there behind her. He had a warm smile on his face— as usual— and his gaze bore into hers.

“Because if you believe that this is what you have to do, then you should do it, regardless of the outcome,” Harlan continued as he glanced towards Amelia’s bedroom door. “Besides, it doesn’t hurt to try speaking with Amelia anyway.”

“I—” Edlyn hesitated.

For a moment, her past fears of Amelia returned. The dreading feeling that if the [Royal Chef] did anything to upset her employer, her life would be taken away.

But then she balled her hands into fists, recalling how kind Amelia had been to her. And Edlyn nodded, resolving herself.

“You’re right, Harlan. I’m scared for nothing. I need to at least try something.”

And Harlan smiled at her. “Don’t worry, I’ll be here with you too.”

“Thank you.” Edlyn nodded back at him, before she pushed the door open.

—--

I just wanted to sleep at this point. While I could deal with monsters and gods, I hated being pressured into doing something I didn’t want to do. Sure, that was what heroes did— even if they didn’t want to do something, they did it because it was what was right.

However, I had already done that back when I was trapped in the Void. And I was sick and tired of it. I just wanted to do what I wanted to do. I just wanted people to respect my boundaries.

So what if I had the capacity to save the world right now? So what if I could go back into the Void and face the Voidgod once more?

That was not what I wanted to do. I wasn’t going to continue babysitting this world— protecting it as its hero.

I was done with that. That was my past life. Now, I was a humble chef who had a small but popular restaurant which I was planning on franchising in the future to potentially become an incredibly wealthy business mogul.

…that probably wasn’t going to happen. But a girl could dream.

But actually, I couldn’t dream. Because even my alone time where I wanted to nap was interrupted as my door swung open.

Looking up, I groaned as I saw Edlyn and Harlan standing at the doorway. Even before either of them spoke, I knew what they were going to say. So I just groaned.

“Alright, Edlyn I can understand. But you too, Harlan?” I asked him in a betrayed voice.

Edlyn shifted back when she heard that. Harlan just scratched the back of his head.

“While I do agree with what everyone has had to say so far, I’m not here to argue with you. I’m just here to support Edlyn,” he explained himself.

I rolled my eyes. “That’s the same thing.

I sat up and hopped off my bed. Dusting myself off, I faced the [Royal Chef] expectantly.

“Alright, so what do you have to say to me?” I asked as I crossed my arms.

Edlyn hesitated. She looked like she didn’t know what to say for a moment, before glancing at Harlan. He nodded at her, and she took in a deep breath.

“Please, Amelia,” she started as she took a step forward. “I know you have heard this a million times already. But you need to do something about the [Hero King].”

I scoffed at that. “But why should I?”

I strode forward as I waved a hand dismissively. Even before she could explain herself, I spoke tiredly.

“I’m no hero. With great power comes great responsibility, they say. But that’s not true. I don’t have a duty or obligation to do anything unless I want to. Besides, everyone has the power to help at least one person, and most people don’t even do that. So I have no reason to abide by these standards—”

But before I could finish, Edlyn cut me off.

“That’s not what I came here to tell you,” she said, lowering her head as gritted her teeth. “I don’t care about any of that.”

“Hm?” I cocked my head curiously when I heard that.

Edlyn sighed as she looked down at her own hands. “It’s not about justice. It’s not about what’s right. It’s not even about dealing with the responsibility or the consequences of killing the [Hero King]. It’s something… more selfish than that.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, frowning.

Sighing, Edlyn closed her eyes. Her hands trembled as she unclenched them, before she took a step backwards.

“It’s because my family lives here. In this nation. And I don’t want anything bad to happen to them, which I’m scared will happen once the [Hero King] takes over Astral. That’s all. That’s why I’m asking for your help.”

“I…” I opened my mouth to say something.

But I paused. This was the first time I heard anyone say anything like this to me. Usually, it was always an appeal to my morals— to my sense of justice. Which I didn’t have much of left anymore, anyways.

However, right now, Edlyn was begging me to do something for her own sake and nobody else’s. It was oddly refreshing.

“It’s not for the sake of the world— it’s not even for the Astrad Kingdom.” The [Royal Chef] placed a hand on her chest. “It’s for me.”

“I see.” I didn’t say another word as I stared at Edlyn.

She was speaking honestly from her heart. There was only a fear there she felt for herself. For her loved ones. For her friends.

And I didn’t know what to say in response.

Edlyn saw that. She watched me in silence for a long moment, before drawing back.

“That’s all I came here to say. You should think about it, that’s all I’m saying. I know I can’t force you. But I want you to at least consider it.” And with that, she left the room.

Harlan blinked, seeing her go. It took him a moment to process what just happened— he definitely didn’t expect the conversation to last so short. I didn’t expect it either.

“Well, I guess that’s it? Thanks for hearing us out,” Harlan quickly said, before chasing after Edlyn. “Wait—”

And the door swung shut behind them as I blinked a few times. It also took me a moment to fully comprehend what had just happened. There was no argument— no long and drawn out discussion like with Harlan.

Edlyn wasn’t even upset with me. She told me how she felt and that was it, because she already knew my stance.

And now, I didn’t even know how to feel— whether I should actually do something about Kallistus Kal or not. Because on one hand, I did care about Edlyn, and I knew her family members, having met them a handful of times.

But on the other hand…

I paused as I tilted my head back. “On the other hand, what?” I asked myself the question.

It was like there was something I wanted to add. A justification I wanted to make. However, any argument I could make didn’t apply at all to what Edlyn said. So I had no response. And I didn’t know how to feel about that.

I pursed my lips as I stood there in silence for a minute. Then I shrugged off this feeling as I threw myself back into my bed.

“...anyways, it doesn’t matter. Since Jax and Arthur has this handled, right?”

—--

There were four Greater Earth Elementals now in the battlefield. Wyn Stefard couldn’t believe his eyes. Well, he hadn’t been able to believe his eyes for the last hour or so, ever since the Elder Dragon appeared out of the portal and blasted Kallistus Kal with a mountain’s worth of flames, before watching Amelia’s bartender battle the [Hero King] on equal footing.

And that was not to mention Jax’s contribution too.

But right now, more than before, the [Knight]-lieutenant was staring in sheer disbelief at the four gathered Greater Earth Elementals fighting alongside the Elder Dragon.

Never before in Wyn’s life had he ever thought he’d see a dragon, let alone an Elder Dragon. After all, those were mythical creatures that existed during the times of the Grand Nova Empire— that had ruled the world with a tyranny that was remembered even to this day over ten thousand years later.

However, the [Knight]-lieutenant had at least thought that there might be an Elder Dragon or to out there in hiding somewhere across the continents. But he never thought a Greater Elemental of any kind even existed in this day and age.

They were an extinct species of monsters that had pervaded the world ten thousand years ago. And even back then, they were rarely seen, due to the nature of their existence. They were fabled to be SSS-ranked threats that rivaled even an Elder Dragon in strength, and the last recorded Greater Elemental in history was said to have brought a powerful empire to ruin in a single week.

Yet somehow, right now, there were four of them converging on the [Hero King]’s position, unleashing their magic on him.

“...but is it enough to win?” Wyn asked himself as he stared at Kallistus Kal standing amidst the magical attacks from all sides, glowing with a purple light.

It was an inconceivable power to the [Knight]-lieutenant. Every single time the [Hero King] was knocked down or injured, he’d recover from it like he had never even been harmed in the first place. But supposedly, that was the power of the Void. A thing of myth and legend— of religion and theology.

While this was not a topic Wyn Stefard was too familiar with, he knew the basics of it, and he knew that the Void was a mysterious path to twisted powers that existed outside of the World System. So he didn’t question anything he saw in regards to the [Hero King]’s abilities. Anything was possible with the Void.

And that was why the [Knight]-lieutenant refused to get his hopes up.

But next to him, Rowland Donovan strode up and placed a hand on his shoulder. Blinking, Wyn looked up at the [Knight]-Captain.

“I know it may seem like our chances of victory are slim,” Sir Rowland said as he shook his head. “But you have to believe. Because without hope, we have nothing left.”

“...right.” Wyn nodded slowly, before raising his head. Even as the battle raged on in the distance. “I believe.”

—--

The Elder Dragon joined the battle, turning the tides against the [Hero King].

Or at the very least, that was what appeared to be happening. King Jalen didn’t know what exactly was going on from this high up in his palace. But he watched with bated breath anyway as the Forsaken Archer, the dragon, and that strange blond man all battled against Kallistus Kal together.

Where did they even come from? How did they even get here?

Jalen didn’t know. When they had arrived, he had already felt that all hope was lost. He hadn’t believed that there was a chance of turning the tide of battle. Even though he was supposed to be the King of the Astrad Kingdom who stood steadfast against all threats, he couldn’t even convince himself that defeating Kallistus Kal was possible.

Not after seeing Kallistus Kal tear a hole through Astral’s barrier like it was nothing.

So King Jalen had resigned himself to this fate. And now, his hope was returning as he watched the Elder Dragon spew its flames down at the [Hero King]. As he disbelievingly watched the Greater Elementals join the fray.

His hands tightened around the railing of his balcony as he took in a deep breath. He couldn’t get too excited. He had to steel himself. Even if he thought that victory was possible now, he couldn’t get his hopes up.

After all, the weight of disappointment would be even more crushing if he expected victory only for it to be snatched away from him.

But even still, King Jalen couldn’t help himself but hope— for the sake of his nation and for the world— for the Elder Dragon, the Greater Elementals, the adventurer, and the strange man to defeat the [Hero King].

—--

Kallistus Kal was crushed under an onslaught of magical blasts. It was overwhelming. He felt his body beginning to break. First he was burned with fire, then he was frozen in ice, before being shattered by stone, and ripped apart by the wind.

And he couldn’t even rest after that. The moment his body began to regenerate, he was struck by a flurry of even more powerful magic— cast directly by Grat-ra’zun himself.

“Rot in the [Eternal Prison of Heat Death]! Behold my [Omnidirectional Acid Hail]! Burn in a [Pit of Black Fire]! Be torn apart in a [Particle Storm]! Be obliterated by [True Lightning]!”

The [Hero King] could hardly even react in time to defend himself from these attacks. A wave of iridescent flashes illuminated the battlefield as he was repeatedly ripped apart again and again. He couldn’t even scream, despite the overwhelming pain he felt.

Grat-ra’zun flew back as his spells came to an end, giving a moment of reprieve to Kallistus Kal. But immediately after, an arrow struck the reforming chest of the [Hero King]. It immediately exploded into a thousand blasts, stopping him from regenerating. His body was practically a pile of goo at this point, before a blast of purple lightning struck him from above. 

The [Hero King] was overwhelmed with so much pain. So much agony. More than he had ever felt before. He knew he needed to break free. Because if this kept up, it’d be all over for him.

But before he could do anything, Grat-ra’zun unleashed a deluge of crimson flames down at him, followed by a wave of magic from the four Greater Elementals. Jax and Arthur joined in with their own respective attacks as Kallistus Kal was torn apart.

It’s over, the [Hero King] thought as his vision began to grow dark. His regeneration’s speed couldn’t match the speed his body was being destroyed. I have lost this war.

It didn’t matter to Kallistus Kal. Not when this was a clone anyway. Even if he died and this battle was lost, it didn’t matter.

Or so he thought for a moment.

Then a realization settled in

But if I lost here… then what about his subjects? What about his loyal followers? What about Melissa?

For the first time ever, the thought of failing his country flashed in his mind, and he couldn’t allow that. He couldn’t let them perish here because of his failures. While he did not care for this world, he felt a sense of duty and responsibility to them— to at least win this war for them.

Because they had followed him this far.

And a surge of strength washed over him, even as his body was on the verge of collapsing. A purple glow covered his body, shining brighter and brighter even amidst the flurry of blasts engulfing him.

Before the [Hero King]’s body exploded, sending out a purple shockwave as he screamed.

“BEGONE MORTALS!”

And his blast dispersed the attack being unleashed upon him, overwhelming Grat-ra’zun, Jax, Arthur, and the Greater Elementals as the city of Astral was covered by a blinding light.


Chapter 30

“Edlyn—” Harlan called out to the [Royal Chef] as she exited the kitchen.

She paused, and he reached her a moment later.

“What was that about?” he pressed her. “I thought you were going to try to convince Amelia to do something about the [Hero King].”

Edlyn shook her head as she looked down at herself. She balled her hands into fists. “I wanted to do that. But what’s the point? It’s up to Amelia whether she acts or not.”

Sighing, the [Royal Chef]’s shoulders sagged and she drew back.

“All that matters is I conveyed my feelings to Amelia. What happens next is up to her to decide.”

Harlan blinked, before nodding slowly.

“I… see.”

He looked out a nearby window and whispered in agreement.

“Right, it’s all up to Amelia now.”

—--

Kallistus Kal panted as he emerged from the crater he created. His body burned, the wounds that covered his skin were slowly healing. Much slower than before. He was still partially charred, and the stinging pain didn’t go away.

But it didn’t matter. He had won this battle. What he had unleashed was a buildup of a majority of the Void Essence that coursed through his body. As a clone, he didn’t have a direct connection with the Fal-Deus.

No— only his real body was supplied with an unlimited amount of Void Essence.

So he knew that he could have died here if the onslaught of attacks kept up. That was why he forced himself to expend most of the Void essence he had left to win this battle with a final attack.

And it was over. There was no way anyone could have survived the blast.

Already, Kallistus Kal was seeing the debris remains of the Greater Elementals scattered around him. A small smile tugged at his lips as he wanted to claim his victory. As he knew that victory belonged to him.

Then he saw a figure emerging from the rubble— a man that held a hand up, glowing purple.

“You can’t be serious, right?” the [Hero King] whispered as he stared at the bloodied figure up ahead.

It was Arthur. He was regenerating from having nearly been completely obliterated by the blast. And yet, he was alive.

That only meant the Void Essence that coursed through his body must have been greater than even the [Hero King]’s.

Ridiculous.

That couldn’t possibly be the case, right?

While the true body of Kallistus Kal had unlimited Void Essence due to a direct connection with the Fal-Deus, the amount in each clone was equal to what he would have without that connection. So if Arthur had more Void Essence than a clone, that meant he had the potential to be stronger than even the real Kallistus Kal without the Fal-Deus.

And that idea alone made a bead of sweat trickle down the [Hero King]’s neck. It was impossible. There had to be a reason for Arthur’s exorbitant reserve of Void Essence. The Fal-Deus had to be involved somehow.

Kallistus Kal clicked his tongue as he hefted his broadsword over his shoulder. It didn’t matter. Worrying about this was pointless. All that mattered was winning.

“Even if you survived my blast, your friends are dead. You cannot expect to defeat me alone.”

“N-no,” Arthur panted as he lowered his hands. The purple glow faded from his palms, and he glanced back. “They’re not dead.”

Blinking, the [Hero King] glanced to the side to see Grat-ra’zun and Jax lying to the side. Their bodies were bloodied and burnt, chunks of ice collapsing from their skin. But they were still alive.

“You saved them by encasing them in your ice.” Kallistus Kal’s eyes flickered. “But it doesn’t matter. Because they are in no state to fight. You are still alone.”

“That’s right,” Arthur said as he stumbled forward. He caught himself and raised his fists. “But I’m more than enough to defeat you.”

Kallistus Kal stabbed his sword to the ground as his eyes shone purple. “Perhaps you are right— but I am not alone.”

Arthur’s eyes narrowed as he watched a rift open up as a surge of twisted creatures began to pour forth again. He stepped back as he stared at the purple beings swarming forward.

“Voidlings?”

“That’s right,” the [Hero King] laughed as he spread his arms wide. “You stand no chance of defeating me. Now die.”

Arthur gritted his teeth as the swarm of voidlings charged at him. And Kallistus Kal watched as they clashed— as the voidlings were blasted away by lightning and shredded apart by a hail of ice.

The [Hero King] knew that this was not enough to win. However, what he needed right now was time. He needed to recover his lost Void Essence. He needed some time just to win. And the voidlings would be just enough to give him that.

Or so Kallistus Kal thought.

He blinked a few times as he saw a flash of purple light wash over the area. Then a cacophony of screeches echoed out, followed by hundreds of voidling collapsing from something in an instant.

Sweeping his gaze over the battlefield, the [Hero King] watched as strange creatures emerged from the ground and began ripping apart his voidlings. At a first glance, their purple skin and their twisted appendages made them look like voidlings. However, upon a closer inspection, it was evident that they were different.

Their purple flesh was ripping apart, and many of them were missing various limbs or parts of their bodies. They looked like they were undead of sorts.

And the realization settled in as Kallistus Kal’s eyes went round, his gaze facing Arthur who was running ahead.

“He’s… reviving the dead voidlings.”

—--

Obey!

Arthur heard the voice clearer than before. It was the same voice as before— the same one that spoke to him as the Lich King. That had trapped and imprisoned him and took control of his body.

He could almost feel its clawing tendrils smothering his free will. And yet, the voice was not directed towards him. Because of that, he could ignore it.

Even as he took advantage of its power. Even as he used it to revive the dead voidlings to fight for him.

Arthur ran forward as all around him the voidlings and the undead voidlings battled. They tore each other apart, their screeches echoing through Astral. Heads turned and soldiers stopped their fighting to witness this horrible sight. Many from both sides of the war began to flee, thinking these abominations were here to slaughter everything.

And in a sense, that was true.

That was what the Fal-Deus desired. That was what the [Hero King] was aiding it in doing.

“Kallistus Kal!” Arthur shouted as he leapt forward, reaching the [Hero King]. Kallistus Kal swung up with his broadsword, but missed. And Arthur landed a punch directly on the [Hero King]’s face. “Give it up! You’re just a pawn being used by the Fal-Deus!”

Stumbling back, Kallistus Kal gritted his teeth and spat out some blood. “You are also a pawn of the Fal-Deus— you are but a hypocrite for lecturing me!”

He slammed his blade to the ground, sending a wave of purple energy out which knocked Arthur back. Even still, Arthur held his ground as his skin was ripped off.

“I am no hypocrite.” Arthur looked up as his body regenerated to normal. He stood tall as he met the [Hero King]’s gaze. “I am not using my powers for my own selfish gain. Not anymore.”

Perhaps at one point, a long time ago, in a past life, that was the kind of man Arthur was. But right now, he was not that man anymore. For the sake of atonement and for the sake of justice, he was fighting here against the [Hero King].

Even if Arthur’s entire body ached. Even if his skin was repeatedly being shredded apart again and again. Even if he was dying over and over again. Even if he did not want to do this. This was what he needed to do. And with that resolve, he threw himself forward at Kallistus Kal’s attacks— unwavering.

“I am using it to do what’s right! That is why I will stop you!”

Arthur charged as Kallistus Kal screamed, sending blast after blast out.

“And do you think this world has done me right?” the [Hero King] screamed as Arthur was blown apart. “Robbing me from my life back on Earth? Stealing away my family which I loved? DO YOU CALL THAT JUSTICE?”

“No,” Arthur said as his body reformed and he reached Kallistus Kal.

His fist shone with a purple light as he swung down. There was a bright flash as the [Hero King]’s eyes widened.

“But neither is what you’re doing here justice,” the former Lich King finished.

And with a single powerful punch, Arthur blew a hole through Kallistus Kal’s chest. But this time, the [Hero King] wasn’t going to rise again. This time, when he fell, he stayed down for good.

—--

When King Jalen saw the powerful explosion erupt from where Kallistus Kal had been standing, he had thought that it was over. That the [Hero King] had won.

Even still, Jalen had held out hope that someone had survived. Whether it was the SS-ranked elf adventurer, the Elder Dragon, or the Greater Elementals. It didn’t matter who. The King of the Astrad Kingdom hoped that someone would emerge from the blast with enough strength to defeat Kallistus Kal.

And someone did.

But that someone turned out to be someone who Jalen didn’t even know. The strange man who had appeared first out of that portal to face the [Hero King].

He looked like any ordinary man. He had blond hair, and a rough visage. Like he was a priest of sorts, even if he was dressed like he worked at a tavern. And yet, despite his appearance, he proved to be the strongest of them all.

Even stronger than the SS-ranked elf, even stronger than the Elder Dragon, and even stronger than all the Greater Elementals combined. Because that ordinary-looking man took on the [Hero King] alone and won.

And now…

“It’s… over?” King Jalen whispered as he stared at the collapsed body of Kallistus Kal.

For a moment, Jalen held his breath, uncertain whether it was truly over. But there was no regeneration. No return for the [Hero King].

Kallistus Kal lay there, broken. And the ordinary-looking man stood triumphantly next to the [Hero King].

This was a sight that was seen all throughout Astral. Their gazes had all been drawn towards the fighting— realizing that the battle was reaching its climax. Now, they all stared at the outcome in disbelief. In silence. At least, for a long moment.

And then King Jalen snapped out of his stupor. He took a step forward as he stood atop the tallest tower in his palace and raised the flag of his country, bellowing with [A King’s Voice].

“PEOPLE OF THE ASTRAD KINGDOM, WE HAVE WON! THE [HERO KING] IS DEAD!”

His words swept across the city. Then all at once, the citizens of Astral broke out into cheers as the soldiers of the Kingdom of Kal began to throw down their weapons.

—--

“Seriously?” Wyn whispered as he eyed Arthur from afar. “That bartender really did it. I can’t believe this.”

Rowland stepped up next to the [Knight]-lieutenant, nodding approvingly. “I told you, Sir Wyn. What matters most is to have faith.”

Wyn didn’t want to believe it, but he couldn’t deny reality. The [Hero King] was truly defeated. So the [Knight]-lieutenant began to chuckle as he felt a sense of relief wash over him. Only for the echoes of a heavy set of footfalls to rush their way.

The two [Knights] looked up in alarm as a group of soldiers from the Kingdom of Kal made their way up to the palace steps.

Wyn scrambled for his weapon, but Rowland stepped forward and pointed down at the approaching soldiers.

“Give it up!” the [Knight]-Captain bellowed, and the approaching soldiers hesitated. “Surrender now! Your [Hero King] is dead! There is no point in throwing away your life any longer!”

Blinking, Wyn looked towards Rowland. Even though Rowland was unarmed, he still stood fearlessly against the dozen or so soldiers from the Kingdom of Kal. And it seemed like his confidence paid off.

The soldiers paused as a few of them exchanged apprehensive glances. Their leader tried to urge them forward.

“What are you idiots doing?” their leader shouted as he pointed his spear at Rowland. “This is our victory!”

But the soldiers that were with him backed away and shook their heads.

“With all due respect, sir, this is not our victory.”

“I never wanted to join this war in the first place.”

“I was only doing this for the [Hero King], and he’s dead…”

“You damn traitors!” their leader exclaimed, before shaking his head. He turned around to face Rowland again. “I will—”

And Rowland stepped forward, punching their leader with enough force to send him flying. The [Knight]-Captain grinned as he faced the other soldiers.

“Throw down your arms,” Rowland said simply.

Slowly, the soldiers began to raise their hands and drop their weapons as Wyn just watched.

—--

“No…” Melissa whispered as she made her way through the streets of Astral. “My liege— you cannot be dead!”

She shoved aside a group of her surrendering soldiers, before casting a spell that sent a group of celebrating Astrad Kingdom soldiers flying. But she didn’t finish them off. Instead, she continued on her mad dash to where she had last seen Kallistus Kal.

“You’re still alive, right? Please—” she started.

But when the Archmage and the most loyal servant of the [Hero King] turned the corner, she could only freeze at what she saw. Kallistus Kal lay on the ground, his body bleeding, and his figure slowly fading away.

When Melissa saw this, she dropped to her knees as tears poured out of her eyes.

It was impossible. It was a scene straight from a nightmare. And yet, it was true.

Her king was dead.

So Melissa could only weep at the scene.

—--

“I’m sorry it had to come to this,” Arthur whispered as he stood over the dying body of the [Hero King].

Kallistus Kal didn’t move. His eyes were barely open. The Void Essence that was holding him together faded away, and so did his body. Slowly, his skin flaked into tiny purple motes that blew with the wind and vanished.

Behind Arthur, Grat-ra’zun and Jax picked themselves up. The elf and the dragon could barely walk. But they hobbled over next to the former Lich King.

“Is he dead?” Grat-ra’zun asked.

“I haven’t received a notification for the kill,” Jax said as he shook his head. “I don’t think the [Hero King] is dead yet.

“Because he’s almost dead,” Arthur replied. He stepped to the side as he looked down at the unmoving body of Kallistus Kal. “But he will die.”

Both the Elder Dragon and the SS-ranked adventurer exchanged a glance, then they sighed in relief. But Arthur didn’t feel the same way as them. He pursed his lips as he continued talking, all the while the [Hero King] listened.

“I truly wanted to save you, Kallistus. I know the world was unfair towards you. I know you deserve happiness. But I had to do this— to save the world.” Arthur shook his head as he gritted his teeth.

Inside the former Lich King, an overbearing sense of guild weighed down on him. Especially when he looked down at the dying [Hero King]. It was almost a pitiful sight.

The expression on Kallistus Kal’s face didn’t change. All he displayed was exhaustion— melancholy. He couldn’t even move. He didn’t even blink. But it was evident he wanted to speak.

His lower half of his body disappeared into the wind as his lips twitched. It was like he was mustering up all the strength he had left just to be able to speak. Like he had something he wanted to say. And so, Arthur leaned closer, giving Kallistus Kal a chance to speak his last words.

Only for the [Hero King] broke out into a maniacal laughter.

“You fools,” his voice echoed, twisting the world around him.

“What?” Arthur leapt back, but the [Hero King] didn’t move.

Jax and Grat-ra’zun tensed, readying themselves for battle once again. However, Arthur’s eyes didn’t lie. He knew Kallistus Kal was dying here.

And even the [Hero King] knew that himself. Even still, he continued to cackle.

“Do you truly think you have won here? Even if I die, it matters not. My goals shall be achieved— nay, they are on the precipice of being reached. For you see, I am but a clone of my true self.”

“A clone?” Arthur blinked a few times.

And Jax cursed. “Seriously? We struggled this much against a clone?!”

“So that was how he ambushed me back then…” Grat-ra’zun breathed.

Kallistus Kal continued to laugh as his voice boomed for all to hear. Whether it were the nearby passersby who came to see his death, or those like Melissa who came to mourn him. Even high up in his palace, King Jalen trembled as he listened to the dying voice of the [Hero King] being broadcasted.

“My true self is far away, hidden even from the gaze of the Fal-Deus itself!” Slowly, the wisping flakes of Void Essence that flitted off the dying body of the clone began to twist the sky itself, forming a rift. At the same time, Kallistus Kal’s voice distorted as he finished. “And I shAlL seIzE tHe pOWeR oF ThE VoID TO TAKE BACK WHAT IS RIGHTFULLY MINE!”

And with those dying words, Kallistus Kal’s body was pulled into the rift, before the rift closed shut.

Then there was silence. At least for a second. Before a susurration washed the city of Astral. Everyone— whether it was a follower of the Kingdom of Kal or a citizen of the Astrad Kingdom— began to discuss what they heard and what they saw.

Jax and Grat-ra’zun both began to frantically discuss what to do next— trying to locate where the true body of the [Hero King] was hiding.

But Arthur didn’t say a word. Instead, he dropped to his knees as his eyes fluttered shut. He heard the echoing voice of the Fal-Deus in the distance.

He recalled the scene of the closing rift— peering into it and sensing what was within.

And the former Lich King knew…

Now, it was all up to Amelia.

—--

And in Wolfwater, far from the battlefield where the clone of Kallistus Kal perished…

I sighed as I sat right outside of my restaurant, staring into distant horizon. I sensed what was going on. I knew the battle was far from over.

And I closed my eyes as I muttered under my breath

“What should I do?”


Chapter 31

Kallistus Kal’s eyes flickered as he sat in the dark chamber. Before him, a purple rift in space continued to twist and turn. The amorphous outlines of tendrils tried to reach out from this broken world, however it stopped each time it reached the edge of the portal.

A voice spoke to him as he stared at it for a moment.

Obey my will— give yourself to me and you shall be granted salvation.

It was the Fal-Deus. It goaded him into completing this rift. So that it could enter Vacuos through him. And he did as he was told.

Or at least, that was what he had been doing until now.

At the moment, he was distracted. His gaze was not focused on this portal to the Void. Instead, he slowly turned to the side as he looked through the eyes of another clone.

“…I see,” he whispered, witnessing the clone’s death at Astral.

And he rose to his feet as the Fal-Deus screeched within the portal. But he ignored it, looking towards a trio of figures who were standing behind him.

Ammon the Arcane Archsorcerer. A young-looking human man who had been exiled from Scholus for his dabble in the dark arts.

Si-Vus the Land Conqueror. A merman general who had been cast out of Mare for his failure to save the previous Merfolk Emperor.

And Rakash the Tormentor of Alius. A troll who had laid waste to dozens of dwarven cities across the continent of Alius as revenge for what they had done to his people.

They were his most loyal followers. Even more so than Melissa. After all, they were the only ones who knew of his involvement with the Void.

They were outcasts, just like him. And they would do anything for him. Even sacrifice their own lives.

“What is it, my King?” Ammon asked as he bowed his head low.

“The ritual is almost complete,” Kallistus Kal replied as he shook his head. Then his eyes flickered to the memory his other clone had of the Elder Dragon, the Forsaken Archer, and Arthur— that strange man who wielded the power of the Fal-Deus. “However, I am certain there will be interlopers who wish to put a halt to what’s happening here. Guard my body— ensure that nobody enters my chambers before the end of the day.”

“As you command, my King,” Ammon said and swept back.

Both Si-Vus and Rakash followed after Ammon, leaving the room. When the massive double doors swung shut, the [Hero King] closed his eyes and nodded to himself.

Kallistus Kal was glad that they were gone. Or at the very least, he was glad he had an excuse to dismiss them. While they would have obeyed him regardless of what he had to say, so theoretically he could have sent them away at any point in time, he still felt like he needed a valid reason to do so.

After all, they had stuck with him throughout everything he had been through. So he was grateful for their assistance. And just like with Melissa, he did not want them to suffer.

That was why he was glad Arthur appeared. Even if he posed no real threat to stopping what was going to happen next. He at least served as a reasonable excuse.

“Because that strange man, even if he was sincere in his words, does not know my pain,” Kallistus Kal whispered as he turned back towards the rift. He heard the Fal-Deus call out to him, and he stretched a hand out. “He does not know my suffering, nor does he know my motivation.”

All the while, the echoing voice of the Fal-Deus grew louder.

Yes— submit! Give yourself to me! Free me from my prison!

The [Hero King] placed his hand at the edge of the portal. The coiling tendrils of the Fal-Deus tried to touch him. And yet, they couldn’t connect. Not without Kallistus Kal giving in to the Void entirely.

He looked up as the rift grew wider— as it expanded by his workings. As he gave more of himself to the Fal-Deus.

Do not resist. Do not falter in your desires. I shall grant you all that you deserve.

Perhaps a small part of Kallistus Kal sought for revenge against Vacuos. Maybe a part of him had the ambition to become a god. However, all other desires he had were like a candle against a storm of his true goal.

To return back to his family.

The rift twisted, opening wider as the Fal-Deus began to cross through into the real world for the first time— as it began to merge into the body of the [Hero King].

He smiled as he saw this.

That was one thing which Arthur hadn’t known about Kallistus Kal. It was possible that Arthur had been a pawn in the hands of the Void at one point— that he had been used and manipulated. But this was never going to be the case for the [Hero King].

And Kallistus Kal knew this for a fact. Not because he believed that the Fal-Deus wouldn’t use him. Not because he believed that the Fal-Deus was telling him the truth. Rather, it was because…

Yes. Yes! YES!

The Fal-Deus cackled as it continued to pull itself into the [Hero King]. He could sense its intentions— its vile nature. And it began to pour into him, filling his entire being.

FREE ME FROM MY PRISON, AND THE WORLD SHALL BE—

Kallistus Kal’s body twisted as the Fal-Deus laughed wildly.

MINE!

It made the declaration as the [Hero King] began to scream. As he dropped to his knees, the color of his skin turned purple. Dozens of eyes began opening up across his chest. The tendrils of the Fal-Deus poured into his mouth as he let out a muffled scream.

That was right. The Fal-Deus had been using him all along— stringing him along as a pawn. But this was something he knew. That was why he had strung the Fal-Deus along as well.

That was why he had been using and manipulating the Voidgod too.

Kallistus Kal began to laugh as his body broke. The Fal-Deus stopped its laughter as it continued to try to enter his body. However, he continued to collapse.

What is going on…?

In response, the [Hero King] just laughed as his face collapsed— as his arm covered in eyeballs began to melt away.

“Oh, God of the Void, do you really think I am such a fool?” Kallistus Kal said, but his voice came not from the crumbling body. “I have been observing you, studying you, and understanding you all this time. And I learned that you are no God of the Void. You are a prisoner of the Void.”

The many eyes of the Fal-Deus began to dart around the room, searching for where the voice was coming from. And it came not from within the room.

But from inside the Void.

Beyond the edges.

Deep within, where the battle against Guardian Angel Z357 played out.

The true body of Kallistus Kal stood atop a broken moon with a savage smile on his face. And throughout the Void, his voice echoed as he declared triumphantly what he learned from having spent months in that broken space.

“This world which you have been trapped in is a prison, not your domain, so you know not what goes on within. That is how I knew I could hide my true self from you, tricking you to believe that that body that you’re trying to possess is the real me. When it was, in fact, a clone.”

And the Fal-Deus began to seep out of the collapsing body of Kallistus Kal in Vacuos. The Fal-Deus slowly streamed back to the Void as its voice boomed.

DO YOU THINK YOU CAN CHALLENGE MY POWER? DO YOU THINK YOU CAN DEFEAT ME IN A BATTLE? ONCE I RETURN TO THE VOID, I SHALL BECOME ALMIGHTY ONCE MORE!

Kallistus Kal raised his hands to his chest, smiling as he began to create a rift.

“No, I do not believe I can win in a fight. But right now, while you are weakened, outside of the Void, I can trap you,” he said simply.

And the rift opened up to a broken world within his chest. A mini-Void inside of his heart.

The many eyes of the Fal-Deus blinked as its being twisted, before being suddenly sucked further into the Void— into the mini-Void being held up by the [Hero King].

HOW DID YOU CREATE THAT? HOW DID YOU—

The Fal-Deus screamed as its being was pulled into Kallistus Kal. He just smirked. The time he had spent here in the Void was not a waste. He had studied the essence of everything around him, and now, he was replicating it to trap the Fal-Deus before it could regain its full power.

It was a risky plan. But it was working.

The Fal-Deus continued to disappear into the [Hero King] as he ignored its screams.

YOU TRAITOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOR!

And then when the Fal-Deus vanished within the mini-Void, the rift closed shut. Kallistus Kal stumbled back as his skin became empurpled. A single eye opened up in the middle of his forehead as he felt an immeasurable strength wash over him.

“This is my victory,” he whispered as his body shone brightly.

And a pulse shot out of him, exploding out of the Void and washing over all of Vacuos.

—--

All across the continents of Vacuos, a sense of dread was felt across every living being. Not everyone could comprehend the power that was rippling across the world. But a few recognized it.

Arthur, Grat-ra’zun, and Jax stood silently alone amidst the celebration in Astral as they realized that they had failed at stopping the [Hero King].

Leonhard the Archmage King of Scholus dropped to his knees in his throne room as he recognized the source of this unending power.

And Noele paused right behind Garron atop a hill and looked in the general direction of the Kingdom of Kal. It was a familiar power to her. After all, she had seen it upfront with the possessed Lich King.

“Amelia…” Noele whispered. “Where are you?”

—--

And in Wolfwater, I sensed it too. Right now, I sat alone on a wooden stool right outside of my restaurant.

I had closed Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant for the day because of the lack of customers coming in. Also, because I didn’t want to be continuously pestered by people to do something about the [Hero King].

But even I couldn’t deny the power I sensed right now.

“Noele, Bucky, Dorien, Justyn, Harlan, Edlyn, and practically everyone I know keeps telling me to intervene,” I sighed as I rose to my feet. “Do I really have to do something about this?”

It was a question I asked nobody in particular. But in response, I heard a buzzing behind me. Glancing back, I stared at a familiar bee that was the size of my head. She stared at me with round eyes as I pursed my lips.

“Melita? Not you too?” I stared accusingly at her.

But she didn’t react. Instead, she just flew up to my shoulder and clung onto me. She didn’t make a sound. All she did was hug me. And the realization settled in.

“Oh.”

I looked at her as my head spun. I saw the same look from her which I saw in Edlyn’s eyes. And I lowered my head.

“You don’t want me to do anything. You’re just scared, that’s all.”

It was never about justice. It was never about doing what was right. Everyone who turned to me— they were just scared. And they looked towards the only person they thought could assuage their fears.

“I guess I should do something about it, huh?” I said as I rose to my feet. Melita flitted back at that, and I tossed aside my apron. Donning my cape, I drew my rusty sword as I shook my head.. “Well then, I guess it’s time to be a hero again.”

And as the baby queen bastion bee tilted her head, I disappeared.


Chapter 32

“Did you sense that?” Ammon asked as he glanced back towards the Capital City of the Kingdom of Kal in the distance.

Under Kallistus Kal’s orders, Ammon had brought Rakash and Si-Vus with him to the outside of the city to keep guard of the area. But judging by what was happening, that was not going to be necessary any longer.

The sky was overcast with dark clouds swirling overhead. The cacophonous clap of thunder could be heard echoing in the distance as lightning cracked through the darkening dome. The three loyal servants of the [Hero King] nodded at each other as the realization crossed through all their minds.

“Our King did it,” Ammon whispered as a smile tugged at his lips.

Rakash and Si-Vus didn’t speak. They just bowed their heads reverently as Ammon exclaimed.

“The ritual is complete—”

“Excuse me,” a voice said from the side, cutting Ammon off.

Ammon’s eyes flickered as his gaze snapped to the front. He stared in shock at a figure who wasn’t there before— at a woman who was stepping forward casually from behind a thicket of trees.

A brown-haired woman. She was dressed in strange garbs, with a cloak of impossible characteristics. And she carried with her a rusty sword that looked so brittle it seemed like it could break from the breeze.

“Who are you?” Ammon asked with a frown. And how did she get here?

Si-Vus and Rakash tensed at her presence. But she didn’t even acknowledge them as she strode forward.

“I’m Amelia, and I’m going to have to ask you to move out of the way now.”

—--

Kallistus Kal could only marvel at himself as flakes of purple Void Essence wisped off his body. He sighed at the sight. He saw the ripple of the rift that sealed the Fal-Deus into his chest. It actually worked— after all his hard work, he finally succeeded.

He smiled as he stepped out of the Void and back into Vacuos. His overwhelming presence alone threatened to collapse the chamber all around him. He knew that with his current power, he was more than capable of destroying all four continents with the snap of a finger.

And that was not all.

The [Hero King] closed his eyes as he felt a pulse building up inside of him.

“I am still growing stronger with each passing moment,” he whispered. “So this is the power of a True God.”

However, even if there was a small desire for vengeance deep within the heart of Kallistus Kal, he ignored it. Instead, he sought out something else.

All he wanted was to go home.

So that was what he did.

Raising a hand, the [Hero King] opened a rift in space that reached for beyond Vacuos— for something that was not just the Void. He focused on the world he came from. He remembered the time he spent back on Earth with his family.

He let his thoughts guide him through the vast and infinite multiverse

And the rift— which had been like the surface of a lake just moments ago— began to ripple. An image began to form there, showing a familiar scene. Except… it was different somehow.

Kallistus Kal narrowed his eyes as he stared at the village he lived in all his life. It was bigger than he had last seen it. It looked more like a town than a village now, and it was bustling with life— with activity. But the people that roamed the streets wore a strange kind of garb he had never seen before back in his world.

It was almost like staring into an alien planet.

“What is this…?” he asked as he blinked.

And before he could even comprehend what was going on, his chest ached. The mini-Void in his heart twisted as a single eye peered out of the darkness. The Fal-Deus resisted its imprisonment for a moment as it laughed.

YOU ARE A FOOL FOR DEFYING ME, KALLISTUS KAL!

“Silence!” the [Hero King] exclaimed as he focused on reinforcing the mini-Void.

The darkness slowly began to encase the Fal-Deus once more. But it continued to cackle mockingly, booming in his head.

THE WORLD YOU KNOW IS LONG GONE.

“You’re lying—” Kallistus Kal spoke through gritted teeth, struggling to contain the Fal-Deus.

And it continued to mock him.

YOUR FRIENDS ARE DEAD. YOUR FAMILY IS LONG DEAD. EVERYTHING YOU KNOW AND CARE ABOUT IS DEAD.

“You’re a liar,” the [Hero King] said as his eyes darted between the vanishing Fal-Deus and the rift. “I have no reason to believe a word you say.”

BUT I AM NO LIAR, the Fal-Deus said in a sneering tone. THE TIME THAT CROSSES BETWEEN THE WORLDS IS NOT LINEAR. DECADES HAVE PASSED SINCE YOU HAVE LEFT. DIANA HAS LONG SINCE PASSED, AND SO DID LILY SOON AFTER. YOU HAVE NOTHING LEFT.

“I— what?” Kallistus Kal blinked.

And he looked towards the bustling town ahead of him. He saw the familiar name of his village plastered across a signpost, right before the town. Slowly, he began to realize that what he was being told was true.

Then the Fal-Deus let out a terrible screech as it threatened to break free from its mini-Void.

WE COULD HAVE REBUILT A NEW WORLD TOGETHER! A WORLD WHERE YOUR WIFE AND YOUR DAUGHTER ARE ALIVE! BUT NOW YOU WILL SUFFER! YOU WILL DIE—

Its tendrils shot out and wrapped around the [Hero King] as he was caught in his stupor. He clenched his jaw, before breaking free from its grasps. The Fal-Deus hissed as it let out a terrifying shriek. With all his strength, the [Hero King] suppressed it back into the mini-Void…

And Kallistus Kal was left panting there before the rift, processing what was said.

—--

Ammon wanted to laugh when he heard what Amelia said. The fact that she dared even threaten them when they had nearly brought down an Elder Dragon with their combined strength was ridiculous. He didn’t know who she was, but her casual appearance made it clear she was probably a low-leveled adventurer. That must have been the reason why he didn’t sense her approach.

Rakash’s hands tightened on his obsidian axe as he menacingly stepped forward. Si-Vus twirled his trident behind his back, and Ammon chuckled. All around them, lightning flashed and thunder resounded from the overwhelming amount of Void Essence that was coming from beneath the earth.

“Do you even know who you are talking to, girl?” Ammon asked as he shook his head dismissively. “Leave now, or die.”

“Three rude idiots who don’t have the common courtesy to move out of the way for a lady when she asks them nicely?” Amelia replied as she tilted her head.

“Oh?” Ammon’s eyes flickered. He could see the restlessness of Rakash who was twitching, already wanting to strike. So he sighed as he nodded at his troll companion. “Very well then, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Amelia just blinked at him. “Hm?”

And Rakash leapt forward silently. No war cry. No terrifying roar. And yet, somehow, this sight usually struck even more fear in his enemies. His massive figure reached her in an instant, and he swung down with his obsidian axe, striking her face as she stared up at him.

Ammon was about to turn away dismissively as the ground shook when he heard her voice again.

“Oh, you meant you were going to attack me. I see.”

“What…?” Ammon’s gaze snapped back up towards her.

There she was, standing at the bottom of a small crater caused by the impact, with the axe pressing against her face. Si-Vus narrowed his eyes at what he saw. Even Rakash couldn’t help but stare quizzically at her.

She didn’t even budge. It should have cleaved her in half, but it was blocked. Not by the rusty sword, or even by a hand.

The obsidian axe was stopped by her face.

Rakash immediately leapt back as he took on a defensive stance. Meanwhile, Ammon was still trying to process what was going on.

“If you’re not going to step aside, I’m just going to walk I guess,” Amelia said as she strode forward.

Clicking his tongue, Ammon watched as she casually walked right up to him. He backed away, even though she didn’t raise her blade against him. From the side, Si-Vus cursed as he threw his trident straight at her, the weapon flashing with a purple light.

“Multiply,” the merman whispered.

And the trident immediately multiplied into tens of thousands of ethereal copies. It rained down on Amelia, filling the sky and tearing apart the landscape as Si-Vus, Rakash, and Ammon watched.

But she just continued to walk through the storm of falling weapons, unfazed. Like she was strolling through the rain.

“How is this possible?” Si-Vus asked as he landed back on the ground.

“Do you think it’s magic, Ammon?” Rakash asked, glancing back at the Arcane Archsorcerer.

Ammon pursed his lips. He didn’t know. He didn’t understand what this power was. It almost looked like it was pure brute strength that letting her survive these attacks. However, even if he was uncertain, he knew that all that mattered was that he had to stop her.

“If this is a Skill or if this is magic, I will be able to dispel it with my abilities. But you must hold her down so she cannot escape.” Ammon spoke as he raised both of his hands.

A glow began to overcome his palms, and Si-Vus nodded. The merman pointed at Amelia as she continued her slow approach. And a purple net shot out from his fingertips.

“Catch!”

All at once, the net covered Amelia as she blinked. It was an even more advanced version of Delmer’s Snare that had been strong enough to hold down an Elder Dragon for a few minutes. Ammon knew that Si-Vus had been learning this ability ever since Delmer’s death.

Even just a touch from the net should have paralyzed whoever was trapped in it. But that was not all. The strings of the net weighed heavier than a mountain, and it was nigh unbreakable. Kallistus Kal had been impressed by Si-Vus’s craftwork with his Catch, even remarking that it might have been able to hold down a Guardian Angel for a minute.

But Amelia just shrugged, continuing to walk forward as the net sparked and dragged on the ground.

Ammon didn’t waste a moment reacting to that. He had a part to play, and he knew what to do. Whatever Skill this was had to be dispelled.

So the Arcane Archsorcerer clapped his hands together as a pitch-black bubble formed around her.

“Voiding!” he screamed, but that was not all. She looked up apathetically as he then pointed at her. “Negation!”

A flicker came over her as she looked down at herself. The expression on her face didn’t change. But Ammon knew that Voiding was capable of dispelling any and all Skills, while Negation was able to stop all attacks of any kind. So Si-Vus, and Rakash knew it was time to strike.

“Now— attack her!” Ammon screamed as both his companions charged with a thunderous roar.

“Sunder!” the troll bellowed, swinging down at Amelia.

It was an attack that would split the earth in half. The Capital City of the Kingdom of Kal would be affected. But it didn’t matter. As long as this brown-haired girl was defeated.

But Amelia’s eyes flickered as she realized that. And before Rakash could strike her, she swung up with the back of her left hand despite the net holding her down, smacking the troll back.

And in an instant, Rakash’s body exploded into a splatter of blood.

Ammon’s eyes grew wide as he saw his companion die without as much of a scream. Si-Vus shouted from beside Amelia, opening his mouth as a purple glow flashed from within.

“Bubble—” he started.

And Amelia slashed her blade up. Her attack didn’t connect. The merman was too far away from her. But she sliced the net holding her down apart as a gust of wind shot out.

Ammon had seen plenty of wind-based attacks before. But this was the first time he had seen one that was carried out purely by brute force. And that was not all. Normally, such attacks cut apart enemies. But this particular gust of wind…

It completely obliterated Si-Vus from its sheer force.

Up above, the clouds parted as lightning still continued to crackle down. The flash of light cast a shadow over Amelia for a brief moment, and she craned her neck towards Ammon.

He was the only one left standing there, trembling where he stood.

“Are you still going to stand in my way?” Amelia asked, the inflection of her voice flat.

Rakash and Si-Vus had been blessed by the Void. They were likely equal to SSS-ranked beings at this point, and they were capable of regenerating from most wounds. And yet, they had been killed by this strange girl in an instant.

For the first time in years, Ammon was afraid of losing his life. He realized the mortality of his existence, and he wasn’t sure if he wanted to face his death just yet. A part of him screamed to run. To flee while he had the chance.

But Ammon caught his breath, realizing his breathing was quickening. He steeled himself as he thought of everything he went through. From his exile from the Kingdom of Scholus to being saved by Kallistus Kal— being shown kindness when the world had shunned him.

And being granted a power that was unfathomable to the Arcane Archsorcerer.

Ammon clenched his fists as he stood steadfast. He owed his King his life, and he was not going to falter now, even if he was afraid.

Amelia noticed this as she closed her eyes. “I see.”

And Ammon raised both of his hands as he screamed. “Void Lightning!”

It was an ability that Ammon hadn’t been able to master. That he had been trying to learn. He always failed. But right now, with the excess of Void Essence in the air, and the storm that was engulfing all four continents, he knew that this was the best chance of his success.

And it worked.

A blast of purple light shot down from the sky like a pillar. It engulfed Amelia’s figure in her entirety as the Arcane Archsorcerer had to look away from the blinding light. But as the light faded away, and the smoking crater cleared, Ammon couldn’t help but laugh at what he saw.

As expected, his last resort attack did nothing.

Amelia stood there, completely unbothered by the blast. She shrugged it off as she walked straight at him. The two of them were approaching the gates of the city now. There was nowhere else to go except to run. But Ammon refused to run.

He panted as he stumbled back, staring at the approaching girl. “Just… what exactly are you?”

“Me?” She paused as she tilted her head back.

There was a long moment of silence where she didn’t say anything. He stared up at her, wondering what she was going to say. He wondered why she was even here in the first place. But he knew he was not going to get an answer to any of his questions. So he just waited for her response.

“I am a hero,” Amelia finally answered.

And the last thing Ammon saw was her blade swinging down at him.

Then nothing.

—--

I never wanted to be a hero.

I never wanted to become strong.

All I ever wanted in my life was to be happy.

Unfortunately, life had other plans. And I have had to live with this role that was imposed onto me.

I sighed as I pushed open the heavy double doors to reveal a dimly-lit chamber up ahead. There, a figure knelt, wreathed in darkness, head bowed low. He didn’t even look up as I entered the room.

And while he looked different from how I imagined, I knew who he was. So I greeted him as I came to a halt right behind his kneeling figure.

“We finally meet, Kallistus Kal…”


Chapter 33

I hated being a hero. That was why I had always given excuses to avoid having to be a hero.

But my arguments were always moralistic, philosophical, and selfish.

So I had completely forgotten what it meant to be a hero.

To be a hero was to protect those who were weak.

To be a hero was to give hope to those who were afraid.

To be a hero was to save those who were suffering.

But most importantly, to be a hero was to do what was right, even if I didn’t want to.

And that was why, at the end of the day, I was a hero.

I closed my eyes as I stood behind Kallistus Kal. The [Hero King] hadn’t even so much as glanced at me, despite my sudden arrival. However, he did acknowledge my presence.

“I do not know you, girl,” he said, still not moving. “But I must ask you to leave me alone for I am mourning.”

I stared at him for a moment. I saw the flakes of the Void Essence wisping off his body. I saw the slight bit of distortion through his back inside of his chest. “My name is Amelia. And I see you have absorbed the power of the Voidgod.”

Kallistus Kal twitched. It was evident he was wondering how I knew that. But he didn’t comment on that. Instead, he rose to his feet as he spoke somberly.

“Indeed,” the [Hero King] replied morosely as he brought a hand up. He still didn’t face me, looking towards the empty air right in front of him. “I have labored hard for all these years to do what I could to return home. No matter who was my enemy, and no matter who I had to use, I did it all just so I could see my wife— my daughter— again.” 

I watched as a distortion began to form before him. And a portal appeared— one that led to another world.

It was Earth.

Except it was not Earth. At least, not the one I knew.

When I last saw my Earth, it had advanced to a point that flying cars existed. Skyscrapers that stood as tall as mountains littered the landscape, and rampant pollution coated the planet in a permanent fog of smoke.

Meanwhile, this Earth that Kallistus Kal came from looked like it was in the middle of its industrial revolution— it looked like that not long ago, it had still been in the medieval ages, with serfs and peasants tilling the fields for their lords.

Kallistus Kal shook his head as he stared at this sight. “Everything I did was for this one goal. I conquered all of Laxo, defeated a Guardian Angel, and even tricked the Fal-Deus. And yet… and yet…”

He brought a hand forward, and the portal closed. Slowly, he brought his hand down to his chest, clutching his heart. He made a pained face as he turned to me. Tears streamed down all three of his eyes as he whispered.

“It was all for naught.”

“I am sorry,” I said as I lowered my head.

“Diana… Lily… they were the reason for my existence,” Kallistus Kal continued as he met my gaze. He continued speaking in a melancholic tone. “Everything I did was to see them again. But I cannot see them again. All because of this foolish world.”

And the tone of his voice shifted. It became harsher— angrier. I could see the rage in his eyes— the hatred. But most importantly, I could see his suffering.

“This world took everything away from me,” the [Hero King] said as his gaze hardened. His tears dried up, and he reached for his broadsword at his side. “That is why I will destroy it.

I could understand how he felt— truly, I did. Even if I barely knew him, I had been in a similar situation as him. That was why I knew that no matter what I said, I wouldn’t be able to reach him.

I wouldn’t be able to talk him out of this.

“You will destroy this world, just like the Voidgod wants,” I said simply.

“I do not care for the God of the Void or its ambitions,” Kallistus Kal snarled as raised his weapon. “I have enslaved it, and now, its power is mine.”

“Your prison you created will not hold the Voidgod. It will break free, and when that happens, you will become nothing more than its vessel.”

“Then let me be its vessel after I reduce this world to ash,” the [Hero King] spoke calmly, the tone in his voice suddenly changing again. The purple aura covering his body began to shine brighter. I could sense his power growing with each passing moment. “I do not care what happens to me after I have made them all pay for taking my family away from me.”

“What about your country? Your people? Your friends?” I asked, a white glow beginning to overcome my body.

“I will destroy them too,” Kallistus Kal said as he took a step forward. “I do not care who it is. Ammon, Rakash, Si-Vus, Melissa. My country. My servants. My enemies. My allies. They will all pay as well.”

The [Hero King]’s blade began to shine with a violent purple light as he continued to march up towards me. His rage had completely overcome him. Purple veins began to spread out from the third eye on his forehead, and he raised his blade as he screamed, shaking the entire planet.

“I WILL DESTROY IT ALL—”

And I moved, grabbing him by the face as I leapt into the sky.

Then the rumbling that shook the planet stopped.

The overcast sky cleared.

The storm vanished.

And we were gone.

—--

Kallistus Kal blinked.

He hadn’t known what just happened. One moment, he was about to destroy everything. And the next, he was now standing in the middle of an icy world, encased by a black sky. He looked around in confusion as he scanned his surroundings. But all he saw was Amelia standing before him, uncaring.

“Where are we…?” he asked, staring at the endless space that spread out around him. “Are we in the Void?”

“No,” Amelia said as she shook her head.

A white glow still covered her body, and her cloak flapped behind her back as she stepped forward. She raised her sword, pointing at a white ball of light that shone in the sky. It was tiny, but it was evidently the sun.

“We are on an uninhabited planet at the very edge of the solar system,” Amelia explained. “I brought us here because our fighting would have destroyed the planet we were in and killed everyone I know.”

“The planet?” Kallistus Kal’s brows snapped together. “You mean Vacuos.”

“Nope, we’re still in Vacuos,” Amelia corrected him.

The [Hero King] stared at her uncomprehendingly. For a moment, his anger was forgotten. He was still trying to understand his situation.

“What does that mean?” he asked.

And Amelia sighed, “It’s common knowledge. Basic science.”

Then she paused as she tilted her head back. She tapped a finger on her chin as the [Hero King] frowned.

“Well, I mean, I guess it makes sense that you didn’t realize it, since you come from a medieval world. But Vacuos is not a single planet.” And Amelia gestured at the stars in the distance, before shrugging. “It is an entire universe with literally trillions of galaxies.”

“What…?” Kallistus Kal’s head spun as he processed what she said.

His confusion must have been evident on his face as Amelia sighed. She wagged a finger and spoke dismissively.

“In simple terms: the world is a lot bigger than you thought. A lot bigger. So you’re going to need to be a lot stronger than you are right now if you’re planning on destroying all of Vacuos. Because as of right now, you are still weak.”

Kallistus Kal froze when he heard that. Even though he had already absorbed the Fal-Deus’s power, she thought he was weak? No— that was ridiculous.

He felt his anger resurging from earlier as he drew more power from the Fal-Deus. The purple aura coating his body returned, this time larger than before. He knew what he wanted to do now. First, he was going to kill this strange woman. Then he was going to destroy the entire universe.

He began to march forward as he raised his sword once more.

Amelia pursed her lips when she watched him approach. “Although, you are growing exponentially stronger with each passing second. So our fighting will eventually affect the people back in Wolfwater. We probably need to get even further away, huh?”

Kallistus Kal leapt at her as he screamed.

“YOU—”

And Amelia appeared in front of him, grabbing him by the face again as his three eyes went wide.

“Let’s get further away, shall we?” she said simply.

Before she leapt into the sky once more, but this time, the force of her jump destroyed the uninhabited planet behind her, reducing it to rock and rubble.

—--

Tyze clapped his hands together three times, before bowing his head.

“Please, do not destroy us this century” he whispered his prayer.

And then he stepped back. He swept his gaze back to the mass of various-colored faces gathered behind him, waiting at the stairs leading up to the temple.

The blue-skinned boy hurried out of the way as the crowd pushed past him for their turn to make a prayer. But as he descended back down the thousand steps of the temple, he paused to take in the view of the city skyline in the distance.

There were hundreds of skyscrapers that rose up thousands of feet in the air to above the clouds clustered together there. And above it, another city floated in the air, connected by a space elevator.

This was the first time Tyze had seen his city from afar. Normally, he would be down there, walking down its streets, unable to admire its majesty.

But today was a special day, and the very first time he traveled to the Temple of Toth.

It was the Festivities of the Reckoning that occurred once every decade where every single race— whether it be boranians, orfs, apsuns, or xycons— came together to pray for their continued survival.

Tyze turned around to regard the massive temple. It was an ancient construction compared to the modern buildings in his city. It was built of brick and limestone compared to the neocarbon base for most structures these days.

And this temple was built to commemorate a great being One that was said to be both a protector and a destroyer. An entity that had been sent down by the World System itself.

Guardian Angel Azathep.

Over ten thousand years ago, when there were dozens of races scattered across the world, Guardian Angel Azathep had descended down to their planet to purge all civilization, leaving behind only four races. And the reason for its actions was due to all the sinners who had strayed from the World System.

Those who drew power from the Great Evil.

The Fal-Deus.

Shaking his head, Tyze turned away from the temple once again, heading back towards the megacity in the distance. As an orf, he was ashamed to say that most of his race had also been tempted by the Void. The only reason the orfs weren’t eradicated was due to the fact that back then a number of them had also joined the resistance to fight against the sinners.

There were supposedly other races that had chosen to remain neutral in that great war back then. But they had also been eradicated alongside the sinners due to their refusal to join the resistance.

That was why Tyze was grateful to Guardian Angel Azathep for its generosity of not exterminating his people. Because of that, his people could make up for their past mistakes with helping the rapid advancement of civilization over the last ten thousand years.

Tyze looked up towards the sky as he saw a spaceship descending from orbit. 

Their planet was called Lacraf— supposedly, it was designated as Planet 5V by the World System— but it was not the only planet under the rule of their interplanetary empire. Although, it was certainly their home planet.

Tyze had never visited any of the other four planets in the solar system, but he wanted to visit them one day. In fact, as a Level 5 [Budding Astronomer], he was certain he would one day be a part of a space mission that helped expand their civilization outside of their solar system too.

A small smile tugged at the boy’s lips as he imagined what it would be like to travel interstellar space. But then he paused as he caught a glimpse of something in the sky. He squinted as a susurration swept over the crowd around him, a few other folks noticing it too.

A dim light— like a star— shone on the green-blue dome overhead. It began to glow brighter and brighter as Tyze frowned.

“What is—”

And from the sky, something crashed in the ground right before the temple. Or at least, Tyze thought it crashed. But as he blinked a few times, he saw that the ground at the crash site was practically unscathed.

No dust or debris had even shot into the air. It was like nothing had happened— like nothing had fallen from the sky. Except, a figure was standing there. Brown hair, brown eyes, and pale skin. She looked like a woman, but Tyze couldn’t be certain. He had never seen a person like her before. She was definitely an alien.

And lying at her feet was the charred remains of something. Was it also an alien? Tyze couldn’t tell. But what he could see was that the charred thing was slowly regenerating.

He stared in confusion as all around him people gasped and pointed, beginning to break out in a panic.

“What is that thing?”

“Is that an alien?”

“We’re all going to die!”

Tyze just stood there, his head growing dizzy as he stared at the alien. And the ground beneath his feet began to shake. The crowd turned around in shock as even more voices broke out in a panic. They pointed at the Temple of Toth as the quaking grew more violent there.

“Guardian Angel Azathep is angry!”

“No— it’s going to save us from the alien!”

“Please protect us!”

However, Tyze didn’t pay attention to any of that. He was strangely drawn to the alien. And she must have noticed his staring because she looked directly at him.

“Sorry for the scare” she said as she nodded apologetically at him. “I didn’t realize this was an inhabited planet when I hopped here.”

She picked up the regenerating charred figure, before Tyze raised a hand.

“Wait—” he called out.

But he was interrupted by a deafening screech. The Temple of Toth exploded as a giant monster emerged from within. The crowd went scattering and screaming as an anthropoid figure rose to its feet, standing at over a thousand feet tall.

“Guardian Angel Azathep has awakened!” a boranian cried out. “It will save us—”

And Guardian Angel Azathep stepped down, crushing the boranian uncaringly. It strode forward with long steps, uncaring of the crowd surrounding it. It swept its gaze over its surroundings, the hundreds of tendrils growing out of its chin pointing in the direction of the alien.

It reached out with a clawed hand as it let out a screech that caused Tyze to collapse in pain.

But the alien just widened her stance. “I’m going to go now.”

And right as Guardian Angel Azathep loomed over her, she leapt into the air, shooting straight through it. She shot straight through its hands, before exploding out of its head, disappearing into the sky.

Tyze’s gaze was fixed at sky as Guardian Angel Azathep dropped to the ground next to him. The earth shook one last time, before the monster’s body began to evaporate into the air. As it did, even more people broke out into panicked screams.

“Guardian Angel Azathep is dead—”

“What do we do?”

“World System please save us…”

All the while, Tyze didn’t look away once from the sky. His memory burned with the memory of the alien as the last of Guardian Angel Azathep faded away.

—--

I leapt from planet to planet as I held Kallistus Kal up in front of me. I traveled across galaxies in an instant, and his body was reduced to nothing— not even atoms— from the sheer force of my speed. However, each time, he regenerated back to his previous form even stronger.

I must have traveled across a dozen different galaxies at this point, before he finally smacked my hand away after he finished regenerating. I slowed down, floating before him in the middle of empty space as I blinked.

“Oh, you’re finally strong enough to break free from my grip. Good job,” I praised him.

But he snarled as he raised his sword in my direction. “DO NOT MOCK ME, GIRL! I HAVE THE POWER OF THE FAL-DEUS ON MY SIDE!”

“And all you did was knock my hand aside,” I said simply. “Try blocking this next.”

“What—” The [Hero King]’s eyes flickered.

And I reached him in an instant, slashing down with my blade and sending him flying across the universe from the impact.

—--

And as Amelia and Kallistus Kal’s battle raged across the universe of Vacuos, something sensed the fighting. Many things, actually. Most of them moved to act, especially with the growing amount of Void Essence that was emanating off the battle.

But something in specific woke up to put a halt to this.

[Initializing Universal Defense Protocol…]

Something that slept in the orbit of a supermassive black hole.

[Awaken: Principality Z1.]

—--

Principality Z1 opened her single eye as she floated in the orbit of the supermassive blackhole. She was a machine. A rarity amongst all angels.

Anyone and anything in the collection of universes under the rule of the World System could become an Angel.

But as it turned out, most beings that existed were made from organic matter, rather than metal like she. She knew very few Angels that were machine like her, even across dozens of universes.

There was another Angel that was like her in Vacuos— a machine that was in charge of safeguarding Planet 16B. He was one of the greatest of the Guardian Angels, which was why he was designated at that location.

After all, that planet was where the last of the Fal-Deus’ resistance fell when the World System conquered this universe.

And it seemed that the Fal-Deus was attempting another rebellion, which was why she was awakened.

Principality Z1 regarded the World System’s message, before scanning the universe of Vacuos. Her single eye widened as she realized what she detected moving rapidly between galaxies.

It was the Fal-Deus. No— a vessel of the Fal-Deus.

And the Void Essence it was carrying was rapidly approaching the threshold that could destroy the entire universe.

But that was not all. The vessel of the Fal-Deus was locked in battle with a being of equal strength.

Principality Z1 immediately shot forward as she realized the urgency of the situation. Whatever was happening needed to be contained immediately, before it destroyed all of Vacuos.

And so, she focused for a moment, locating every single Guardian Angel located in Vacuos, sending them a single message.

Awaken, Guardian Angels of Vacuos, and eliminate the threat to the World System.

A handful of Guardian Angels that were within the vicinity of the fighting had already woken up and were currently mobilizing to exterminate the vessel of the Fal-Deus.

However, now, across the universe, hundreds of Guardian Angels began to move all at once. They flew through galaxies and out of superclusters, boosted by the commanding blessing of Principality Z1. And together with her, they began to close in on the fighting that was flying across the universe.

—--

I swung down at Kallistus Kal as he raised his blade just in time to block it. I blinked, taken aback by that.

“Oh, good. You can actually block my attacks now,” I said. But there was nobody there. Because the impact from parrying my strike sent him flying into a star. “Not that blocking it means much if you’re not even strong enough to hold your ground.”

I watched as the star erupted into a powerful supernova. The white aura coating my body flickered as the blast washed over me like it was nothing more than a gust of wind.

Kallistus Kal panted as he glared at me from the remnants of the destroyed star. He raised his sword as space began to distort on the tip of his blade.

“I TIRE OF YOUR MOCKERY!” he screamed as the distortion grew larger.

“Also, if you’re wondering how we’re speaking in the vacuum of space, the answer is—” I started.

But the [Hero King] interrupted me.

“DIE!”

He hurled a black hole that was the same size as the destroyed star right at me. I watched as space and time twisted and bent around the sphere of nothingness— the glowing accretion disc that surrounded it shone purple, the only indication that the black hole was even there.

And I sliced the singularity in half as it reached me. Behind me, the black hole evaporated into nothingness.

I scoffed as I looked up towards Kallistus Kal. “Come on, did you think that would be enough to kill me?”

But he wasn’t there. My eyes flickered as I glanced to the side, and he was already flanking me. He let out a guttural cry as he swung at my neck with his sword, glowing with a purple light.

I brought up my rusty blade and casually parried his swing. A shockwave shot out behind me from the impact of his attack. In the far distance, entire solar systems were obliterated from the sheer force of strike.

He slashed down with a follow-up attack which I easily blocked once again. The [Hero King] screamed with an unbridled rage, unleashing a flurry of strikes which didn’t touch me once. However, as he let out this onslaught of attacks, I spotted something moving in the corner of my eye.

My eyes flickered as I looked up, still blocking Kallistus Kal’s attacks. His blade was moving faster and faster with each passing second. But I instinctively parried them as I tracked the object moving across the vast expanse of space towards us.

No— it was not an object. It was a person. A lot of people, in fact.

“We’re starting to attract a lot of onlookers, huh?” I muttered under my breath as I let out a short jab in-between the [Hero King]’s slashes.

He flew back as he yelped in pain, before I crossed my arms. I saw hundreds of winged figures converging around me— all of them varying in their appearance. Many of them looked familiar-ish. Or at least, whatever race or species they were was familiar to me.

Some looked similar to humans, but with an eclectic array of different skin-tones. Others looked like orcs, but with four arms. And even more looked like a kind of animal or insect hybrid mix with a human.

It was a wide variety of physiology.

There were some that even looked like monsters. A sea serpent swam through space with tiny wings on its back, and a giant squid floated its way down from above me.

All in all, there were at least a thousand of these beings surrounding Kallistus Kal and I from all angles. I swept my gaze around to take them in as I raised a brow.

“What are they?” I asked.

And a voice came in response. “Those are…”

Kallistus Kal’s brows snapped together as he eyed the zipping figures surrounding us. Then a pulse shot out from his chest, and the mini-Void he created flickered. He groaned as he grabbed at his chest, the third eye on his forehead violently darting around in every direction.

I frowned when I saw that. His access to the Voidgod’s power was only growing. But that also was starting to give the Voidgod more of a control over him. Still, he fought back as he straightened himself.

“Guardian Angels. They must be here to eliminate me.”

“Well, they can stay out of this,” I said simply as I crossed my arms. “This is between you and me.”

Kallistus Kal paused when he heard that. He peered at me quizzically. “What does that mean…?”

But I didn’t elaborate. Instead, my gaze snapped up to a figure descending from above. I blinked, seeing the way the other Guardian Angels seemed to look deferringly up towards it. And that was not all— I also sensed the power disparity between it and the others.

“That’s their leader?” I asked, seeing the figure raise a sword.

It looked like a machine, unlike the other Angels. In fact, it bore a bit of a resemblance to Guardian Angel Z357. Except, it only had a single red eye, while taking on a more feminine figure.

Kallistus Kal gritted his teeth. “That is a Principality— an Angel that is tasked with overseeing this universe.”

Considering that he hadn’t even known what a universe was not that long ago, I was going to guess he was getting this information from the Voidgod. I shook my head as I looked back at the [Hero King].

“It’s pretty strong. I’m pretty sure it’s even stronger than you are right now. So I suggest you try to avoid it if it attacks. I don’t want it to kill you, you know?”

“What are you talking about?” Kallistus Kal’s brows scrunched up as he looked back my way.

“You heard what I said.” I shrugged back at him. “I don’t want you to die yet.”

“Are you pitying me—” he started.

But then there was a flash of light. All the Angels came to a sudden halt, before raising their hands. Magical white lines shot out of their hands, forming a fractal pattern all around us. The span of this ostensible barrier covered millions of miles at once.

“What are they doing?” the [Hero King] asked as he blinked a few times.

“They’re trying to trap us,” I observed.

The Principality brought its sword down to the glass-like dome. And all at once, it flashed with a brilliant blue light. And as the light faded away, so did the endless expanse of space all around us. Now, all we saw was a blue dome surrounding us from all sides.

“They’re trying to recreate the Void,” I finished.

—--

“They’re recreating the Void?” Kallistus Kal’s third eyes flickered, darting around the endless expanse of space.

The Angels were nothing more than a speck from this distance. In fact, to the ordinary eye, they might as well have been invisible. After all, they were very likely billions of miles away. But with the [Hero King]’s third eye, he could see them all clearly.

And a growing hatred built up inside of him.

Kill them— SHOW THEM NO MERCY!

The voice of the Fal-Deus resounded in the mini-Void in Kallistus Kal’s heart. But he shrugged away the commands uttered his way.

It was irritating how he could so clearly hear the voice of the Fal-Deus again now. When he first absorbed it into the mini-Void, it had gone completely silent. However, its words crept back to him as he slowly gained more of its power. First, in whispers. But now, he could hear its screams.

Even still, he ignored the Fal-Deus as he focused on what Amelia said: that the Angels were recreating the Void.

He swept his gaze all around him as space itself began to fade away. The figures of the Angels behind the translucent and crystalline sphere vanished, and so did all of Vacuos. The [Hero King] narrowed his eyes at the surface that was keeping them in, and he knew this Void was far more powerful than the mini-Void Kallistus Kal had created.

“There is no escape,” he whispered, before turning to his enemy. “It seems they want us to kill each other in this space.”

Even if he gained the full power of the Fal-Deus, escape was going to be impossible. This was his prison now. And while he thought he would have lamented this predicament, for he could not get his revenge, his anger was currently only directed at the girl who opposed him.

So he prepared himself for the continuation of their battle, but Amelia ignored him.

“I’d rather not stay in this dreary place,” Amelia said as she flew upwards. “Just give me a second, and we’ll continue our fighting, alright?”

“You overestimate your own power. Not even you can break through the Void,” the [Hero King] started.

It was a ridiculous notion— to think that anyone would be able to escape from this prison created by all of the Angels of Vacuos. Even if Kallistus Kal had been surprised by the powers displayed by Amelia, he knew that she had to have limits. And right now, she was pushing her own boundaries.

Or so the [Hero King] thought.

“You may try to find another path of escape,” he said as he raised his broadsword, ready to strike Amelia. “But I will kill you—”

However, he couldn’t finish. Because Amelia shot away from him as he blinked. Her entire body shone with a brilliant white light, glowing brighter than the sun in the middle of the day. She soared through the expanse of this newly-formed Void before clashing with its edge.

For a moment, nothing happened. And the [Hero King] just scoffed.

“I told you so…”

But then his eyes flickered as a spiderweb crack began to form throughout the Void. He stared with wide eyes as all around them reality began to collapse.

And the Void shattered with a single strike.

—--

Principality Z1 knew that this prison was impenetrable. It had held back the Fal-Deus for tens of thousands of years. And while it was not easy to create a Void, with all the Guardian Angels of Vacuos gathered in one place, their first attempt proved to be successful.

She flew back away from the empty space as she nodded at herself. Looking towards the other Angels zipping around her, she mentally ended her Technique, Rally To Me.

The Guardian Angels immediately slowed down to a fraction of the speeds they had been traveling at just moments ago. They had been given a significant speed boost thanks to her, so they could arrive at this destination as soon as possible. But now, there was no longer a need for her to empower them any longer.

After all, Rally To Me was a substantially taxing Technique. And it only worked when the other Guardian Angels were heading her way or within her vicinity. But Principality Z1 couldn’t keep it up for long.

That was why she was just glad that the vessel of the Fal-Deus and that strange human had accepted their imprisonment without fighting back.

Principality Z1 flew back, about to send a mental command telling all the other Guardian Angels to return to their planets. But then the empty space before her suddenly cracked.

Her single eye flickered as she looked down, watching what seemed to be a part of the world itself collapsing. However, it wasn’t the world of Vacuos that was breaking apart. It was the Void that they had created.

Impossible, she thought as the blue shell that had just been created revealed itself, before falling apart. How is this possible? I was certain it was a perfect Void.

But there was no point in denying reality. The newly-created Void was destroyed from an attack from the inside. The surrounding Angels froze as they stared at the distorting space returning back to normal. Principality Z1 tried to process all possible explanations.

It must have been imperfect somehow. I must have not noticed its imperfections, she tried to conclude.

And as the shards of the broken prison faded away, the strange human sheathed her sword and turned back to the vessel of the Fal-Deus.

“Alright, we can continue our fighting now.” The strange human dusted her hands off. “But first, let’s get away from these annoying drones.”

The vessel of the Fal-Deus stared at her. “How did you—”

And she grabbed him, before throwing him far away, shooting past the Angels in an instant. She flew after him as Principality Z1 took a moment to realize what was going on.

The Principality immediately spun around, seeing her two targets disappear into the distance. She raised her hands as she shot forward and gave chase to them.

Rally To Me! Z1 called her Guardian Angels after her.

And hundreds of Guardian Angels began flying through the expanse of space all at once. They tried their best to keep up with the Principality. But Z1 didn’t slow down for them in the slightest.

She could travel across the universe in only an hour in total. That was how she knew she was going to catch up with the strange human and the vessel of the Fal-Deus, despite their headstart.

The two of them were already fighting again as they flew ahead in the vastness of space. They traded blows. Their blades clashed, sending ripples across all of Vacuos. The vessel of the Fal-Deus roared, swinging wildly. Meanwhile, the strange human easily parried his swings as she flew alongside him.

Behind Z1, she could see her Guardian Angels slowly disappearing— being left far behind by her and their targets. Hundreds of them became dozens, and dozens began a single one, and then there was none left except for the Principality.

She activated every single one of her speed Techniques to catch up to the strange human and the vessel of the Fal-Deus. And yet, the distance between her and them didn’t grow and closer.

Even though they weren't fleeing, but were instead fighting. They were actually getting further away.

That’s impossible. I am the Principality assigned to protect Vacuos. I cannot… I cannot…

And the realization settled in as Z1 remembered the perfect Void being destroyed.

She was too weak.

It wasn’t even a comparison.

There was no way she could keep up with them at all.

Whoever that human was who was fighting the vessel of the Fal-Deus was far stronger than any Principality. In fact, Z1 was certain that that human was even more powerful than a Dominion.

Perhaps only a Seraphim or a Throne could put a halt to this. But she didn’t belong in this battle at all.

Z1 slowed down to a halt, watching as her targets got away with ease. As they fought to the edge of the universe— then further beyond.

—--

Kallistus Kal and I soared through Vacuos as we traded blows. Not once had he been able to land a proper hit against me. But now, he was starting to get used to parrying my attacks— even ones which I was striking at him at full-speed with.

And that was not all. Now I actually had to actively avoid his attacks. Because if they did land, they could have posed a small threat to me.

I ducked under a slash aimed for my head, before countering with a thrust to his neck. He blocked it as he flew further back. And I gave chase. Even as we passed by black holes and nebulae— as we exited galaxies and superclusters. We zipped across the universe in a battle that threatened to destroy all of existence in Vacuos.

It was impressive. His rate of growth was like nothing I had ever seen before. Just earlier, he had barely been strong enough to destroy a few planets. However, right now, I was certain if he tried, he could lay waste to the entire universe.

He was harnessing the full power of the Voidgod. That was his full potential. But that fact came with risks.

“You can’t keep this up much longer, Kallistus Kal,” I said as I thrust my blade forward, aiming for the [Hero King]’s neck. “You will lose your mind to the Voidgod.”

“You underestimate me, girl!” he screamed as he blocked another attack with his broadsword. “My resolve is unwavering! I will absorb all of the Fal-Deus and destroy Vacuos!”

He tried to counter with a swing for my neck, which I narrowly dodged. We continued dancing throughout the universe, making the starways the battleground of our duel. My eyes flickered as  the [Hero King] swung down at me again.

I dodged the attack, only to watch thousands of stars behind me be eradicated from the force of his swing. He was too powerful now. He was a danger to the innocents that were standing away from this fight.

I sighed as I knew what I needed to do.

“Even if you fully absorb all of the Voidgod’s power without losing your mind, that’s not going to happen,” I explained as I kicked him back.

He let out a scream of agony as he flew back. And I flew after him, speaking casually.

“You really don’t understand, Kallistus Kal. Even if you have the full power of the Voidgod at your disposal, you cannot defeat me.”

Kallistus Kal caught himself and let out a guttural cry that shook the universe. His blade expanded into the size of a star, which he swung down at me. With a shout, I sliced through the sword, and the [Hero King] stared at me in shock.

“Because I have killed the Voidgod before,” I continued, before landing a punch on his face.

He went flying back even further, tumbling straight for the edge of the universe. I shot after him as I continued speaking.

“But that’s not all.”

The [Hero King] tried to catch himself, only for me to reach him again. This time, he had no blade. So he tried to land a punch on me, which I dodged.

“I haven’t just killed the Voidgod. I have also killed the Voidgod thousands of times.”

“You—” He blinked.

“That’s why I will end this now,” I cut him off.

And I grabbed him by the face again, before shooting straight out of the universe of Vacuos with him in tow.

—--

Kallistus Kal didn’t know what was going on. Even though his third eye could see everything, he couldn’t see anything right now. Not even darkness. There was just nothingness all around him— an unending sensation of nonexistence.

The last thing he remembered was Amelia grabbing him once again. But before he could fight her off, she took off with him, exiting the universe.

And now, Kallistus Kal felt nothing. For what seemed like an eternity.

Until suddenly, there was light.

His three eyes snapped open as he found himself exiting a crack in space. He took in a sharp breath, watching the world whirl around him as he appeared in the air. Well… it was a world.

But it was not a world he had ever seen before. In the distance, far below on the ground, he saw tall buildings of glass and metal rise up to above the clouds. He saw strange vehicles riding alongside symmetrical roads on the ground. It was a city, but one that was distinct from the ones he was used to seeing.

Kallistus Kal’s attention was drawn back up to Amelia who was still holding onto him, looking down at the city in the distance. She spoke casually as the two of them slowly soared through the air, flying past the city.

“The first time I killed the Voidgod, I thought it was over. I thought I could return home. I did return home. But look at it, it was nothing like I remembered.”

Her eyes fluttered shut as she stayed silent for a moment. Kallistus Kal gritted his teeth, before raising his hands to break free from her grip.

“You—” he started.

And the [Hero King]’s third eye snapped open. He felt a throbbing pain run through his chest as his connection to the Fal-Deus wavered. He looked down at himself in confusion, realizing that the mini-Void he created felt so distant.

What is this…? he asked himself. What happened—

But before he could finish processing what was going on, Amelia suddenly sped up as the world around them began to shift. And then it was like glass was shattering all around him as he suddenly found himself under the lights of a different sky. A purple sky.

One with a giant metal sphere descending from above. This was another world, and it was collapsing— coming to its end. A giant crater laid bare in the middle as everything began to crumble all around. Even still, Amelia landed on the trembling earth as she held onto the [Hero King].

“After realizing that everything I fought for was gone, I returned back to the Fractured Realm,” she continued as she looked up at the metal sphere. It glinted, before a beam of crimson light shot down into the giant crater up ahead. “And there, I sought revenge.”

Right as the crimson beam struck the ground, a powerful explosion erupted. It began to engulf everything. And Amelia picked up Kallistus Kal, before leaping into the air again, tearing through space.

The [Hero King] blinked as he found himself suddenly deep underground. But it was bright here— an all-encompassing source of light shone ahead of them. It was another dying world.

There was a wall of iridescent light that was approaching. But it was being held off by what seemed like two creatures straight from hell.

Amelia shook her head.

“So I killed the Voidgod a second time. It was actually harder than the first time, if I’m being honest. But I didn’t feel any better afterwards. So I decided I wanted to kill it again.”

She turned around with Kallistus Kal, away from this dying world everything rippled around them. Once again, with the sounds of shattering glass, they appeared in another place. Another world.

Except, this time, it was not a world.

It was a white expanse.

An infinite canvas of white. But in the far distance, a mannequin with golden hair stood. Amelia blinked as she spun around again.

“Whoops, didn’t mean to come here, wherever this is.”

And Kallistus Kal just blinked in confusion as he found himself in another world again. This time, he stood alongside Amelia atop a towering mountain inside of an abandoned temple. He looked around in confusion as he tried to understand what was going on.

“Why are you showing me all these worlds? What is the point of all this?” the [Hero King] asked as he felt his connection to the Fal-Deus grow even weaker.

Amelia shrugged as she raised her head, seeing a storm gather far away.

“Oh, I’m just stalling while telling you a story. After all, the longer you are away from Vacuos, the weaker the Voidgod becomes,” Amelia explained.

The [Hero King]’s brows snapped together. “What does that mean? How does that work?”

Amelia waved a hand dismissively as she stepped forward, bringing the [Hero King] with her to another world. Now, they were underground again, overlooking a palace that seemed melded into the roots of a giant tree.

“The point of my story is that revenge is not fulfilling. I killed the Voidgod ten times before I realized that.” Amelia spoke as she continued to stroll forward. Kallistus Kal followed her as the scene surrounding them continuously shifted. “Then I killed the Voidgod a bunch more times after that to challenge myself— I guess I was bored, and I wanted to see if I could kill him quicker than the first time around, because that was still my best timing.”

The two of them strolled through an Earth overrun by aliens— lizard people that could take the shape of humans. Then they crossed through a vast ocean filled with krakens and leviathans. They traversed the multiverse as Amelia continued speaking.

“Anyways, at a certain point, once killing the Voidgod became easy— which took way too long, by the way— I decided I wanted to kill the Voidgod for good. So that it could never harm anyone ever again.”

Kallistus Kal no longer struggled to break away from her. He no longer tried to fight back. Just like he had rapidly grown stronger back in Vacuos with each passing moment, he was now slowly losing all his strength.

And if he wasn’t able to defeat her before. He knew there was no possible way he could win now. He just listened as Amelia regaled her tale.

“So I tried to kill the Voidgod in a thousand different ways. One of them that almost seemed like it would work was bringing it out of Vacuos like I am doing with you.”

“I see.” The [Hero King] lowered his head.

He regarded his chest, and the power of the Fal-Deus there was fading away. Soon, Kallistus Kal would have no power left.

And yet, he felt no sense of urgency. Just melancholy.

Amelia sighed as she led him to another world with a flash of light. “Of course, somehow, the Voidgod was reborn back in the Void. So that was pointless. We’ve arrived, by the way.”

“Hm?” Kallistus Kal looked up as an orange sky began to materialize above him. He came standing atop a grassy knoll, surrounded by small pillars of stone that spread out as far as he could see. “Were you not just stalling for my death?”

“Oh, I actually had a destination in mind.” Amelia stepped to the side as she smiled back at the [Hero King]. “Look.”

She waited at the side of one of the small stone pillars as Kallistus Kal’s eyes widened. He stared at the writing engraved on it, processing the words.

“Welcome back to your world,” Amelia said as she lowered her head.

“I-I… this is—” the [Hero King] stuttered, before dropping to his knees. He read the words again and again as he clenched his fists. His two real eyes remained focused on the edifice, while his third eye darted accusingly towards Amelia. “Why would you bring me here? What is the meaning of this?!”

He practically shouted. But he didn’t attack her. He just stared at the small stone pillar. Again and again and again, he read the words carved onto its surface. Because it said:

Here lies Kallistus Kal

A loving father

A dutiful husband

May his soul Rest in Peace

Kallistus Kal’s lips quivered as his vision blurred. Tears began to stream down all three of his eyes, and he glared up at Amelia.

“Why did you bring me here?” he repeated himself.

She didn’t answer. Instead, she swept her gaze around the graveyard like she was searching for something. Then her gaze slowly returned to the [Hero King].

He rose to his feet as he found his sadness becoming that of anger. “Do you just want me to suffer?!”

Kallistus Kal screamed as he threw a punch. He didn’t think his attack would land. But Amelia didn’t dodge it. She stood there, taking the brunt of the strike. It forced her to take a step back as her head snapped back.

Then slowly, she looked towards the [Hero King], meeting his gaze. “I do not want you to suffer, Kallistus. That’s the last thing I want to do to you.”

“So why did you bring me here?” Kallistus Kal spat. He swung at Amelia again, and she just took it once more. “Why would you torture me with my own grave?”

“Because I am not here to just show you this, Kallistus,” Amelia said as she shook her head. “This is what I am here to show you.”

And she looked towards the two graves laid on either side of the [Hero King]’s grave. He craned his neck slowly, his eyes narrowing as he glanced between Amelia and the two graves. Then he trudged forward to read the words inscribed on the first grave.

Here lies Diana Kal

Loving wife of Kallistus Kal

Mother of Lily Kal

May her soul Rest in Peace

“Diana…” Kallistus trailed off as his breathing quickened.

More tears began to stream down his face, and he tried to wipe them away. But he was overcome by sadness— by the memories that was all he had left of her.

He remembered her amber eyes, glinting brightly even on the sunniest of days. He remembered her favorite flower. A lilac. Purple and vibrant. Just like the sundress she used to wear. And most importantly, he remembered her voice.

“I love you, Kal,” she would say.

And she would accompany him always. Wherever he went, she would stay by his side. Her soothing words would always bring him back to the moment. So that he would never feel any stress or worry in his life.

Kallistus Kal ground his teeth together as these memories were replaced with regrets— a deluge of regrets that inundated his mind.

“I am sorry for not being there for you. I am sorry… I am…”

But he couldn’t muster up any more words as he broke down crying. He cried and cried and cried for what felt like an eternity. Until, finally, he forced himself back to his feet and whispered.

“I am sorry.”

“You don’t have to be sorry, Kallistus.” Amelia placed a hand on his shoulder.

“No, I failed them.” The [Hero King] clenched his jaw. He shrugged Amelia’s hand off, before he punched a fist on the ground. “I am a failure of a father and a husband…”

“Are you, though?” Amelia asked as she raised a brow. “Look at your daughter’s grave, and you tell me.”

“What do you mean by that?” The [Hero King] frowned. He looked towards the other gravestone— it was a far larger and more ornate grave than the others in the graveyard. For a moment, he wondered why that was the case, and his eyes went wide as he read the etchings on the stone.

Here lies Lily Kal

Mayor of Greensbury

Daughter

May her soul Rest in Peace

“Mayor…?” Kallistus Kal rose to his feet as he stared at the words in shock. “My daughter became the Mayor of Greensbury?”

“You didn’t fail them. In fact, it was thanks to your efforts when you were around, they were able to live when you were gone,” Amelia said.

Kallistus Kal just stumbled up to the grave, before dropping to his knees. He placed a hand on the gravestone as his head spun.

“I can’t believe this… I—”

“They loved you, Kallistus,” Amelia continued as she walked up behind his back. “She did everything she did for you, just like you did for her.”

“I-I…” The [Hero King] hesitated.

He closed his eyes as he thought of Lily— as he remembered the promises she made him when she was young.

She had only been a child— so young and bright. Not even a teenager yet. But she had always been smart. He remembered how much she enjoyed reading books. How discerning she was for someone her age.

And she always enjoyed the stories he would regale her or share with her.

Perhaps that was why she always had an ambitious mind.

“I want to become a knight!” she had said back then. But she also said, “I want to become a farmer! I want to become a doctor! I want to become the mayor!”

Diana and Kallistus both laughed when they heard her. After all, those were not women-jobs. And yet, they never chastised her. Instead, they let the little girl dream all she wanted.

“You can be anything you want, Lily,” Kallistus Kal had told her.

“Your father is right, Lily,” Diana agreed. “You can be anything you want.”

“Then I will become everything I want!” Lily had exclaimed.

And both the parents could only smile at the sight of their adorable child.

It was a memory from long ago. One that made Kallistus Kal feel warm inside. Especially seeing what was written on the gravestone. A small smile spread across his lips as he nodded to himself.

“You really did it, huh?”

Kallistus Kal felt a sense of pride washing over him— the joy in knowing that his daughter succeeded in achieving her dreams. He wanted to take credit for it. But he knew that he was barely in her life. That it was due to Diana that Lily turned out so well.

Slowly, the [Hero King] looked back up towards Amelia as he nodded slowly at her.

“Thank you for bringing me here.”

His eyes fluttered shut as he continued.

“For letting me see this.”

It was truly a sight to behold. It was truly a dream come true, even if he wasn’t there to experience it— to see his daughter grow old and live out her dreams.

To see his wife smiling as she witnessed their daughter growing older.

To care for them and help them throughout their journeys.

But at the very least, Kallistus Kal could see the results of their life. And he felt… calm now.

The anger he felt was gone. The rage he had directed to Vacuos and the Fal-Deus had faded away.

Looking down at himself, Kallistus Kal watched as his blotched and purple skin began to turn into a paler color. His third eye sealed shut, beginning to merge back into his forehead. The connection he felt to the mini-Void was completely gone.

He was at peace.

Then he thought of all the crimes he had committed back in Vacuos— all the horrible things he did to get back to see his family again. And he felt the weight of his sins bear down on his shoulder.

“I realize now what I have done. I have committed far too much evil to be let free. I have done too much wrong to be given another chance at life.”

Amelia remained silent. She just nodded at him as he lowered his head. He bowed at the graves of his family as he whispered.

“Diana, Lily, I am sorry— for the atrocities I have committed in your name. What I have done is unforgivable. Your father… failed you.”

“Are you sure this is what you want?” Amelia eventually asked as she unsheathed her sword. “You can still have a chance to do good.”

“This is the only good I can do now,” Kallistus Kal said as he slowly raised his head. He faced the sky, looking towards the setting sun in the distance. “To pay for my crimes.”

“I see.” Amelia sighed as she raised her sword. “Very well, if this is what you want.”

And for a moment, she did nothing. Kallistus Kal just waited as he kept his eyes closed. He thought of his wife and his daughter waiting for him. And he mustered up a final smile.

“Diana, Lily. I hope that I will become worthy to see you again one day.”

And Amelia whispered a final word, before swinging down. “Goodbye.”

Kallistus Kal braced himself. And then the last thing he saw was Diana and Lily waiting for him with smiles on their faces.

Then nothing.


Chapter 34

And it was over

The reign of terror of Kallistus Kal came to an end.

It wasn’t a climactic ending. It wasn’t even exciting. After such an epic battle that raged across the multiverse, the former [Hero King] accepted his death without a struggle.

I stared at his corpse as the sun disappeared over the horizon. Not even the orange glare of twilight remained. For a moment, all was silence. All was peace.

Then slowly, his corpse began to rapidly decompose. His skin withered away, and his bones turned to dust. I looked on as a gust of wind swept up his remains and carried him into the air until nothing was left except for the flicker of purple that had once been the mini-Void he created.

And as I heard the howling of the wind, I could also hear the faintest trace of a voice blowing alongside it.

I will… return…

I sighed, “Of course.”

It was the Voidgod. Even if it perished alongside Kallistus Kal, it would return. It always returned. It could not die, no matter how many times I killed it. That was why I had given up on trying to put a stop to it.

That was why I wanted someone else to deal with it instead of me. Otherwise, I would be trapped in a never ending battle that lasted all of eternity.

I shook my head as I drew back from Kallistus Kal’s grave. I spared one last glance at it, before closing my eyes. Even though I had barely known the [Hero King], I realized now that we were more alike than I had thought.

Perhaps if I had known this sooner, I might have intervened beforehand.

After all, he experienced the same thing I did. To a lesser extent, of course. But he suffered just as I had. And I pitied him. I empathized with him. I gave him this death so that he would at least be at peace when he passed.

But that was not all.

That was not the only reason why I brought him back here to his world.

There was a reason I hadn’t divulged to him— a reason why I hadn’t just slain him back in Vacuos. It was a simple reason, really. That which related to kindness.

Which was perhaps why I was a liar for saying that I was not a hero.

Because I killed Kallistus Kal here in his world to save his soul.

I opened my eyes as I swept my gaze over the graveyard. That was right. There was no salvation waiting for the [Hero King] if he had died in Vacuos.

Every being born in every world across the multiverse had a soul. And their soul was granted to them by the world itself. Of course, every world had its own variation to it— some worlds had gods that bestowed the souls, while others had a natural cycle for souls to be reborn.

It didn’t matter. Because at the end of the day, if an outsider to a world died in that world, their soul will forever be destroyed. Unlike if they perished in their own world.

There were a few caveats to that— there was always the possibility that a soul could be naturalized to another world.

But that was definitely not the case for Kallistus Kal. So I knew that the only way to save his soul would be to bring him back to his world. Which was why I did what I did.

“I guess at the end of the day I really am a hero, huh?” I whispered, before I took a step back.

And I opened a rift behind me, stepping through it to return back to my world.

To Vacuos.

—--

With the defeat of the Kingdom of Kal at Astral and the death of the [Hero King] Kallistus Kal, the incessant war that had embroiled Laxo for the better part of a decade was over. Everyone felt like they could collectively sigh in relief.

Well, almost everyone.

“So the war is over,” a gruff voice said. It was a burly man who spoke. He crossed his arms as he stared at the newspaper plastered against the wall. “And Amelia didn’t even have to intervene, huh?”

A soft voice replied, “That’s not what I heard. I heard she had a part to play, although she didn’t participate in the war itself.”

“I am surprised to hear about that. I didn’t think she was someone who got involved in things like this.” The burly man placed a hand on his chin.

And a blonde girl smiled next to him. She drew back, spinning around as he turned to face her. “Well, Garron, you don’t know Amelia like me. Because I always knew she would do something about Kallistus Kal.”

“You were that confident in Amelia, Noele?” Garron blinked back at the blonde girl.

And she chuckled as she strode away from him. “Of course. There’s a reason why I chose Amelia as my master. Anyway, that’s enough discussing this. We still have our own issues to deal with.”

“Right.” Garron nodded as he hurried after her.

The two adventurers came to a halt right before a mine at the edge of the town. They made their way past a crowd of smaller figures— of these rotund and stumpy people. Dwarves. They carried with them ores and pickaxes as they hurried to and from the center of the town.

And finally, Noele and Garron came to a halt right before a large mine dug into the center of the town.

“Even if Kallistus Kal is gone, the Sect of the Abyssal Thorns remains,” Noele said as her gaze pierced the massive mine right ahead of them. “Someone is going to have to deal with them. And that will be us.”

Behind Noele, Garron nodded. And the two of them perked up as they caught a glimpse of a group of cloaked figures making their way into the mine.

Noele took a step forward as she smiled. “Let’s do this.”

And Garron followed after her. “Right.”

—--

Meanwhile, back in Wolfwater, I finally returned to my restaurant. But I didn’t get back to work immediately. Instead, I kept Bucky’s Out of this World Restaurant closed for a few weeks. Not to mourn, nor was it because I was truly upset over Kallistus Kal’s death.

But mostly because I didn’t want to deal with anything right now. Grat-ra’zun, Arthur, Jax, Justyn, Bucky, and Edlyn all tried to pester me about what happened— what I did. Even though the official story was that the [Hero King] died to Grat-ra’zun, Arthur, and Jax at Astral, they all knew I had gotten involved somehow.

And I didn’t want to tell them anything about what happened in my duel with the true Kallistus Kal.

I just remained by myself, in my room, resting for now. But I wasn’t completely alone. After all…

I heard a buzzing as I looked up and out my window. I saw Melita there, and I smiled as I proffered her a hand to rest on. She came and landed right at the palm of my hand as I chuckled.

“At least you’re here for me,” I whispered.

And I closed my eyes, going to sleep.
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