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Preface

Salvos Volume 3 will feature side story perspectives which will be partially plot-relevant, but mostly pertain to lore and worldbuilding. The characters will typically be ones you have seen before. I advise against skipping it. Thank you for reading!




Side Story 1: Survival of the Fittest

NYEVETII was scared.
She did not know what being scared meant, or what that feeling even was. But she knew she was scared when she reached the edge of the world.
A dark abyss threatened to swallow her— it pulled at her forever. Her being was tugged, then pressed. She wanted this moment to end, yet it continued.
Her thoughts were clouded in fear. She pleaded for some sort of reprieve. And after an eternity passed, she got it.
—--
Nyevetii woke up to the sound of splashing. She had been… not alive? And now she was.
Existence came and took her like a strong current, pushing her into the waterfall of red against her will. She did not know where she was, just that darkling clouds loomed over her in her little puddle.
The storm continued, a pattering of black precipitation flooding the white landscape around her. The sea built up— the vast ocean of darkness that held her grew bloated. Until finally, she managed to wriggle her way to land.
Nyevetii
Species: [Infant Demon]


Subspecies: [Demon Larva] - Lvl. 1


General Skills:


[Identification] - Lvl. 1


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


Stats:


[Available Stat Points: 0]


[Vitality]: 5


[Strength]: 5


[Endurance]: 5


[Wisdom]: 5


[Agility]: 5


Skills:


[Available Skill Points: 0]


[Unused Skill Slot] x5


I am… Nyevetii, she thought to herself. That was… her name! I am Nyevetii!
She excitedly flopped out of the sable water, unsure of what everything else in her head meant, but happy to be herself anyway. The black raindrops covered her body, still falling, but slowly fading. It did not bother Nyevetii. This place— wherever she was— was far better than the place she had been before!
Nyevetii glanced around, finally deciding to take in her surroundings when she spotted the first of the others. Slowly making their way out of the same dark water that held her were a myriad of oddly shaped creatures. They looked like writhing masses of flesh, of different colors but roughly the same oval shape.
She found herself curiously crawling her way towards them. As the first drew itself to land, Nyevetii couldn’t help herself but approach it. She peered at it— peered at it curiously.
It stared back up at her, confused. It had peculiar green eyes and a dark blue body. It did not move when Nyevetii looked at it. Only when she turned away did it pull itself ashore, following her.
Nyevetii moved on from the dark blue thing to a more vibrant, yellow thing with black streaks running through its body. Again, she looked at it casually, and again the thing stopped moving. She moved on after a moment, to the next of the things!
How strange, why are they acting like this?
She wasn’t entirely sure what these things were, although she really wanted to find out. And she eventually got her answer, right as she went up to one of the things with only a single eye. She inspected it, trying to parse what it was—
[Demon Larva - Lvl. 1]
Nyevetii jerked back. What? She backed up as the thing— the [Demon Larva]— hauled itself onto the land, undeterred by her presence unlike the others. Watching it make its way up to her, Nyevetii paused to think for a moment. They’re… like me?
She tried to look down at herself— she tried to see what she looked like. And sure enough, her body was just like theirs. She was a [Demon Larva] too.
They were like her. She was like them.
Casting her gaze around, she saw more and more of these things— these creatures like her— pop out of the dark water. They were being birthed, just like her, and had the same Subspecies as her.
Something swelled up inside of Nyevetii. She felt a shiver run through her body— the feeling, the knowing that something else was like her…
It made her excited!
Nyevetii danced around the shore of the black sea, identifying each and every other Demon that made its way up. Each time, she took their information with the same previous excitement, and each time, they produced the same results.
[Demon Larva - Lvl. 1]
[Demon Larva - Lvl. 1]
[Demon Larva - Lvl. 1]
[Demon Larva - Lvl. 1]
[Demon Larva - Lvl. 1]
And yet, this did not deter Nyevetii in the slightest. She was happy— excited! She had thought that she would return to being alone in that void of nothingness, but now she was free from it and surrounded by others just like her!
This was a wonderful place!
—--
General Skill [Identification] Level Up!


[Identification - Lvl. 1] -> [Identification - Lvl. 2]!


Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!


General Skill [Identification] Level Up!


[Identification - Lvl. 2] -> [Identification - Lvl. 3]!


Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!


General Skill [Identification] Level Up!


[Identification - Lvl. 3] -> [Identification - Lvl. 4]!


Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!


Subspecies [Demon Larva] Level Up!


[Demon Larva - Lvl. 1] -> [Demon Larva - Lvl. 2]


Gained 5 Stat Points and 1 Skill Point!


Subspecies [Demon Larva] Level Up!


[Demon Larva - Lvl. 2] -> [Demon Larva - Lvl. 3]


Gained 5 Stat Points and 1 Skill Point!


Nyevetii wasn’t sure how much time had passed since the others gathered around her, puzzled by her excited demeanor. But she identified each and every one of them, earning her two whole levels in both her Subspecies and her General Skill!
She distributed her Stats without much thought, and somehow became more. She stretched out the nub-like protrusions that she had just grown as the others gathered around her, mesmerized by the sudden change to her being.
Trying to explain how she leveled without words, she eventually helped a few of them reach a higher level, although most remained stuck at Level 1. Then their journey began!
They travelled through the tumulous landscape, wandering around with the same excitement she felt, surely! The rain continued— until it didn’t. And the rocks pricked at her skin… until she got used to it.
There wasn’t much to see, much to explore. But when she saw something new, she felt the excitement within her return. Apparently, they weren’t the only [Demon Larvae] in this world!
She encountered more— one of them was Level 3, just like her!
It had been scared. Afraid of her. But when she approached it, reaching one of her limbs out. It slowly relaxed.
It grew out of the rock it was hiding under, and followed her along with the rest of her group. And they pressed on!
Another [Demon Larva], one with light red skin, milled about in the hazy, white sea. But when Nyevetii approached it, it was drawn to her. It followed her, just like everyone else!
There were many others. Of all kinds of shapes and colors. One of them nearly blended in with the white, its silver color too similar to the pure background!
Nyevetii found herself cheerfully approaching each new [Demon Larva] she encountered. They always joined her. They always followed her. It was such a wonderful world, after all.
This place… is paradise! Nyevetii thought to herself as she made her way towards the base of a hill, the other [Demon Larvae] following behind her. There, a large figure blocked the way. At first she had thought it was a rock. But as she got a closer look, she realized it was another [Demon Larva]— Level 5!
It was a welcome surprise.
Nyevetii scuttled up to it without a second thought. After all, why would she think twice about doing what she had done a dozen times before? This was just another [Demon Larva].
It would look back at her as she peers into it, until eventually deciding to join her too! In her journey through this great place. Unlike that terrible place she had been before. The place where she was alone— where time seemed to last for an eternity and a moment at the same time.
She raised a limb and offered it to the large Demon, happy thoughts flying through her head. Her head lost in the sky as the large Demon raised its head. This place was so unlike where she had been before. There were so many things here for her, and it was so wonderful, she would never go back!
Squish.
***
VULGUS watched as the Level 3 Demon was crushed by the Level 5 Demon. He did not move at first, perplexed at what just happened. What happened to her…? Then a Demon next to him moved— a Level 2 Demon.
She charged with an intensity that drew him forward. Just like how the Level 3 Demon had drawn him from the dark water when he had been about to pull himself ashore. The dark blue skin of Vulgus stood out in the red sky as he threw himself at the Level 5 Demon.
His attack bruised at its skin, leaving marks and swellings. Another two Demons, Level 1 Demons, joined them. The combined attacks of the three pushed the Level 5 Demon back.
The Level 2 Demon rushed forward, radiating an anger that did not need to be said. Her emotions could be felt by Vulgus. And that fueled him. It made him mad too!
And she was crushed.
The Level 5 Demon swiped at Vulgus, battering his body. He flew through the air once more, but this time, nothing more than a broken mess.
The dark blue Demon was squashed and left for dead a moment after.
***
IGNOM knew the large Demon was trouble the moment he saw it. He wasn’t a fool. He had encountered its kind before. Back when he was with his own companions.
They had been slaughtered, and he somehow escaped then. Only to run into the foolishly chipper Level 3 Demon that suicided into the large Demon. Perhaps he should have felt a sense of loss over her death. But right now, all he could think was to save himself.
He turned and ran. And that was the right move.
Four other foolish Demons attacked the large Demon, only to be killed in mere moments while the rest stared on in shock. Then the shock that held them broke, and they made for a break for it as well.
However, Ignom was a way ahead of them. And he left them all behind, letting the large Demon slaughter the rest. He had to live. They didn’t matter.
Not to him.
—--
Ignom ran and ran and ran. Not just from the large Demon, but from the other wild Demons he would encounter. They would assail him— assail a group he was in. And the group would always try to fight back.
Foolish, he thought.
Fleeing once more, Ignom escaped death for another moment. There was no use fighting back against these wild Demons. Especially not the [Hellhounds] that tore apart [Demon Larvae] like they were nothing.
Unfortunately, those [Hellhounds] proved to be enemies he couldn’t run from.
They chased after him and caught him with ease. They began ripping and tearing into his body as he curled up, desperately trying to escape death. That was until they were all blown apart— incinerated by flames that did not touch him.
A figure loomed over him. A blue Demon with a crooked horn. Ignom tried to identify him, but couldn’t.
All Ignom knew was that the Demon with crooked horns spoke a word and he was seized. Several pairs of hands carried him and threw him to a group of [Demon Larvae]. But unlike the other groups of [Demon Larvae] he had been a part of, he realized that these ones were like him. Not foolish.
Afraid.
—--
Ignom was herded alongside the other [Demon Larvae], not knowing where they were being brought to. However, he stayed in line, the words of the Demon with crooked horns gripping him with fear.
“Keep on moving! If you break, you will be killed!”
Or at least, that was until the other [Hellhounds], [Hellbeasts], and wild Demons showed up. A swarm of them attacked their procession, and Ignom knew what would happen next. They would be overwhelmed— there were so many of them, they came like a wave.
Ignom watched hesitantly at first as the wild Demons charged. But when it became clear they were outnumbered, he did what he would usually do. The smart thing.
He ran.
Ignom broke and fled, along with a number of other [Demon Larvae]. Not foolish, he thought, confirming his assessment from before.
He made the right decision, the only intelligent choice, and ran from the horde of wild Demons. They would be overwhelmed and slaughtered, after all. That was what always happened. Or at least, that had been the deluded thoughts of Ignom.
Then reality hit him like a spear. It pierced through his skin and skewered him to a wall. His vision turned black, like the blood that poured out of his dying corpse. Confusion had taken him for a moment, but a voice broke him from it, making him realize that in the end, he had been the fool.
“I had warned you! I warned you you would be killed! Learn this lesson, the rest of you—”
***
TABURAS did not understand.
She had wandered the world aimlessly— her birth was not accompanied by any others. She saw rocks and black pools forming, and understood not how the rocks were made or why the dark rain fell.
Everything made little sense until she encountered the other Demons like her. And while she perceived their existence, she did not know why they existed. Nor why she existed in the first place.
That was, until she saw the large Demon. At first, she had been surprised. When the Level 3 Demon was squished, she did not know what to do. It was out of the ordinary. Such a thing had never occurred before.
But after fleeing and running into more Demons. More of her kind. Now she understood.
Defeated [Demon Larva - Lvl. 2]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
Defeated [Demon Larva - Lvl. 3]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
Defeated [Demon Larva - Lvl. 1]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
Defeated [Demon Larva - Lvl. 5]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
Subspecies [Demon Larva] Level Up!


[Demon Larva - Lvl. 2] -> [Demon Larva - Lvl. 3]


Gained 5 Stat Points and 1 Skill Point!


Subspecies [Demon Larva] Level Up!


[Demon Larva - Lvl. 3] -> [Demon Larva - Lvl. 4]


Gained 5 Stat Points and 1 Skill Point!
 


Subspecies [Demon Larva] Level Up!


[Demon Larva - Lvl. 4] -> [Demon Larva - Lvl. 5]


Gained 5 Stat Points and 1 Skill Point!


Taburas saw Demons killing each other, and so she followed. With each level she gained, she felt more complete. With each Demon she killed, she reveled in pleasure. 

Life had a simple meaning, and it was to simply kill and kill and kill and kill—


And she never once thought that an enemy would be too strong for her. 

“What’s this? Another wild Demon?” 

The blast of ice from the tall, green Demon sent her flying back. She tried to get up, but realized her entire body had gone numb. It was supposed to be painful— every other time she had been hurt, she had been in pain. Yet, her body felt nothing. 

The other Demon— a gangly red one with a pair of wings— laughed. 

“Of course it’s another wild Demon. Did you really think finding any survivors after the Advent would be so easy? You should’ve joined me in hunting for them before the Desolation came.” 

“As if a Lesser Demon like me would survive that. Whatever, let’s just finish her off and go—” 

Taburas struggled to get up. She glared up at the two Demons, not even registering her as a threat. Her instincts drove her forward— or was it what she learned from watching how the Netherworld worked? The ideas instilled in her by her surroundings. 

She did not know. 

But she pushed forward, and everything went dark.


***
HAEC wondered why the others had to die. Why did his group have to be slaughtered. It was a thought that sat in the back of his mind as he fled from death.
He had been useless. Helpless to face the large Demon. And he ran like a coward.
That pained him for some reason. It made him feel… worthless. Like he had no reason to live. He grappled with that feeling, trying to survive. He fought the wild Demons he could— escaped the fights he wouldn’t possibly win.
But still, he found himself lost. Without a goal. Eventually face to face with the harsh reality that he, too, would die.
He had been resting at the bottom of a hill when the wild Demon jumped him. He did not know where it came from, just that it struck him from behind. His [Vitality] was high, but this wild Demon was higher leveled than him.
It clung onto him, smashing him as he struggled to break free. He tried to push it off, however it held on and smashed him again. And again. And again.
Why?
The single thought crossed his mind.
Why do I even have to live?
He wanted the question to be answered, but there was nothing to answer it for him. So eventually, he stopped struggling. He accepted that he would die, just like the others. He let his vision grow dark and the cold take over him.
His life ended here— snuffed out and put to rest.
.
.
.
Then there was fire.
A blaze of hope lit up inside him as he watched a silver Demon come and defeat the wild Demon. She stood over him, the red sky shining down on her— the wisps of flames around her fading slightly, but she was victorious.
The wild Demon lay dead.
And Haec found a reason to live. 




1.Consequences

The night was cold and silent. The ramshackle hut lay abandoned, forgone to nature. But nature had not reclaimed this artificial structure; its hollow, echoing quiet was proof it had been lost but found. 
A light gust of wind sighed through the trees, the run-down wooden door creaked from its pressure. Fire flickered deep within its halls, under the shelter of a staircase leading to a collapsed second floor. Huddling around the flames were figures. Small, dark figures dressed in tattered clothing. 
They were eating with quiet determination, slurping on their bowls full of a crudely boiled soup. It had begun so well, this late supper. They had avoided making any noise whatsoever for as long as they could. Until one of them dropped their wooden spoon, feeding the fire by accident. 
Laughter ensued. Or garbled sounds that were similar to it. Then the one who had dropped their spoon reached across the fireplace with their long, thin arms and snatched the spoon of another. A fight broke out. 
These hairless, pinkish gray creatures struggled with one another, tumbling across the wooden floorboards. Then they came to a stop by a tall shadow. 
The two stared at the creature looming over them. The terrifying four armed Demon that bared its teeth and bent over. 
“Hi.”
I casually greeted them. They stumbled back, drawing their rusted short swords and axes. Noises left their mouth— odd, grunting and squeaking noises. These were not words. At least, not to my [Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension]. 
It was like the bark of a dog or the meow of a cat. The roar of an angry beast or the cry of startled man. Taking a step forward, I spread my arms out wide. 
“Are you four perhaps the Goblins I’m looking for?” 
They didn’t answer. They just glared up at me. I crossed two of my arms as my other two created swords. 
“I’m only going to give you this one warning: leave this place and don’t return. The Humans here are not happy about how you keep killing them!” 
The threat was backed by the facts. Each of them was far lower leveled than me; they were Gold Rank, yes. Each of them was around Level 40 or 50. They were marked as low Gold Rank threats or high Silver threats. 
Certainly, it was not something I was supposed to be tasked with. I was a Platinum Rank after all. And yet, here I was. 
Sighing, I shook my head. 
“I see then.” 
The Goblins rushed me— all at once. The four didn’t break out into some kind of a tactical formation; they were not like Human adventurers who would surround me and attack my flank. They simply stabbed at me, despite the fact that I was bigger than them, stronger than them, and higher level than them. 
I parried the strikes easily, blocking the attacks with ease. Then my claws sheared through the first Goblin, and the reality of the situation settled into the others. 
They backed away from me as I dispelled my own fire weapons. I didn’t even need it here. That had been nothing more than to threaten them with. They didn’t speak a language, so I assumed it was fine if I used gestures and objects to convey the message. 
But even after I killed the first Goblin, they still didn’t understand. One of them let out a garbled war cry. They rushed me, entire body blurring into two as they spun and struck—
I grabbed him, it... whatever… and tossed him at the stairway. The wood splintered and its foundations collapsed, crushing the Goblin entirely. The notifications dinged in my head as I glared at the other two. 
Yet despite that show of force, they remained undeterred in trying to kill me. The last two Goblins charged me with all their might. Their screams felt like it shook the entire building. There was a Skill here— maybe even multiple working in tandem. 
But it didn’t stop me from clawing through them in an instant. 
“Well, that’s that.”
I left the bodies with one last glance before walking out of the hut. Its foundations looked weaker now. Perhaps the fallen staircase was what kept it sturdy even throughout the years it had been abandoned. But now that it was gone, after my battle with the Goblins, it would lead to the entire structure’s eventual collapse in the future. 
My body twisted as I passed through the dark trees, heading back to the road Daniel, Edithe, and I agreed to meet in. I arrived at the location now looking like a Human. My silver hair flowed slightly shorter than before, and I stood taller. Literally. 
I was as tall as Edithe now. My blue jacket fit me even better than before. It had been given to me by Daniel, so it previously had been too big for me. It still was, but its sleeves no longer covered my hands, and I could actually feel the cool wind of night on my fingertips now. 
The red-haired woman turned to face me as I arrived. She and Daniel had both been waiting for me. And by the looks on their faces, they probably had been waiting for a while. 
“Salvos, what took you so— why are your clothes slightly torn?” 
Glancing down at myself, I saw that my pants indeed had some holes in it. My shirt was in better shape, and my jacket never ripped as long as I stayed hunched over.
“Oops.” 
Daniel averted his gaze only slightly, scratching his black hair; apparently the damage done to my clothing was too little for him to be flustered over. Edithe spoke with a frown. 
“You changed to your Demon form to fight a group of Goblins?”
“It’s not a Demon form. It’s my normal form. And yes, I did.” 
“Why would you do that?” 
The Human woman was not upset. In fact, she regarded me with an inquisitive look more than anything. I opened my palms and shrugged. 
“I was trying to scare them off.” 
“Did it work out?” 
“Uh…”
I trailed off and glanced between the two of them. 
“No?” 
“At least you tried, I guess.” 
Edithe tried to give me a reassuring look, although it ended up coming off more as pitiful. She spun around and started down the road, leading the way back to Viechester. 
The three of us trudged along the path, our feet grinding against the soft, wet dirt to make a slapping sound. It had been raining earlier this afternoon, and it muddied the earth, getting my feet all sticky. My shoes were torn. 
I struck up a conversation with the two, asking them about how their end of the mission went. 
“We exterminated our group of Manticores without a problem. We had to track them down to their nest since they were treating some of the nearby towns as hunting grounds.” 
“You didn’t try scaring them off?” 
I cocked my head and Daniel stared at me. 
“What about you, didn’t you try using your new Skill, [Intimidation] on those Goblins?”
I protested, raising my hands defensively. 
“I haven’t even chosen any of my new Skills yet! But I don’t think that’s how [Intimidation] works either!” 
“Well, we certainly haven’t found any information on such a Skill in any of our company’s books.” 
Edithe piped up casually from ahead. I nodded. 
“Exactly. I don’t even know if it’s good or not! I can’t just replace one of my precious Skills with it!”
“Didn’t you gain two new Skills Slots?”   
Daniel pointed out. 
“I did! But I’m still thinking about it.” 
And I really was. I had evolved— I had broken Level 70 and gotten a new Species, a new Subspecies, and a bunch of new Skills. But despite all that, even after a week had passed, I still remained undecided.
Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)
Species: [Greater Demon of Pride] (Mortal Form - Human)
Subspecies: [Asura Changeling] - Lvl. 71
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 5
[Identification] - Lvl. 5
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1
[Racial Skill: Mortal Form] - Lvl. 3
[Rest] - Lvl. 3
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 1



[Title Skill: Zealous Call] - Lvl. 2
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 79 (+5) (-5)
[Strength]: 52 (+5) (-5)
[Endurance]: 74 (+5) (-5)
[Wisdom]: 103 (+5) (+5)
[Agility]: 163 (+5) (-5)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 7]
[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 30 (Maxed)



[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 1



[Ember Core] - Lvl. 1
[Flame Burst] - Lvl. 1



[Scorching Wave] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)



[Self Haste] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)



[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 1
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Unused Skill Slots] x2
4 of my Skills had advanced to a better, improved version of themselves. These new Skills were Level 1, and yet they kept most of the advantages of the previous Skills, while opening new opportunities for growth. They were [Ember Core], [Flame Burst], [Passive - A Hunter’s Sense], and [Barrage of Cinders]. 
Again, I had not distributed any of the Skill Points for these, because I was still ruminating over what other two Skills from my plethora of choices I should add to my repertoire. 
[Flaming Breath], [Horror’s Flare], [Intimidation], [Radiant Slash], [Passive - Keen Eye], [Passive - Refined Casting] are all the new Skills I have available. 
Each of them seemed self explanatory. Everything except for [Radiant Slash] and [Horror’s Flare]. They were the only ones I could not exactly determine the effects of. Sure, I could extrapolate and guess that [Radiant Slash] did something similar to Daniel’s [Hero’s Slash], or [Horror’s Flare] sent some kind of fiery beacon in the air… but then why would they be Level 70 Skills?
There had to be more to them than that, and I was certain they would have to have multiple uses. 
I was once again mulling over my various Skills and each of their abilities before I bumped into Edithe’s back. My companion turned back to me with a raised brow. 
“Daydreaming, Salvos? We’re already back.”
“Huh.”
My eyes took in the front gate of Viechester; its banclite walls were as white as ever. The anti magic material seemed to dim my vision of the seams of mana in the air. The threads almost looked like they ended on the walls. 
Edithe showed her company pass as well as her Adventurer’s Guild badge then gestured back at Daniel and I. 
“They’re with me.” 
The guard nodded and let us through, only pausing to take in the state of my clothes. Edithe didn’t mind it like she normally would when my clothes were fully torn, so I was assuming they were in decent enough shape for Humans to be comfortable with and the guard was just wondering what kind of a scuffle I got into that resulted in my appearance. 
We made our way to the Adventurers Guild and submitted our contracts. The receptionist over at the counter blinked, looking me over with wide eyes. 
“Oh, uh, the extermination job assigned with a low Gold Rank level of threat has been completed by the… Platinum Rank adventurer, Salvos. Your reward will be brought out for you shortly, Just, uh, wait in the lobby for a little bit and one of my colleagues will be out shortly.” 
I nodded gratefully and took my receipt back to the table Edithe and Daniel were seated. They had turned in their job separately from me, since we had taken two different jobs. Both of them were done on behalf of the Valiant Dreamers Company, despite the fact that I was an independent adventurer.
Beaming my way to the table, I plopped myself to the chair across from my two companions. 
“You look happy, Salvos.”
Edithe observed as she sipped from a mug of ale. Daniel pinched the bridge of his nose and explained. 
“She’s been excited all week. Everyone treats her differently now that she’s a Platinum. She complained for days about how the receptionists and adventurers in this guild were dismissive of her for her levels when we first came here. Now, she’s being all smug about it.”
“I’m taking pride in my achievements.”
I corrected him with a wave of the finger. Raising my chin, I watched the world around me lower itself before my very presence. 
“They thought I was nothing but a rock before, but now look at the way they stare at me.” 
And sure enough, a few adventurers were casting glances my way. They were looking at me out of the corner of their eyes, whispering and pointing. Unfortunately however, most of their focus was fixed on Edithe. 
“...from the Valiant Dreamers Company…”
“...the company war…”
“...bastards are too busy fighting amongst themselves they’ve increased the burden on all of us…”
They said less than kind things which made Edithe wince every time she heard them. Frowning, I stood up and approached the closest group of gossipers. They were low Gold Ranks— at around Level 45. The group paused their talking and faced me. 
“Hey.”
“Uh, can we help you Miss—”
I jammed fire dagger down on the center of their table and they jumped. The wooden board snapped in half from the impact and I let the weapon disappear. 
“Stop talking bad about my companion.”
The men stared at me. One of them opened their mouth and stood up.
“Oi you—” 
He started but was cut off by another who pushed him back to his seat. The second man hurriedly bowed his head and spoke apologetically.
“Apologies Miss…” 
I didn’t respond. I simply crossed my arms and looked at him. He hesitated, before finally continuing. 
“We didn’t mean to insult your friend—”
“My companion.”
“Uh, right. We were only complaining about the situation we’re in because of the company war. The situation is hard on all of us, yes?” 
I shook my head and turned around. My eyes scanned over the crowd of adventurers in the guild. Some of them had their hands on their weapons, but most of them were just eyeing me warily.
“I don’t care. But if anyone here talks bad about Edithe again, I will give you reason to talk bad about me instead.”     
With that said, I sat back down with my companions. I murmured under my breath as I instinctively reached for a glass to drink from. 
“Honestly, sometimes Humans are so—”
I spat out the liquid and grimaced. 
“Gross.” 
That was a habit I probably should not try to keep; I had been pretending to drink and eat since I had to be around Humans all the time, but it was starting to seep into my reflexes. 
There was a light cough and I glanced up. Edithe shifted uncomfortably in her seat as her face burned. 
“Thank you, uh, Salvos. But that wasn’t really necessary.” 
“It was!”
I spoke simply. 
“These people have been bad mouthing you all week now. They’re mad because the Valiant Dreamers Company can no longer help them take care of their stupid problems. But who asked them to be so weak in the first place?”
“But—” 
“I’ll have to agree with Salvos, Edithe.” 
Daniel added from the side. 
“You’re one of the few Gold Ranks from the Valiant Dreamers who are actively trying to aid the guild and local adventurers by taking up their excess jobs for them. And it’s not like it’s your fault the Valiant Dreamers are now wrapped up in this stupid war with the Iron Champions Company.” 
Edithe chewed on her lower lip as Daniel rested a hand on her shoulder. 
“Don’t let them get you down. And let us stand up for you.” 
“Yep! I’ll beat up any stupid Human who says any mean thing about you!”
I grinned and flexed an arm. Unfortunately, it did not look as terrifying as it would if I were not in my Human form. Especially since I only had two arms now. Four arms are great. I remember when I used to have over a dozen limbs…
My nostalgia was interrupted by Edithe suddenly standing up. She nodded at us quickly, 
“Right. Thanks. Both of you. But I think we should be heading back now. Before Rachel gets worried.” 
Starting out of the guild, Edithe almost left us behind as Daniel and I exchanged a glance. We both followed her, keeping a short distance behind the red haired woman. We had tried cheering her up to no avail. 
I nudged Daniel.
“This is your fault! You shouldn’t have brought up how she’s stuck taking care of dumb missions while her companions are busy with the company war!”
“Me? What about you! You shouldn’t have made a scene in the first place!” 
We spoke in hushed whispers, but the Gold Rank adventurer somehow heard us. 
“Guys.”
She turned around, giving us a pained smile. 
“It’s alright. You don’t have to worry so much over me.” 
I blinked then pointed an accusing finger at Daniel. 
“It’s his fault!”
He glared at me while Edithe shook her head. 
“It’s neither of your faults. Would I prefer to be fighting alongside the other dreamers, against those assholes who killed Paige? Yes. Would I prefer if everyone in the Adventurers Guild didn’t look at me with such animosity and hate? Yes. But it’s my own fault that I’m in this situation.”
My companion, the red haired woman named Edithe, sighed as she spun back around. Her gaze turned towards the starry night sky, her voice vulnerable and quiet. 
“It’s my own fault I can’t help them. After all, I am a [Summoner] who can no longer summon.”




2. An Offer

“It’s my own fault I can’t help them. After all, I am a [Summoner] who can no longer summon.”
My heart sank as Edithe said those words; not only was my companion no longer able to utilize her most important skill set in battle, she also couldn’t use half of her Class’ Skills. She had broken her contract with Mistshard. She ended the contract against the [Elemental]’s will, and as a result, she would not be able to summon a Spirit again. 
And now Druma and Mistshard were gone. The two could no longer be called by Edithe. Knowing that had hurt me too, but I focused on what was in front of me first. My eyes sharpened as I stared at Edithe. 
“It’s not your fault. You were doing what you thought was best.” 
“I did. But once again, I was wrong.” 
She raised her towards the stars, her eyes longingly searching the twinkling balls of light for something. Anything. I saw this, and I felt sad. 
“I was wrong, just like how I was wrong about you, Salvos. Just like how I was wrong about facing Lucerna. Sometimes… I’m just a bit of an idiot, huh?”
I felt my fist tighten into a ball and I shook my head. 
“No.” 
Edithe glanced over at me, blinking. 
“It’s fine, Salvos, I—”
“It still isn’t your fault. And it’s ok to be wrong. I have been wrong before too! When Haec warned me about the Demon King’s Domain. I should have listened. We shouldn’t have wandered in. Because of my insistence, we’re separated. But it’s not my fault, just like it isn’t yours.” 
“What do you mean?” 
I waved my hands, exasperated. 
“The world is just unfair. That’s all that is. If it wasn’t, I would be a wild Demon. Or I’d be dead, like the others.” 
Taking a deep breath, I solemnly lowered my hands and spoke slowly. 
“It is… what it is.” 
My companion stared at me, eyes wide. We stood in silence for a moment, neither saying anything. Until finally, my other companion took a step forward and placed a hand on Edithe’s shoulder. 
“Salvos is right.” 
He paused, eyeing me with a look. 
“Even if she’s stating the obvious like it was some kind of profound statement.” 
“Hey!” 
Sputtering, I shook a fist. 
“It makes sense to me!” 
“It does. And that’s why I’m saying, Edithe, Salvos and I aren’t just going to let others put you down, especially when you’re already down on the ground and hurt. We’ll help you up. As Salvos would say, we’re companions, right?” 
Edithe slowly nodded.
“Right.” 
I walked up to Edithe and hugged her. She took a step back, caught off guard. Then I pulled myself away from her, clasping my hands behind my back. 
“And even if you can’t summon, even if you’re weak now, that just means you can only get stronger. We’ll help you get there. We’ll help you level up. Get you a Class advancement that suits your situation.”
Her gaze was fixed on me, confusion evident. But I met it back with a look of determination. Then a small smile spread across her lips. 
“Thank you, Salvos, Daniel.”
I beamed, glad to see that she was now feeling better. Taking the lead, I marched forward triumphantly.
“Then let’s go back to Rachel! I want to play with her!” 
Daniel and Edithe paused. They stared at me judgingly. I blinked and took a defensive step back. 
“W-what?!”
“Nothing.” 
The two spoke at the same time. Despite saying that however, Daniel muttered a snide comment under his breath after. 
“She’s so childish.”
“Hey! I heard that!”
“I know.”
—--
The three of us returned to the headquarters of the Valiant Dreamers Company soon after. It was not as busy as it had been when I first came here— back then, adventurers filled the halls, chatting with lively spirit. Only two Golds had been guarding the entrance, and even that was considered unusual due to the circumstances at the time. 
Now, a team of Gold and two teams of Silvers stood on watch. The barrier which surrounded the structure was far stronger— I could tell how much more delicately woven the threads of mana forming it was. My better mastery of magic and the arcane let me see it. Maybe I wouldn’t have noticed a difference had I not trained my mana refinement over the last few months. 
We were let through and entered the building; most of the adventurers here recognized Daniel and I by now. Only Edithe was a member of the company. Since we were with her anyway, we wouldn’t have had problems getting in. 
The moment we reached Edithe’s room, Rachel burst out of the door and buried herself into my legs. The little girl stared up at me with her round, amber eyes. I ruffled her brown hair as the look she gave me drew my lips into a smile. 
“We’re back!”
“What took you guys so long! You said you would be back before the sun set!” 
I glanced past her, out of the window in the room. The sun hung low on the horizon, giving a vibrant, orange tinge in the sky that stood in stark contrast to the dark blue drapes folded to the side of the picture-esque sight. 
“But the sun hasn’t set yet.”
I pointed out. Rachel shook her head defiantly and hugged me harder. 
“Well, it almost did!” 
Edithe chuckled and pulled Rachel away from me. Holding the girl in her arms, the red haired woman grinned. 
“How have you been, Rachel? You’re supposed to be focusing on studying.” 
“I have! It’s just that I got a little worried… that’s all.” 
Rachel pouted as Edithe gave her a dubious look. I raised a brow. 
“Studying?” 
“Yeah, she’s been interested in picking up a Class soon. She wants to be an adventurer— and a princess, but that’s not going to happen— so I’ve been giving her books to read and prepare herself for the adventuring life.”
Plopping Rachel back on the ground, Edithe faced me. Daniel narrowed his eyes and spoke with a frown. 
“You’re just letting her become an adventurer? Isn’t that dangerous?”
“If that’s what she wants to do, I can’t stop her. Besides, I’m not just leaving her alone to fight giant rats or something. I’m having her read books. And for anything else that’s even remotely practical, I’ve asked Sophia to tutor her.”
“And Rachel has been doing an excellent job of learning.”
Another voice spoke out. It didn’t come from me, Daniel, or Edithe. It came from down the hallway. A young Human woman with brown hair tied into a bun turned the corner, her hands dug into her pockets, and a bow hung around her back.
“There’s no need to worry too much, as long as she isn’t getting herself into dangerous situations. In fact, I think it’s better for children who want to be adventurers to be educated about it, so they can actually decide when they’re older if it’s the path they want or not.”
“Sophia!” 
I exclaimed, looking her over. Rachel shied back behind Edithe and Daniel, although she didn’t exactly seem to regard the young woman the same way as she would a stranger.
“Hi, uh, Salvos, Daniel.”
Sophia greeted us both hesitantly for some reason. I grinned and pointed a finger at myself. 
“That’s me! And I haven’t seen you all week!” 
I had only spoken to her briefly when I returned to Viechester. And it was only because I was searching for Rachel after I had saved Edithe. Sophia was an odd Human though— and the way she acted reflected that!
“I’ve been… a bit busy. Not as busy as the others since I’m not the best at fighting. But I’ve still been doing jobs for the company.” 
“Yep! I’ve been helping out too!” 
“Right, that’s actually why I’m here.”
I cocked my head as Sophia explained. 
“Hadrian asked me to find you and Daniel when you two came back. He wants to speak with the both of you.” 
Daniel and I exchanged a glance. 
“What does he need us for?” 
“I don’t know. Just said to come talk to him when you have the time. He’s in his office upstairs.” 
“Alright then!” 
I obligingly started for the stairs, followed by Daniel. Rachel tried following me, but was once again scooped up by Edithe. 
“Oh no you don’t. You and I will be doing some reading.” 
“Aw—”
I could only spare Rachel one look of sympathy before I rounded the corner. Daniel and I made our way through the corridor until we reached Hadrian’s office. 
“What do you think he wants with us?”
My companion asked. I shrugged. 
“Don’t know. Let’s find out.”
Knocking on the door, I waited for Hadrian’s voice to call out before coming in. His office was a large room that was rather minimalist. I had expected his office to have a lot of books lining its walls like a library, but instead he simply had a desk in the center with a large open space for training. 
“Is this a training room or an office?” 
I curiously looked around. Hadrian laughed. 
“It’s a bit of both, actually. How are you doing, Salvos, Daniel? Been doing good, I hope?” 
We nodded as we stopped right before his desk. The leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company stared at us with his piercing blue eyes. Running a hand through his silky, blonde hair, he gestured at the two chairs in front of us. 
“Please, take a seat.” 
“Did you want to speak with us, Hadrian?” 
I asked, raising a hand. He faced me and winked my way. 
“Well, I would’ve preferred to just speak with you—”
Daniel scowled for whatever reason. But Hadrian steeled himself and wore a more serious face. 
“But this matter is in regards to both of you.” 
Glancing over at my companion for any hint on what this could be, all I found was a seething Human man. I turned back to Hadrian as he began. 
“As you can tell, our company has been very busy recently. Not only are we low on members after the events of last week, but we’re still embroiled in a pointless company war, trying to force the Iron Champions Company out of the region. Our allies have begun offering us their support— Silvers are being sent to help with keeping the monster population around Viechester from running wild, and some Golds are even coming to aid us directly in the war.” 
He leaned forward in his seat and rested his elbows on the wooden desk.
“But the Iron Champions have their own allies too. Support from noble families which are lacking in the Sunmere Republic. We have groups backing us, yes. But we’re in the unfortunate situation where our sphere of influence can’t spread as far as we’d like since we share the same country as the Rising Veterans, one of the Three Honorable Companies. I’m not saying this puts us in a terribly disadvantageous position, but it is a disadvantage. Even if a minor one.” 
“Huh.” 
Tapping a finger lightly on my chin, I listened to the Human man speak. He took a deep breath and I piped up. 
“So, your company is in a bad spot. But we already knew that.”
“Not a bad spot. I’m sure the Iron Champions Company faces similar issues and dilemmas as us. No company— or even a country— goes to a war and comes out of it unscathed. We’re just facing problems that are typical of a company war. And we’d like any advantage we can get.” 
That was certainly true; if I was going to a Dungeon, I would stock up on healing potions, mana potions, and stamina potions so I would lower the risks of losing a fight and dying.
Hadrian broke me out from my thoughts.
“Salvos. Daniel.”
He clasped his hands together, addressing both of us. Daniel was no longer upset; we turned to face Hadrian as he held our gaze.
“Both of your presence have been a massive boon to our company. You have not only helped us in getting our highest leveled [Alchemist], Gabriel, back when we were in a tight spot, but you’ve also saved the lives of some of our best members. And now, you’re working on behalf of the Valiant Dreamers Company to deal with the excess monster hunting jobs that our members can no longer handle.” 
“Well, we’re only doing it because we’re helping Edithe—”
Daniel nudged me, cutting me off. 
“Let Hadrian finish. I think he’s going somewhere with this.” 
I blinked and slowly nodded. Hadrian gave Daniel a grateful look then spoke softly. 
“I would like to formally offer both of you, Salvos and Daniel, the opportunity to join the Valiant Dreamers Company as a dreamer. You have both proven yourselves to uphold the values we preach, and you have aided us greatly before. If you accept, we will give you access to not only all the resources and contacts we have, and you don’t have to pay a thing. This is why I called you here.” 
“Wait…”
I stared at Hadrian. 
“Really?” 
“Yes, really.”
“Huh.”
Crossing my arms, I turned to Daniel. 
“What do we do?” 
“Personally, I don’t mind either way. So, it’s up to you, Salvos.” 
I frowned; the question posed to me was a little sudden. Hadrian smiled gently and waved a hand. 
“Take your time. And be honest with yourself. Don’t feel obligated to accept it for any reason whatsoever.” 
It was true that the Valiant Dreamers Company had been good to me. They had protected Rachel as they promised, and Edithe was in the company too! If I joined them, they would have given me access to a plethora of things I never would have access to otherwise too! 
It definitely seemed like there were no downsides to joining the company. So, I felt my lips curl up as I looked up to face Hadrian. A smile spread across my face as I cheerfully gave my answer.
“Nope! We refuse!”




3. Compromising!

“Nope! We refuse!”
I happily gave my response to Hadrian’s offer. The blonde man stared at me for a moment, blinking. Then he leaned back on his chair and sighed. 
“Thought so.” 
Strumming his fingers on the desk, the leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company wore a resigned face. 
“Is there any reason in particular why you don’t want to join us? Anything we can do to convince you?” 
I paused, tilting my head up to the ceiling. A few thoughts came to mind; but it was nothing Daniel would approve. The reason why I had rejected Hadrian was simple: the Valiant Dreamers Company would never accept me in the first place. 
It was the exact same reason why I refused Stephen’s offer— the Iron Champions Company only saw me as a resource. While I doubted the Valiant Dreamers Company would see me the same way, the fact remained they wouldn’t actually see me as me. They would see the false skin I bore and assumed that was Salvos. 
When in fact, I was a Demon. 
I would only join them if and only if I revealed the real Salvos to Hadrian. But judging by the look on Daniel’s face, that was not an option. So, I shrugged. 
“There are many reasons! And there are some things you can do to change my mind.” 
“That is?” 
Hadrian gave me an expectant look. I crossed my arms and sunk into my chair. 
“It’s a secret!” 
He narrowed his eyes— not suspiciously, but with more curiosity than anything. Then he laughed. 
“Well, I guess there goes our two [Heroes].” 
Daniel visibly flinched from the remark, however he and I both knew Hadrian did not actually think we were [Heroes]. It was one of those things Humans said but didn’t mean in a literal sense. 
“Yep. Sorry! We’ll help out where we can though!” 
I offered an apologetic smile. Then I beamed and raised my chin. 
“In fact, I’ve already asked one of my friends to help out where she can!” 
“You have?” 
“Saffron Merryster.” 
I spoke the name with pride. The noble who I had met and escorted briefly through Nixa. She had given me her family’s crest and told me I could ask for her help if the need ever arose. I had thought this was the perfect situation to call on her aid. 
Hadrian frowned. 
“Who?” 
I deflated. 
“Uh… a daughter of the Merryster family?” 
“...”
“A Dukedom in Nixa!” 
I sputtered, waving my hands insistently. 
“Have you really never heard of her?” 
“I can’t say I have. But— I’m not too well versed in politics. My dad deals with that for me.” 
I stood up and placed both my hands on the table. I held Hadrian’s gaze, speaking earnestly. 
“Well, she’s a noble! A very powerful noble! I’m sure she’ll be able to help!” 
Hadrian looked at me for a moment, studying my face. Then he stood up and smiled. He placed a hand on my shoulder and spoke gratefully.
“Thank you, Salvos. For your assistance thus far.” 
Then he closed his eyes and bowed his head. 
“However, I implore you, could you please listen to one last request we have?” 
I glanced back at Daniel and we exchanged a look. We had been helping with the Valiant Dreamers Company thus far, it really couldn’t hurt to help them out a little bit more. 
“Sure?” 
Hadrian let out a relieved breath. 
“I ensure you will properly be reimbursed for this. It’s not that difficult, but—”
“Wait.” 
My voice came out sharp, cutting off his words before he could finish. Tapping a finger on my chin, I had a thought. 
“We don’t need gold.” 
“Salvos, what are you saying?” 
Daniel piped up in a hurry behind me; he quietly whispered my way. 
“We have barely any money right now! Everything we made from the Motharis was spent on stocking back up on potions and enchantments!” 
There had been a few artifacts we took from the Brilsum Ruins that were worth selling. And after we had appraised it and got our gold for it, we proceeded to spend our money all on other kinds of artifacts. One of them was my brand new gold bracelet! 
It looked fancy and had jewels sticking out of it. It was perfect for battling Humans in their social field! I could use it to better convince them that I was a Princess, since princesses were very well dressed! 
Shaking my head, I raised a finger at Daniel. 
“That’s exactly why we don’t need any more gold.” 
“But… but…”
He was baffled— unable to come up with a riposte. Having triumphantly beaten him in this social battle, I shifted my focus back to Hadrian with a jingle of my bracelet. 
“Hadrian, we don’t need payment in gold or anything like that. But we want something else.” 
“That… depends. What exactly is it you want?” 
Looking at me with a puzzled face, Hadrian waited for me to continue. I lightly clapped my hands together and smiled.
“We want Edithe!” 
—--
Daniel, Edithe, and I said our goodbyes to Rachel the next morning and started our way towards our destination. We were headed for a town just east of Viechester— it was called Lulica. They had been dealing with a bandit problem for the past few weeks, although it never amounted to enough to warrant the Adventurer Guild’s attention. 
But apparently, that was only because of fear of some kind of repercussion from the Platinum Ranks in Viechester. Because now, with most of the Valiant Dreamer adventurers busy with the company war and the unaffiliated adventurers overworked, these bandits had come out in full force and began attacking travelers and carrying out kidnappings for ransom. 
They weren’t even low level too— they were said to be around Gold Rank, and their numbers were unknown. So, it was up to the three of us to deal with this threat before we could finally leave Viechester. 
“But why are we leaving Viechester, Salvos? What’s this deal you made with Hadrian? I don’t… I don’t understand.”
Edithe spoke in a worried tone. I grinned back at her and gave her a thumbs up. 
“I told you, we’re going to get you stronger first! Daniel and I will get you to Level 70, just you wait.” 
“But I can’t even—” 
“You’ll be fighting at a disadvantage, yes. Which is why we should start leveling you as fast as possible from now!” 
I exclaimed excitedly. I could feel something stirring up inside of me; the cup of joy knowing that my companion was going to become stronger began spilling out into a series of light tippy taps from my feet as I danced around. 
“We’ll all be Platinum, then Diamond, then Elites together!” 
“While I do agree with that sentiment, I think you’re getting a little bit too ahead of yourself there, Salvos.” 
Daniel added in his usual gloomy self. I waved a hand dismissively and spun to meet Edithe’s gaze. 
“Don’t worry, once we’ve got this job over and done with, I promise you we’ll go somewhere else where you can become stronger than ever!” 
Edithe did not exactly look too enthused, but she slowly nodded. 
“And where is this place, Salvos?” 
“I don’t think even she knows.”
The Human man commented from the side. Ignoring him, I winked back at the red haired woman. 
“It’s a secret. You’ll see when you get there.” 
I had not been idle since returning to Viechester. Sure, I had helped around with the Valiant Dreamers Company with a bunch of things— but that didn’t include the time I spent at night, awake and with nothing to do. 
“I’ve been doing a lot of reading, you know? And there’s so many cool places you two have never shown me! Well, I need to reach Level 100 as soon as possible too! So, we’re going to be busy!”
I declared as I marched forward. Daniel and Edithe exchanged a glance; both of them had the same look of uncertainty on their faces. But neither protested even as we reached Lulica. 
The town had a small wooden wall surrounding it, with some guards standing on its battlements. They called out to us, raising their swords, spears, and bows warily our way. A few had wands at the ready, but no spell conjured just yet. 
“We’re adventurers! From Viechester.” 
I waved a hand at them. Then, flashing a badge, I pointed at the gates.
“Platinum Ranks. Let us through, please!” 
The guards immediately did as they were told; they opened the city gates and let us through. The captain on duty hurriedly came to greet us.
“Adventurers! Are you the ones sent here from the Valiant Dreamers Company? The ones who will help relieve us from this bandit threat?”
“That’s us!” 
Waggling his bushy mustache, he let out a deep breath. 
“Oh thank you. We’ll give you as much information as we can about them. Please, come to my office.” 
We followed him to a decorated room with a desk and a few display cases around the sides. Daniel paused for a moment to inspect a painting, before we began discussing the situation in the city. 
“For a while now, our city has been dealing with these bandits— we thought they were just rogue thugs at first— and putting a clamp down on their petty crimes and robbery. But when it became clear that it was the same individuals getting away with it over and over again, we knew something was amiss.” 
“You guys didn’t call for the Adventurers Guild help then?” 
Daniel asked, furrowing his brows. The guard captain shook his head. 
“No. We thought it was just a gang or something a bit more organized than just a few petty criminals. Until last week— when word of the company war broke out— the bandit group revealed themselves and raided the town.” 
“They did?” 
Narrowing her eyes, Edithe cast a gaze towards the nearby window. I listened intently as the man elaborated. 
“It was the whole lot of them. They call themselves the Calhoul Coins. Many of them were Gold Rank in level! My guards could not do anything to stop them! We were slaughtered!” 
“They attacked the city and…?” 
I leaned forward, curious about what happened next. The guard captain coughed. 
“They sacked half of the city. Took many women and children with them. Stole our crops. Our merchant’s goods. They took everything then left. But they aren’t gone just yet. Just two days ago, a group of their thugs returned to kidnap more women. Steal more from those who survived the first attack.” 
“I see.”
I nodded slowly as he finished. It sounded like a dire situation indeed; I knew Humans didn’t like it when their towns and cities were attacked. And the fact that it was attacked twice meant that they were really unhappy about this! 
The guard captain bowed his head pleadingly. 
“Please, adventurers, if there’s anything I can do to help you, just ask.” 
“I only have one question.”
Daniel finally broke out from his silence. He folded his arms as he addressed the guard captain.
“Were you the one who submitted this request for adventurers to the Adventurers Guild?” 
Blinking, the guard captain slowly shook his head. 
“I, uh, no. Before I could formally submit a request on behalf of the city, someone else had already done it.” 
“Could you please direct us to him?” 
Edithe smiled at him. He bobbed his head. 
“Why of course. He’s a man by the name of Piero. Runs a tavern down in the center of town. Calls it Piero’s Bistro.” 
“Got it. Thank you.” 
Standing up, Edithe started out of the room. Daniel followed behind her and I was a step slower than them. I paused right at the doorway, turning back one last time to wave at the guard captain. 
“Thanks— what was your name again?” 
“Johnathan.” 
“That’s a nice name. I’m Salvos! Bye!” 
The door closed behind us and I realized Daniel and Edithe were already down the street, on their way to the tavern Johnathan pointed out. I quickly caught up to them and cocked my head. 
“Why the rush? What’s wrong?” 
The two were acting a bit weird. Edithe hadn’t been her usual self the whole week, but this was extra weird. And Daniel was always weird, but now he was weird in a non Human weird way!
My companions both turned to face me. And the Human man spoke up. 
“That guard captain… I don’t trust him.” 
“Why not?” 
“Because.”
Edithe started, his eyes trailing towards the wooden walls of the city. 
“The city’s walls barely look damaged. They look mostly fine, even. As if only the gates were breached, but even then it’s not in a bad enough way that reflects a large group of Gold Rank equivalents taking it.” 
“Plus, he knew about this problem for a while, and never once brought it up with the Adventurers Guild? I’d understand if they didn’t have the resources for it, but you saw his office.”
I thought about the room for a moment. I remembered the paintings and the vases. The sparkly colors that reminded me of a noble.
“It was nice!”
Daniel nodded. He spun back around, continuing ahead with Edithe as we reached the center of the town. He spoke softly.
“And that’s exactly the problem.”




4. Fancy Disguise

The three of us found Piero’s Bistro soon after; the tavern wasn’t too large, but it wasn’t too crowded either. Most of the taverns I had been in have always had a busy crowd filling it up with noise and chatter. But this place was almost completely empty. 
“Welcome!”
A friendly Human man greeted us as we entered the doorway. He was carrying a tray of drinks to a table— one of the few occupied tables— before setting it down and turning to us. 
“What can I do for you today?” 
Daniel approached him, nodding. 
“We’re looking for a place to stay for the night. And to ask some questions. We’re adventurers. Here on a job.” 
The other man’s eyes grew wide and he quickly wiped his hands and turned to my companion. 
“Wait, are you here for the job I sent to Viechester? I’m Piero— the one who made the request.”
“That’s right.” 
Edithe spoke up, glancing around the room. Her eyes scanned the area, stopping at every person within the tavern. Then she smiled and offered a hand.
“We’re here to help. Can you tell us anything you know about these bandits?”
“Of course!”
Piero eagerly led us to a table and we began our discussion. He told us most of the same thing the guard captain, Jonathan, did. The bandits had been a problem for a while, but they were only responsible for minor offenses like stealing. There had been a few kidnappings, but nothing so major that anyone thought hiring adventurers were necessary. 
“And why’s that?”
I cocked my head, curious at his reasoning. Piero wiped a sweat off his brow— he had been working all day. In fact, he was supposed to be working right now. But now that he was talking to us, he had a young Human woman take over for him. 
The girl seemed only a few years older than Rachel. If I had to guess, she was about 15 years old. She brought us a platter of food and drinks as Piero explained. 
“We never had the coin to afford it. Adventurers are expensive, Miss, you’ve got to understand that. It’s a dangerous job, and the reward has to reflect that effort. Maybe if I didn’t have a young family, I would have tried my hand at it too. Silvers can earn dozens, if not hundreds, of gold coins a year just by doing the most basic of jobs. But that means I can’t possibly put up enough of a reward to draw in any adventurers.” 
“And you can now?” 
Daniel scratched the bottom of his chin as he peered at Piero. The tavern owner nodded. 
“I dug into my savings. I’ve put in everything I have ever saved up for this request, Mr Daniel. 50 gold coins. I know it may not seem like much to you adventurers. Good enough for a single job, maybe. But that’s all my money.” 
“Why now? Why not before?” 
Edithe prodded the man with crossed arms. His fists tightened into balls as his entire body began to quiver. 
“Because they took my wife, Miss. They took my sweet Chloe. Ripped her away from my arms. I was helpless to stop them. My only consolation is knowing that Sophie managed to escape by hiding in the wine cellar. Those bastards were too busy getting drunk to notice her.” 
A dark shadow was cast over Piero’s face. I could tell the mood in the table shifted. Even the girl from before, who was now serving other guests, seemed to have overheard the conversation and been affected by this dour atmosphere. 
The silence lasted a total of a second before I decided to end it. Placing a hand on the man’s shoulder, I spoke reassuringly. 
“Don’t worry. We’ll find your wife! We’ll take care of these bandits. The Calhoul Coins, right? Just tell us where they went.” 
Piero stared up at me, his eyes watering up. Then he shook his head. 
“I don’t know if I can.” 
Sniffling, he slumped back to his chair. 
“They came in the middle of the night. Took the city’s walls before anyone noticed. And after that, it was a slaughter. It was like we were bugs hiding in the tall grass, trying to escape from the scythe. They came and they left. I don’t know where they even went.” 
Daniel frowned. 
“We heard that they were ransoming off the hostages.” 
“They are. But not all of those who were kidnapped are being sold back. I know someone— Hugh— his children were taken from him. They demanded 10 gold coins from him. But they only let him take one back.” 
“This... Hugh.”
Leaning forward, Edithe gave Piero an inquiring look. 
“Where can we find him?” 
“He works at the farm just outside of the city. I don’t know if you should visit him now since it’s late. I think it’s better if you find him in the morning, when he’s out there working and tilling the fields. Although… you might catch him visiting tomorrow if you wake up early enough. He’ll be doing a delivery for us at dawn.” 
“We’ll see. For now, we just need a room to sleep in, if you have any available.” 
“Of course. We have plenty of vacancies.” 
Piero hesitated, drawing his lips to a thin line. 
“I, uh, would love to provide you with a complimentary place to stay. But times are tough right now—”
“It’s fine.” 
Smiling, Daniel produced a small pouch of silver coins. 
“This is for the food. And the rooms.” 
The tavern owner’s eyes grew round at the sight. He gratefully accepted the coins and bowed his head profusely. 
“Oh, thank you. Thank you.”
With that, we were given a key to our rooms and made our way to the second floor. I was supposed to be sleeping with Edithe while Daniel stayed in a separate room, but… 
“I don’t want to!” 
I protested as Edithe tried to drag me inside. My eyes fixed on the bed, then snapped back to the hallway. I dug my fingers at the door frame and cried out. 
“Daniel, save me!” 
“Salvos, why won’t you just do what you usually do while we’re sleeping?” 
The Human man spoke from his doorway.
“Because there’s nothing to read here! And doing nothing is boring!” 
Sighing, Edithe let go of my hand and I stumbled forward. I grinned triumphantly.
“I am free!” 
“What are you going to do, Salvos? It’s night and most people will be asleep.” 
I spun around to face her, innocently hiding my hands behind my back. 
“I’ll ask around the town about these bandits! And that guard captain, Jonathan! You two don’t trust him, right?”
My companions exchanged a glance. Edithe crossed her arms while Daniel rubbed a hand on his sword’s hilt. 
“It’s definitely suspicious how the Calhoul Coins were able to take the city walls so easily. Even if they were mostly Golds. It was almost like they were let in.” 
“Yeah. We saw the kind of devastation brought to all the towns and cities he attacked. This was nothing like that. Only the town seemed to have been looted and plundered. I definitely don’t trust that guard captain at all.”
The two seemed to come to some kind of a mutual agreement; I didn’t really see it, but I nodded my head nonetheless.
“That’s exactly why I should investigate!” 
I dug into my pockets and produced my Necklace of Lesser Obfuscation; I had not been wearing it. Apparently, I came across as a [Mage] as long as I was in my Mortal Form. Linking its chains around my neck, I stood proudly before Daniel and Edithe. 
“Look! Now they won’t know I’m an adventurer. I can ask any questions I want and I won’t rouse suspicion from Jonathan!”
“...they know what you look like, Salvos.” 
Daniel pointed out. I scowled and gestured at Edithe. 
“I can just wear some of her clothes! They won’t suspect a thing!” 
He still seemed unconvinced, until I met his gaze. 
“Trust me, Daniel. I’ll be fine. I’m not going to be reckless or stupid. I’m just going to look around. Alright?” 
“...fine.”
Finally, the Human man acquiesced. Edithe was fine with it too. She provided me with a change of attire; it apparently was used by her for more formal wear. A white, silken dress that was embroidered around its sleeves and collar. Its flounce fell to my knees, frills lightly dangling around my legs. 
She gave me a brown hood to wear, along with a sun hat to cover my freely flowing silver hair. Looking at my disguise, I grinned and stepped out of the room. I’m a Princess, I thought proudly. 
My bracelet was worn for all to see around my forearms, and the Ring of Lesser Obfuscation looked like any ordinary pendant hanging resting on my chest. I tinkered with the artifact, making me appear like a Level 21 [Mage]. 
“See, Daniel? There’s nothing to be worried about!”
The Human man was nowhere to be seen. I rapped lightly on his door to no response. 
“Huh. Did he fall asleep, I wonder?” 
Edithe chuckled and patted me on the back. 
“Just go. And stay safe. Make sure to return to the inn by morning.”
I beamed and gave her a thumbs up.
“Of course! Now, if you’ll excuse me—” 
Skipping happily down the hallway, I made my way out of Piero’s Bistro and to the town square. It was empty. 
Night had fallen while we were busy questioning Piero, and now it was even later since I had to get changed and convince my companions to let me wander the city. My mood was immediately dampened, like a storm cloud was hanging over my face. 
“Where is everyone?” 
Sighing, my slippers sunk into the soft earth as I made my way through the empty town. Lulica was not the biggest Human settlement I had been in. In fact, if I had to liken it to something, it would be like one of those towns surrounding Warrington, but slightly larger. 
There were a few distinct differences between them however, one being the wall surrounding Lulica. It was not the most defensive or sturdiest wall I had seen— it was only made of wood— but it was present. Just as Edithe had observed, it had not fallen from the bandit attacks, despite being apparently breached twice. 
Another difference was the state of Lulica; it was almost like Silvergrove after Lucerna’s attack. Entire houses were toppled, piles of burnt wood and ashes remain where buildings were, and blood stained the earth where corpses once lay. 
I noted a few Humans bundling themselves around large fires. They had no shelter— no homes to sleep in. I approached one of these groups and took a seat next to a gruff Human man. He grunted and faced me. 
“What do you want, lady? Can’t you see we have no room at the fire? Take your flashy jewels and get a room at one of the nearby inns.” 
I blinked and stared at the man. 
“Why would I do that? I want to be here.” 
“Don’t be stupid, lady. Do you really think you can walk around dressed like that without running into any trouble?” 
I cocked my head. 
“Yes. Why not?” 
The large man— taller than even Daniel, almost as tall as I was when I was not in my Mortal Form— furrowed his brows. His face was scarred. A large cut ran across one of his cheeks, making the scowl on his face even more sharp. 
“Fuckin’ rich people. Fine. Do as you wish. But don’t blame me if something happens to you.” 
He turned back to the fire, clearly ignoring my presence there. I looked over at a few of the other Humans huddled around the flames. They pointedly avoided my gaze, focusing on the dancing orange light as if it had caught them in some kind of a trance. 
A small chuckle came from behind me and a hooded man stood before me. He placed a hand on my shoulder, tilting his head up to reveal a bright, white smile. 
“Hey, don’t let that man bother you. He’s just upset that he lost his house during the raid.” 
“I’m not bothered by it at all.” 
I gave an honest reply. The hooded man grinned and sat next to me. 
“Well, that’s good. Everyone should feel welcomed by the fire. But too many people have no place to sleep and are envious of those who do.” 
I glanced over at the men, women, and children sitting around the fire. Some were nibbling on scraps of food. Others were just shivering. I found this sight to be slightly unusual, but thought nothing else of it.
“Huh.” 
“And the worst part is when the guards come to break us up.” 
The hooded man sighed. He shook his head in a way Daniel would when upset. 
“Why would they do that?”
I asked, puzzled. Shrugging, the hooded man leaned back. 
“When a group grows too large, so does the fire with it. And that becomes dangerous, especially if not properly maintained. So, they force us into smaller groups. To break us up and put out the flames.” 
I cast my gaze back to the flickering, orange light. It was certainly big. But it did not seem like it would be dangerous enough to warrant fear. And I spoke my thoughts truthfully.
“That makes no sense.” 
“I guess it’s not something a noble would understand, huh?” 
The hooded man chuckled again. I glanced back at him as he propped his head up on his hand. 
“You probably have high level [Mages] deal with everything for you where you come from.” 
I stared at the Human for a moment. Then I felt my lips curl up as I lifted my chin. 
“Why of course! And how did you ascertain my heritage, may I ask?” 
“With the way you’re dressed and the questions you’re asking? It was quite obvious.” 
I looked myself over one more time, grinning. 
“Certainly, I am dressed to fit my status. You have a very keen eye, Mister—” 
“Sebastian. But my friends call me Seb.” 
“Mr Seb then.” 
I addressed him properly; I lightly rested my hands on my legs and faced him. 
“I was actually hoping to inquire about the attack on this town. Tell me, do you know anything about these Calhoul Coins?” 
Seb narrowed his eyes. He opened his mouth— 
“Alright, break it up! This fire is getting too large!” 
A deep voice barked as heavy footfalls descended on us. I looked over at the patrol of Human guards arriving with their spears, a [Mage] accompanying them with an uncaring face. The [Mage] raised a hand and water shot out. The fire immediately dimmed, groans and complaints rose amongst the gathered group. But they slowly got up, scattering from the dying flames like wisps of cinder. 
The large man from earlier cursed. 
“Damn guards, taking away our fuckin’ fire but not even giving us food or shelter...” 
Getting up, I started for one of the distant fires. I felt a hand tug me. I turned back to Seb, a smile spreading across his lips. 
“Miss noble, I actually happen to know a little bit about these Calhoul Coins.” 
I blinked. Then I jumped excitedly.
“You do?!”
***
“And is this really all you know about the Calhoul Coins?” 
Daniel studied the face of the farmer. Hugh wrinkled his brows and placed a hand over his mouth, covering his crooked teeth. 
“I really don’t know, Mister adventurer. When they sold mah boy back to me, they told me to meet them at the river just outside of ta city.” 
“I see.” 
Sighing, Daniel nodded at the farmer and thanked him. There was almost nothing Hugh said that the [Hero] didn’t already know. The only thing he actually learned was the meeting at the river, which didn’t actually help at all. 
“Do you think we should at least search downriver? See if the bandits maybe built some kind of a hideout there?” 
Daniel suggested. Apparently, Edithe had been lost in her thoughts as she jerked back, a look of surprise on her face for a moment. 
“I’m… not sure. It’s just a meeting spot. And I guess it doesn’t hurt to look. But I can’t help but think it’s a waste of time.” 
“Right. I thought so too.” 
He agreed with her as she glanced around the tavern. Daniel saw her gaze lock onto Piero who was talking to a large man. The tavern owner was giving out some food— he had been doing that almost all morning.
Daniel didn’t focus on that. Instead, his thoughts focused back onto the guard captain. 
“Do you think we should try to investigate the town guards instead?” 
“Maybe… but will that actually help us? If the guard captain is really affiliated with the Calhoul Coins, he’d make sure his tracks are covered, at the very least.”
“Yeah, I guess.”
Narrowing his eyes, Daniel noted how Edithe’s eyes glazed over. Her focus seemed to be elsewhere; her rejection of every option was almost uncharacteristic of her. She had been hotheaded— assertive— when he first met her. He was used to being the ‘voice of reason’, arguing against fighting the Greater Demon with the Title of the Destroyer.
But since he came back to Viechester— since the siege of the Valiant Dreamers Company— she had been different. Aloof. More reserved. And while Daniel knew the reason behind it, he couldn’t help but ask her about it. 
“Is… everything alright, Edithe?” 
The red haired woman blinked. She faced him as he cocked a brow. 
“You seem out of it today. Is something wrong?” 
Taking a deep breath, Edithe slowly answered. 
“I… it’s Salvos. I’m a little worried about her. She said she would return by morning. And she’s still not back yet.” 
That’s what it is? Daniel couldn’t help but let out a small giggle at her concerned. Edithe shifted uncomfortably, crossing one arm across her stomach to grab lock onto her elbow.
“What?” 
“It’s nothing. I mean, it’s good that you’re concerned about Salvos and all. But I think she’s the last person you should be worried about.” 
“I’m not worried that she’ll be in danger. I’m worried about how oblivious she is sometimes, you know?” 
Edithe’s worries became apparent to Daniel. That’s true, he thought for a moment. But he wanted to wave it off. He knew Salvos was not the most socially aware person, but she was sharper than she often came across. 
Or at least, that’s what the [Hero] tried telling himself. There were some cracks in his confidence, he soon found out. Because moments later, when Piero approached the pair of adventurers with news from the night before, he couldn’t help but feel panic seep into his heart.
“Hey, uh, Ms Edithe, Mr Daniel? I just spoke with a friend of mine and he told me about this weird girl— one whose description seemed awfully similar to your other party member— that he met last night. I just wanted to let you know that she was spotted leaving Lulica with a stranger some time after midnight.” 
Daniel turned to Edithe and saw the worry spread across her face. The [Hero], so confident before, felt only a single word leaving his mouth. 
“Salvos...” 
***
I followed Seb as he led me out of Lulica. I glanced back at the walls in the distance, speaking with uncertainty. 
“Are you sure this is the right way?” 
We had been walking for a while— very slowly at that. He trudged ahead of me, seeming like he was waiting for me to keep up with him.
“Of course. My friends who know all about the Calhoul Coins live just outside of the city. If you just follow me, I’ll take you there.” 
I nodded eagerly. 
“Alright then!” 
We continued through the forest until the town was no longer in sight; we reached a river and started in the same direction of the running water, before reaching the mouth of a cave just a little bit away from a roaring waterfall. 
“This is it.” 
“It is?” 
I cocked my head and followed him into the cave entrance.
“Your friends sure live in a weird place.” 
“They do. But don’t worry about that. They’ll tell you everything you wanted to know about the Calhoul Coins. After all—”
He spread his arms wide as figures appeared around me. Rugged, armored Humans wielding all sorts of weapons cut off my exit. [Mages], [Warriors], [Rogues], [Archers]. A few of them had non combat Classes, but still they came. Dozens of them. 
Seb finished. 
“They are the Calhoul Coins.”
“Huh.”
I looked over at the group of men and women standing before me. They had greed in their eyes; Seb, the man who thought he tricked me, had thrown off his hood. He now wore the same malicious gaze of the others, revealing what I had seen in him the night before.
I paused and crossed my arms.
“You are aware of my status, yes?” 
Seb snarled. 
“That’s right, you stupid woman! You’ve fallen right into our trap! Now hand over all your belongings and tell us what family you’re from.”
Licking his lips, he drew a dagger. 
“Or else we’ll have to kill you.”
I nodded slowly and reached around my neck. I unhooked the clasp of my necklace and tossed it at Seb. The Human man happily accepted it and took a step forward. 
“Good. And your gold?” 
“I don’t have any gold.” 
I spoke the truth. He snapped back at me.
“What kind of a noble doesn’t have gold?! You’re a fucking liar!”
“I’m not a noble.” 
I shook my head simply. Smiling sweetly back at the bandits surrounding me, I pulled out my bracelet and set it down on the ground gently. 
“I’m a Princess.” 
I corrected them with a wave of my fingers. Seb sputtered. 
“Princess? What kind of bullshit is that? You’re not a fucking Princess.” 
“Well, that’s what I say I am. A Princess. So show some respect and—”
I bared my teeth, choosing the first of my new Skills to test out as my body rippled with power.
“KNEEL.”




5. Heathens

“Kneel.”
The word left my mouth as [Intimidation] took effect. It was the very first of my newly available Skills that I used; I assigned it to one of my two available Skill Slots and activated it. And the moment I did, my voice seemed to echo through the cave despite me speaking casually. 
The bandits standing closest to me, especially Seb, dropped to their knees. They cowered and quivered, shaking in their boots even though I hadn’t fully transformed out of my Mortal Form yet. Their eyes were glued to the ground— they were only able to hear the cracks and pops of my bones as they grew longer and my body grew taller. 
My clothes— Edithe’s clothes— unfortunately tore as I grew in height. Two extra arms sprouted from my sides, ripping apart the last of the dress I had been given. I would have taken it out first before changing, but Edithe’s incessant reminders stuck in my head that I should not remove my clothes in front of strangers. So, I didn’t. 
A pair of crooked, forward-facing horns grew out of my head as my face elongated itself; my hands turned to claws and my skin turned paler, while my hair’s bright silver took on a darker tint. The bandits— the ones beyond the small circle kneeling around me— took a step back. 
Their eyes were bulging out of their sockets and their mouths were hanging open. I was expecting them to flee— for this to be resolved without any bloodshed— but an angry voice called out as a woman pushed her way through the unmoving crowd of bandits. 
“What are you idiots doing?!” 
[Warrior - Lvl. 68]
She paused, narrowing her eyes at me. Then she drew two short swords and pointed one my way. 
“That’s a fucking Demon! Don’t just stand there! Kill it!”
Sighing, I watched as the first of the frozen bandits broke out of their stupor. They rushed past the kneeling Humans, brushing by them and seemingly breaking them free from my Skill too. 
“I tried giving you a chance. Oh well.”
A grin spread across my face as the first bandit reached me. I raised one of my four arms, and a blazing fire wisped itself into existence on my claws. They were lit ablaze, each holding my fury within them. 
Then I swiped out— first with my top right claw. Then with my top left claw. My bottom two claws swung out at the same time, then I turned into a whirlwind of flames. A tempest of fire. A [Barrage of Cinders]. 
The closest bandits to me were torn apart. Those who dared make the charge were sheared like paper. It was like an amplified [Fire Strike], but repeated over and over and over again. 
The Skill never ran out. It would not end until my mana was exhausted. However, I did not want to waste all my mana on a single Skill. Especially when the swarm of bandits was too much for me to just stand there and take on.
A group of [Mages] aimed their spells towards me and loosed a flurry of powerful magic. I disengaged from the [Warriors] and the flames around my hands vanished. Instead, I covered my chest with my four arms and focused my fire there. It was so wild— so furious. It was like a raging river. But if I calmed it down, if I tried to cool down the rushing currents, it would freeze. Become solid.
“[Ember Core].”
A thin layer of solid fire ran through my body. It spread out, enveloping me entirely. It was like armor. But like weak leather armor. Then I concentrated on my forearms and only my forearms. It grew thicker— stronger— becoming like a powerful metal. 
The spells struck the flaming protection— most of the damage had been absorbed by my Skill. But even then, I could see cracks of black blood forming down my arms. I growled and looked over at the [Mages], past the charging [Warriors] and [Rogues].
With [Self Haste] coursing through my body, I leapt up into the air and burst forward. A cone of flames erupted behind my back as [Flame Burst] propelled me towards the rock wall. I clung onto it, glancing down at the wave of Humans rushing after me. Then I jumped again and a second [Flame Burst] boosted me over them straight to the [Mages]. 
I crashed straight into them as they screamed. A few tried to run, but I inhaled deeply and took up another one of my Skill Slots. 
[Flaming Breath].
I exhaled and a cone of fire covered the bandits closest to me. It was nothing like a [Scorching Wave]! It was way better! 
I spun around, feeling the heat in my chest dissipate as my speed slowed. I couldn’t use the Skill again instantly, which was a downside. But I still had other Skills to use. A kusarigama came into existence on one of my hands, its chains already flying towards those that tried to flee. It wrapped around their ankles and pulled them all back at once. 
They were just about to reach my feet when four blades struck my back at once. That was the first direct hit I had taken during the entire fight. I stumbled forward, loosening the chains as the woman from before approached me. 
“You’ve done a number to me and my boys, but don’t think you can get out of this alive, Demon!”
She spat and readied both her blades. I narrowed my eyes as something alerted me to her movements. I was cut four times, but she only has two blades. A prescient feeling brought me to focus on her shadows, that was when I saw how it was aimed directly at mine. 
The same feeling nagged at me, telling me that the bandits I had caught were escaping. [Passive - A Hunter’s Sense]? I thought for a moment before the bandit boss lashed out. 
She swung twice, and I evaded her attacks. Her shadow however, nicked mine and I flinched. I brought my kusarigama up between us and I let its flames burn. My shadow was now casting behind me, while hers was behind her. 
I grinned as she instantly backed up. Then I spun around and saw the bandits fleeing. If they escape and tell others about me— 
I took a step forward and paused. The bandits were cut down by magic and a sword. Edithe and Daniel stood at the cave’s entryway, weapons raised and ready to fight. 
The bandit boss paused for a moment, then she called out to them.
“Adventurers! We need your help— there’s a Demon here, and if we don’t slay it, it’ll destroy the nearby towns!” 
Daniel and Edithe exchanged a glance. Then they raised their weapons. 
“We’re actually with her.” 
“Yeah…”
The bandit boss blinked. And at that brief period of confusion, I managed to land a combination of [Barrage of Cinders] on her. Then I grabbed her and slammed her against the wall before the remaining bandits reached me. 
A [Flame Burst] carried me away from them and towards my two companions. They covered me instantly and I raised a hand. 
“Potions.”
They handed me a red and blue potion. It was a healing and mana potion respectively. I downed the both of them as my two companions held off the group of bandits. I gasped and wiped my mouth. 
“Thanks! I wasn’t really hurt, but it’s still refreshing!”
There were about a dozen bandits above Gold left, the rest were at Silver or below. When I first entered however, there were over a hundred of them. Now, less than 40 bandits stood before us. The highest leveled amongst them was injured. 
And they made the only sensible decision. A woman dropped her weapon and got on her knees.
“Mercy! Please spare us!”
A man followed, then another man. Half a dozen bandits instantly surrendered, and because of that, the remaining ones stood uncertainly. 
I frowned, taking on this sight. But then, the bandit boss moved.
“Cowards!”
She hobbled her way forward as her bandit group drew back. Her gaze swept through her companions, causing those who surrendered to quiver in fear. She had red in her eyes— anger which she then directed towards my companions. 
“You! Why are you helping a Demon?!”
Daniel took a step and held out his sword. 
“We’re her friends. Why wouldn’t we help her?” 
“Humans and Demons working together? Ridiculous!” 
The bandit boss spat and wiped at her mouth. She shook her head, her red eyes still fixed on me. 
“Don’t you know anything about history? The Demons were responsible for the fall of our Human Empire!” 
“An empire from thousands of years ago.” 
Edithe raised her staff, aiming it at the other woman. 
“We don’t care about what other Demons did, or what they did a long time ago. This is Salvos. And she’s with us.” 
Narrowing her eyes, the bandit boss grabbed one of her nearby companions. The man struggled, making a confused sound before she bit into his neck. He paused, eyes wide. Before he went limp. 
The bandits around her took a startled step away as she grinned, blood drooling down from her mouth. Then a fiery aura engulfed her and she pointed her sword at me. 
“Kill the heathens! Kill the Demon! Bring them to justice!”
Daniel blinked for a moment. Then he sputtered.
“A Vampire? She’s a Vampire?!”
Her words somehow brought the bandits to action. Even the ones who surrendered. The red aura she exuded formed a line towards the bandits who surrendered, driving them forward. 
The rest followed— perhaps in confusion, or perhaps because her words instilled something in them. I stared at the charging bandits. 
“Uh… what’s going on? Is this like with the Mindreapers?” 
“She’s… a Vampire. As for how she’s doing that? I don’t know. Just get ready. They seem really angry.”
Edithe spoke as she sent blasts of ice out. I nodded and created four swords for each of my hands. I could manage it now that [Passive - Weapon Mastery] was maxed. 
The bandit wave made its way towards us— and the entire front layer vanished. Daniel’s sword shone for a moment, the air flickered, and a dozen fell. Then I sent another [Flaming Breath] out, and more were incinerated too. Edithe’s magic took out the Silvers easily, and when we were finished, all that remained was the bandit boss.
The Vampire that stared my way with burning, red eyes. She lashes out, but Daniel easily deflected her swing. Her swords clattered on the ground and she glared his way. 
“Fool! You know this will only bring us destruction! You are so… foolish!” 
“What is your problem— why do you hate Demons so much?” 
He asked, frowning as he stepped forward. Certainly, most of the Humans I encountered treated me as a kill on sight. But they were not angry— from my encounters in Silvergrove, they simply feared for their life. 
“Why?” 
The bandit boss laughed.
“Because the Demon King is at the gates. He’ll make his return. And because you aid his kind, he shall bring destruction to our countries as he did before.” 
I paused. I studied the mad expression on the woman— the Vampire’s face. I hadn’t noticed it earlier, but she had a pair of fangs protruding from her mouth. Or were they even there until just now? 
I shook my head, making a slow approach towards her. A hiss left her mouth as I shrugged off Daniel’s grasp. 
“Salvos, it’s dangerous—”
“It’s fine.” 
I nodded back at him and faced the Vampire. I crossed two of my arms and looked her over. 
“I’m Salvos. But you’re right— I am also a Demon.” 
“And for that, you deserve to be destroyed.”
“Even if I’m not a wild Demon or Lucerna? Even if I’m not this Demon King? Even if, instead, I’m a Princess?”  
The woman snarled and launched forward.
“Yes!”
“I see.”
I created a scythe and sheared her in half. Her body fell in two pieces, the aura around her vanishing as the notifications in my mind went off. 
With that bandit boss dead, I spun around and excitedly made my way back to Daniel and Edithe. I paused as I saw the two staring at me. Then I remembered what I had promised Edithe the night before. 
“Oh, uh, sorry for not coming earlier. I got caught up in something.” 
Sighing, she took a step forward and chopped a hand on my face. Then she smiled. 
“It’s fine. I know you can take care of yourself. But I can’t lie and say I wasn’t a little bit worried.” 
I scratched the back of my head as my two companions shared a soft laugh of relief. I smiled too, before turning my attention to the ripped cloth hanging around my body. 
“Also… I kind of destroyed your dress? Sorry!” 
Edithe stopped laughing.




6. Vampires

Defeated [Mauler - Lvl. 48]! 
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels below you!
…
Defeated [Valkyrie Bloodsbane - Lvl. 68]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
Subspecies [Asura Changeing] Level Up! 
[Asura Changeing – Lvl. 71] -> [Asura Changeing – Lvl. 72] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
“That was an expensive dress, Salvos!” 
“I know! I’m sorry! I didn’t think the Calhoul Coins would actually find me!” 
“You went out looking for them!” 
“I just wanted to explore and look around! I’m bored of doing nothing while you two get to sleep all the time!” 
I crossed my arms and pouted as Edithe shook her head. The two of us were in the cave, rummaging through the bodies of the bandits to find me a fitting pair of clothes. Daniel waited outside, probably pacing around with a flustered face. I did not understand why Humans acted like that.
I finally procured some leather clothing from a woman which looked like it would fit me; I held it over Edithe, just making sure that it was not too tight for her, before I receded back into my Mortal Form. The world around me grew larger— and I shrunk down into the shape of a Human. I threw on the clothes and sighed. 
“I’m really sorry, Edithe. I don’t actually need or want gold. So, if you’d like, you can keep my share of whatever gold or artifacts we find in this hideout.” 
My companion stared at me for a moment, then she rubbed at her temples. 
“It’s fine. I know you didn’t mean it. Thank you for the offer, but I think we should first focus on finding all those kidnapped by the Calhoul Coins.” 
“Huh. You’re right, where exactly are they?” 
I peered down the dark cavern, casting some blue light from a torch I made entirely out of fire. I saw no one there. Nothing but a corridor that led us down. 
Narrowing her eyes, Edithe told me to wait for her to return with Daniel before we proceeded; there might have been more bandits further inside. I did as I was told, but I tried calling out— just in case anybody heard me. 
“Hello? Is anybody there?!” 
Silence.
“We’re adventurers! We just beat up the bandit guys! We’re coming to rescue you!” 
I listened carefully for a reply. I couldn’t hear anything. But then I paused as my eyes acclimated to the dark stone hallway. I saw… tracks? The residual footsteps— and signs of something being dragged across the dirt floor. 
My two companions arrived and I raised a hand. 
“I think I know where they are.” 
“You do?” 
Daniel raised a brow and Edithe shrugged. 
“Show us, Salvos.” 
I beamed and started down the dark path. Only my fire lit the way, however that was enough for me to follow the tracks leading us down a dead end. Daniel eyed me dubiously but Edithe stopped him from making a remark. 
“Is there something here?” 
“I… think so.” 
I began patting the side of the walls; I was pretty sure the tracks led this way. After a moment of letting me do as I wished, Daniel finally spoke up. 
“Uh, what exactly are you looking for? And how are you finding it?”
“I think it’s my [Passive - A Hunter’s Sense].”
My hands pressed against an oddly shaped rock. I pushed it and stepped back. What had appeared to be a dead end revealed to be a pathway leading into a large cavernous area. I grinned and smugly turned to Daniel. 
“There!” 
He stared, scratching the back of his head. 
“Huh.”
“That’s my line! Don’t take that away from me!” 
We spent a few minutes searching this area, and found a group of bandits standing guard in front of some cells. The moment we made ourselves known to them, they surrendered. They saw our levels. Our real levels. And they did not have numbers to give them an added confidence against us. 
Nor was there a Vampire who, for whatever reason, hated me for being a Demon. I still wondered what her problem was. Too bad she was dead and I could not ask. 
The bandits threw down their weapons and handed over the keys. Daniel and Edithe began freeing the Humans trapped inside the iron bars— many of them looked starved and hungry. Some of them had torn clothes too for whatever reason, which elicited a glare from Edithe towards the bandits. 
“Don’t worry, we’ll bring you all to safety.” 
She reassured the Humans. Then she glanced over at the bandits, causing them to jerk back. 
“And we’ll bring them to justice.” 
“It wasn’t our fault! We were content with just stealing— but then that Johnathan came to us! He made a suggestion to the boss, and she said it was a good idea!” 
“Johnathan?” 
Edithe raised a brow and I happily opined.
“The guard captain of Lulica!” 
“I… see. Well, we’ll ensure he is brought to justice too.” 
She turned to the gathered group of Humans, all of them looking at her with wide and weary eyes. 
“We’ll be heading to Viechester, not Lulica. Don’t worry, I’ll ensure you all get the treatment and care you deserve before you return to your homes. We’ll have to run this through with the proper authorities so that this whole ordeal can be resolved with everyone responsible will be punished.” 
I simply stood off to the side, uncaring of this. It took a while, but eventually Daniel and Edithe gathered everyone and slowly led them to Viechester. The city was not too far from the hideout of the bandits. But still, with this many people, it took us a day to make the return trip. 
When we arrived with our procession of Humans dressed in rags, the guards in Viechester were understandably caught by surprise. They were not sure about what to do until a few representatives from the Adventurers Guild and the Valiant Dreamers Company showed up. 
There were long, boring talks which I ignored. Instead, I focused on my new Skills. 
For my newly evolved Skills, I found [Flame Burst] and [Barrage of Cinders] to be quite effective. I gave them both 2 Skill Points, giving only 1 to [Ember Core] and [Passive - A Hunter’s Sense]. 
As for [Intimidation] and [Flaming Breath]... I quite liked how [Intimidation] worked, so I gave it 2 Skill Points. I was not sure if I was going to keep [Flaming Breath]— it certainly was more effective than [Scorching Wave], even though it used up more mana. 
I still had a variety of other Skills I could try. The ones I was intrigued about were [Radiant Slash] and [Horror’s Flare]. I was not interested in my other Skills. Especially not [Passive - Keen Eye]. 
[Passive - Refined Casting] seemed like it would be useful, but I could always add it later on in the future. And considering what Saffron had told me about being overly reliant on Skills, I decided it was not something I wanted for now. 
I then distributed my Stat Points between [Agility] and [Wisdom], leaving the rest be for now. 
Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)
Species: [Greater Demon of Pride] (Mortal Form - Human)
Subspecies: [Asura Changeling] - Lvl. 72
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 5
[Identification] - Lvl. 5
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1
[Racial Skill: Mortal Form] - Lvl. 3
[Rest] - Lvl. 3
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 1



[Title Skill: Zealous Call] - Lvl. 2
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 79 (+5) (-5)
[Strength]: 52 (+5) (-5)
[Endurance]: 74 (+5) (-5)
[Wisdom]: 105 (+5) (+5)
[Agility]: 166 (+5) (-5)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 3]
[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 30 (Maxed)



[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 3



[Ember Core] - Lvl. 2
[Flame Burst] - Lvl. 3



[Flaming Breath] - Lvl. 1



[Intimidation] - Lvl. 3



[Scorching Wave] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)



[Self Haste] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)



[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 2
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
At some point during all the conversations and discussions, Hadrian came to speak to some of the authority figures in the city. There was no lord here— but a mayor instead. They spoke about what to do with Johnathan, before finally coming to a conclusion. 
He was to be removed from his duties as the guard captain for Lulica and be placed under investigation for now. Edithe seemed satisfied with that. I was too. I was getting excited to finally tell my companions all about my plan. About what we were going to do and where we were going. But then Hadrian approached us. 
“I apologize for this sudden request, Salvos, Daniel. But may I ask for your assistance once again?”
I exchanged a look with the [Hero] who had been intently staring at a few of the Humans we brought back who looked to be in bad shape, before my shoulders sagged. Apparently, we had to help deal with cleaning up this mess; it was a simple task. We just had to escort the guards from Viechester to arrest Jonathan and safely bring the kidnapped victims back to Lulica. 
However, as I was sulking off to the side, Edithe decided to ask Hadrian a question which piqued my interest. 
“Hadrian, I didn’t mention this in the report, but there was something… odd about our encounter with the bandits.” 
The leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company blinked. 
“What kind of encounter?” 
“There was a Vampire amongst them. And she was…”
Edithe trailed off and glanced over at me. She scratched her chin.
“...violent?” 
Hadrian’s forehead creased as he heard this. A dark look came over his face and he raised a hand to cover his mouth. 
“A Vampire? Why would a descendant of the nobility resort to banditry?” 
I cocked my head, a little bit confused. Daniel and Edithe had called the bandit boss a Vampire, but I didn’t really get it. She looked like a Human to me. 
I piped up, interrupting the conversation between Hadrian and Edithe.
“What’s a Vampire, anyway?” 
The two spun to face me. Edithe grimaced. 
“Right, I forgot to explain it to you.” 
Hadrian’ raised a brow. 
“I’m surprised you haven’t heard of a Vampire, Salvos. The stories of Vampires are rather famous and told often to children. Their tale is one of glory and reward. How hard work reaps you success.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Vampires are an interesting Species. There is no single Vampire Species, rather they spread into different other Species’. In the past, Vampires were seen as a kind of parasite. A plague, if you will. Fangs on a Human were the pest ban which would result in you being shun from society. Perhaps even killed in some cases.” 
He explained, almost as if he was extremely familiar with the subject. 
“However, when the Immortal King Alexander united Humanity, he outlawed such mistreatment of Human Vampires. And when he was slain— when our Human empire was fractured by the Demon King— the Vampires were a key player that helped repel him back to the Netherworld.
“They were rewarded for their efforts. They lost such a great number that they were down to the dozens then. And each of them were granted a great amount of wealth and even Titles. Many Vampires still have Classes related to Demon hunting. Like [Demon Slayers]. They are a proud people— which is why I’m surprised a Vampire became a bandit. Perhaps… they were disgraced?” 
Hadrian mused to himself, his head facing towards the sky. I studied his face and he blinked. 
“What?”
“Are you a Vampire?” 
“What— absolutely not!” 
He took a step back. Even Edithe eyed him dubiously. Clearing his throat in an incredibly suspicious manner, the leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company spun around and spoke into his hand. 
“Listen, you three will have to head back to Lulica tomorrow. Once you’re there, you just have to ensure nothing happens and then your job is finished. Which means…” 
He addressed Daniel, Edithe, and I without even facing us. 
“Edithe.”
Hadrian finally turned back and met her gaze. 
“For the time being, you don’t have to worry about the Valiant Dreamers Company. You can go with your friends and take care of yourself. Just promise me that you’ll be safe.” 
My companion hesitated, but managed to muster up a smile. 
“I promise. Thank you, Hadrian.”
“Then I trust you three will take care of this job just fine. I’ll be returning to the headquarters and I’ll be very busy. There’s no need to see me before you leave once you’re finished. I might not even be in Viechester by then.” 
Edithe nodded and he was off. I waved goodbye at the leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company as a thought crossed my mind. Was that why that Vampire was so mad at me? And if it was— would Hadrian have accepted me if I decided to show him what I truly was like I did with Stephen?
The answer was obvious. 
And I did not like it. 




7. Apologies

“You can’t do this to me— I’ve served Lulica for almost 20 years!” 
I watched Johnathan protest as he was dragged away by a pair of armed guards. These guards were well dressed— they had a sigil showing they were from Viechester on their armor. They were pretty high leveled too, at about Level 50.
The rest of the retinue of guards from Viechester were lower leveled. They were still around Level 30, which was still high Silver— definitely higher leveled than the guards in Lulica— but we had to escort them just in case something happened. Like if the bandits had backup and decided to launch a surprise attack. 
That would have been disastrous for the city of Viechester since a large chunk of their adventurers— perhaps a quarter— were busy with a company war. It was up to the city itself to defend from possible monster attacks, as unlikely as they were, which meant that such high leveled guards were not expendable.
The scene of the guard captain of Lulica being arrested drew very little attention from the people in the town; most of them were preoccupied with something else. They were reuniting with their loved ones. Families were embracing each other, crying tears of joy. Others were searching with worried looks. And a few were wailing, after their search had proven fruitless.
Piero was one of the lucky ones. I could see him and his daughter hugging a woman. They were so tightly huddled together, I wondered if they could even separate after they were finished. The large man who I had seen at the fire the other night was another of the fortunate ones. A small boy sat on his shoulder, clinging on as if his life depended on it. 
Daniel and Edithe were fixed on this scene. I did not see the appeal. But I could tell how it made them feel. The Human man seemed almost relieved— it wasn’t the fact that he was a [Hero] that made him feel this way, it was just how he was. I remembered how he felt on the day he returned to Viechester. It was not anger, but sadness.
Edithe on the other hand, had always been the type to get more upset. Just like when I first met her, a mix of rage and melancholy drove her forward. To kill Lucerna. And while it was not envy on her face, I could tell she was not only happy. There was pity— empathy— towards those who had lost and were grieving. 
We made our way back to Viechester, arriving at the city girdled by banclite walls while the sun was still high in the sky. Johnathan would be trialed by the court here, but that was none of our business. Our job was finished. And we were free to do whatever we wanted.
Just as Hadrian said, he was not in the headquarters of the Valiant Dreamers Company. Rachel was there, being taught by Sophia in her room. The two were still not exactly comfortable with each other— but I could tell the little girl was beginning to warm up to her tutor. 
Perhaps she was finally starting to acclimate to her new environment. This place was like a home to her. The only worry I had was about the Harrowed Vindicators. But they were unlikely to strike. They hadn’t so far, and Daniel would be going far away from Rachel. 
We bade our farewells to the members of the Valiant Dreamers Company. Rachel was unhappy that we were leaving, but she did not protest and cry like before. Instead, she simply met my eyes and asked a question.
“When will you be back?”
I bent over and smiled. 
“As soon as I hit Level 100. We’ll be back in Viechester.” 
She nodded slowly, then she steeled herself. 
“Well, I’ll be Level 40 by then!” 
“No. No you won’t.” 
Sophia grabbed Rachel’s shoulders and spoke simply. 
“I will absolutely not allow you to try doing something that crazy.”
It was an understandable sentiment; I did not want Rachel to get hurt. However, if she could become strong enough to protect herself, I would have preferred that! 
“I’ll leave her in your care!” 
I beamed at Sophia and she hesitated. 
“I’ll take care of her. Make sure she doesn’t do anything stupid. And it’s not like I’m going to be doing anything too dangerous. I’ll have to look after Cless too— he’s still hurt. So, I guess I’ll just be a babysitter then.”
A small laugh left her lips, indicating that she was not particularly upset. I trusted her enough to try and keep her words. Ian was there too. He said nothing and only gave me a curt grunt. 
I grunted back at him with a smile. Edithe broke away from talking with a burly Platinum Rank adventurer. And Daniel was not particularly friendly with most of the people in the Valiant Dreamers Company. Then my companions and I were off. 
But we still had one last place to drop by before we headed to our destination. 
“Where are we going, Salvos?”
“I’ll tell you later. But first—”
My shoes clacked on the cobbled street as I spun around and clasped my hands behind my back. I looked at Edithe and grinned. 
“We’ll be dropping by the Sanctum of Elements!”
The red-haired woman paused. Then her eyes grew wide.
“Wait, you aren’t saying…”
—--
The three of us met William at the entrance of the temple; he had been waiting for us since I told him we were coming. I whispered quietly to him as I approached him.
“Do you have everything prepared?”
“We have, yes.” 
“Good! Let’s hurry then!” 
Edithe followed behind us, almost looking uncomfortable. But she tried to make small conversations with William. 
“How’s everything going with the temple?” 
“If you’re talking about the week before, the Sanctum of Elements has not made any official statements on the incident.” 
“That’s… bullshit.”
“Language, young lady.” 
The [Priest] shook his head, sighing. We rounded a corner as he continued. 
“It is because the upper echelons of the Sanctum of Elements have vested interests in working with adventurers and companies alike. However, the Den of Souls are not as kind. They take any action against one of the two other denominations as an attack against them. They have declared an inquisition.”
“An inquisition?! What?”
Daniel sputtered, staring at William in disbelief. The older man nodded. 
“Yes, the [Inquisitors] of the Den of Souls will be moving out and taking direct actions against certain members of the Iron Champions Company. They shall be disrupting their supply lines too, to aid the Valiant Dreamers in their war. And other such actions that could hurt and possibly bring the Iron Champions to ruin.” 
“Oh, uh, that’s not what I thought it was at all.” 
The [Priest] wrinkled a brow questioningly at Daniel. 
“What did you think was going to happen?” 
“Uh, I thought there was going to be something more… effective? Like countries rallying around the Den of Souls’ call.” 
“Unfortunately, the temples are far less influential than you think.”
Laughing, William led us down a familiar gilded corridor. I had been here once before, however I was sure Edithe had been here many times. But instead of putting her at ease, it seemed to rattle her nerves even more. The [Priest] finished.
“Our temples are merely supplicants to nations. We do not aid them. We connect people across borders, but we do not destroy or determine those borders. Perhaps during the time of Alexander, we could have had more influence, but now, this is what we are.”
He stepped aside and gestured for us to enter the large room ahead. 
“I’ll leave you alone, so you can have your conversation in private.” 
Edithe muttered a thanks and trudged forward. It was almost like she was walking through mud, her feet sinking with every step and slowing her from making it into the room. I waited for her inside, standing next to the two Spirits already in the room. 
It was the summoning room.
And Mistshard and Druma were standing by the summoning pool. Or rather, Mistshard was hovering over it, while Druma was seated on the ground like a collapsed tree. Edithe stared at her two former summonses, fidgeting with her fingers. 
She opened and closed her mouth several times, looking like she was unsure of what to say. Finally, Daniel gently pushed her forward and whispered something into her ear. Taking a deep breath, Edithe approached the two Spirits and spoke deliberately. 
“Hello, Mistshard, Druma.” 
Druma said nothing as he could not speak. However, he stood up and fixed his gaze on her. Mistshard perched herself on his shoulder and replied coolly. 
“Greetings, oathbreaker.”
Edithe visibly flinched at the words. I glared up at Mistshard.
“Hey! That’s rude! You said you would be nice.”
“I am being courteous as I have promised. However, I am required to address the oathbreaker by only one title— oathbreaker.”
“Well… you can just not address her, can’t you?” 
Mistshard cocked her bird-like head. She considered it for a moment, before nodding. 
“That would be agreeable.”
The [Elemental] turned back to face Edithe, waiting for the red haired woman to speak. 
“I… know I broke my contract. I know I violated my agreement with the Spirit Lord. My decision was irrational, and I wasn’t thinking straight.” 
After gathering herself from the verbal assault, Edithe managed to squeak out a voice. She did not meet the eyes of her Spirits, but she still continued. 
“However, I did what I thought was best at the moment. Not to offend you or your Lord. Or the bond we formed for the past half a year. It was because I did not want you to get hurt. Because I was tired of seeing my friends die for me.” 
She stared at the ground as her hands balled to fists. Sighing, Edithe glanced up and opened her mouth—
Only for Mistshard to flutter down in front of her and stop her. The [Elemental] stopped right in front of Edithe as luminescent smoke left her ethereal body. The body of a Spirit. Not a Mortal. But a creature like me— made from the world itself. 
Her eyes almost seemed to glow as they peered into Edithe. They held her attention, stopping her from talking. Until finally, Mistshard spoke. 
“There is no animosity here.” 
The words were simple, clear. It did not address anyone; she could not address Edithe without hurting the woman’s feelings. So, Mistshard just mouthed off to the void. 
“The contract was broken, and as per our obligations to our Lord we were returned to the Spirit Plane. Our duty falls to him and only him. Our personal sentiments— our desires to work with certain Humans— cannot interfere with his will.” 
Edithe blinked slowly, uncomprehending her words. The Greater Spirit lowered her head and closed her eyes, leaning close to the [Summoner]’s face. 
“I am sorry.” 
Druma stood beside her. The two of them bowed to Edithe, as if they were the ones apologizing. Edithe was left speechless. Then she stepped forward and hugged them. 
The three said nothing more. There was nothing left to be said. Some time passed, and eventually the Spirits had to return to the Spirit Plane. We had to leave too— we could not hog the use of the summoning room freely. 
I waved goodbye at Druma and Mistshard. I gestured at my arms and grinned at the [Yaksha].
“I have four arms too now! Just like you!”
He looked over me and offered me a gentle pat on the head. Then he entered the summoning pool and disappeared into Spirit Plane. Mistshard hovered over the water for a moment, eyeing Edithe. Icicles dropped from her eyes, like she was crying but the tears froze upon forming.
“Goodbye.”
“Bye.”
Edithe spoke softly and Mistshard was gone. With the last of our farewells made, my companions and I left the Sanctum of Elements. William simply nodded at Edithe as she left, and she returned the gesture. The two were probably used to this by now. 
Finally, we were ready to leave. Edithe stretched her back and let out a small chuckle.
“That was exhausting.”
“I didn’t do anything but watch, but even I’m tired from that.” 
Daniel agreed, shaking his head. I stood off to the side, eagerly bouncing from my toes. My companions both turned to face me with an inquiring glance. 
“So, uh, where exactly are we going, Salvos? You haven't said.”
The Human man asked. Edithe made a noise of agreement, the curiosity on her face evident. I giggled and spun around, finally revealing the trip I had planned.
“We’ll be going east! Past Nixa and even the Vaun Qieur Empire!” 
I clapped my hands as they exchanged a glance.
“There, we’ll be going to the Plaguelands, where we’ll fight a bunch of those mindless undead I keep hearing about to get stronger, then we’ll be paying a visit to the land of the Kobolds!” 
…
“What?!”
The pair exclaimed at the same time, probably unable to suppress their excitement.




Side Story 2: Saffron

SAFFRON Merryster was sitting on a luxurious, velvet couch, sipping on some tea when her butler strutted in through the double doors to her room. She set down the porcelain cup onto its saucer, turning to him with a frown.
“What are you doing here, Matthew?”
He stopped at the doorway, one arm wrapped across his chest and the other at parade rest. Donning a black suit and gray tie, he stood in stark contrast to the green and gold wallpaper that decorated the room’s background.
Normally, his presence would not be unwelcome; he was her personal servant. More than that, he oversaw her affairs beyond just providing her with nourishments and snacks; he assisted her in managing her schedule, informed her of anything noteworthy, as well as simply kept her from neglecting her duties as a daughter of the Merryster Dukedom.
That should not have been the case here, however, considering that Saffron was abroad in Mavos Academy right now.
“Why did you return? I do not believe I have made a request to the family for your arrival.”
“Apologies, Lady Saffron.”
The man bowed his head and she sighed.
“Enough with that. Just answer my question. Did father send you? Or was it mother? I don’t recall ever giving either of them reason to believe that my independence had waned me in my responsibilities towards them.”
“No, you have not. If I may, Lady Saffron, I have come here out of my own volition after requesting permission from your father.”
That elicited a reaction from the noble. It was subtle, but a brow was raised just fractionally.
“And what could have possibly driven you to such an action?”
“This, Lady Saffron.”
Matthew presented her with a vial. Narrowing her eyes, Saffron took a step forward and nodded at him.
“Ah, this is a very good reason indeed.”
She quickly slipped the vial into her personal Bag of Holding, designed to look like an ordinary purse, and spun on her heels.
“Does father and mother know about this?”
“They are aware of my trip, as I’ve said, Lady Saffron.”
“I meant this delivery.”
Saffron snapped her purse shut and slung it over her shoulder. The bag flattened the seams of her frilly dress, lightly resting on her waist.
“I made it certain that they were only aware of the message I am delivering.”
“Message?”
Blinking, she regarded her butler. He produced a piece of paper with neat scribbles imprinted on it. Saffron accepted the message and read it aloud.
“Dear Miss— wait, Miss is crossed out. Dear Lady Saffron, how are you… it’s crossed out again.”
Saffron took a deep breath and faced her butler.
“Did you really have to include all of this in the letter?”
“It was what I received.”
“You’re honestly so childish, sometimes.”
She snorted as her eyes ran over the message, only reading everything that was necessary to know.
Dear Lady Saffron,
I hope you have been well. I am writing this letter to you to take on the offer you’ve so kindly given me months back, when we last met. My acquaintances have recently run into troubles and are in dire need of support, whether it be something more official or more discreet.
I’m not sure if you’ve heard, but recently the Valiant Dreamers Company located in the Sunmere Republic declared war with the Iron Champions Company located in Nixa. I know the latter’s affiliation with your country will sway you towards their cause, especially since the former appears to be the aggressor, but I assure you if you look into the events you will find out that the war was instigated entirely by the Iron Champions Company.
The company war thus far has been incredibly costly to the Valiant Dreamers Company, depleting them of their most prized resources as well as disrupting their regular business. Relief and support would very much be appreciated, but if the Merryster Dukedom could simply withhold their support for the Iron Champions Company, it would be enough.
I look forward to hearing back from you soon.
Kind regards,
Salvos
“...and for whatever reason, Princess— the Title— was crossed out just before Salvos.”
“It’s what was written in the letter.”
Sighing, Saffron studied the message sent once more. While she had only met this Salvos for a brief period of time during an escort mission, there was a lot she gleaned from that short encounter.
For one thing, such a message could not have been transcribed by Salvos. Either the man accompanying her, Daniel, helped her write this. Or someone else did.
Either or, one thing was clear; Salvos wanted Saffron to somehow help the Valiant Dreamers in the recently announced company war. It was something the lady was made aware of purely because it involved her own country. Especially considering the size of the two companies— it was something she had to at least keep up with.
But actively trying to make a difference was less than ideal. Her father had dealings with the Iron Champions which would make such an action almost impossible. Brushing a hand to the side, Saffron handed the letter back to Matthew and spoke dismissively.
“I have a meeting to arrange, so write a letter for me back to Salvos telling her that my hands are tied. I have no sway over the matter, and the offer I had given her did not extend to such matters. It was for personal favors, not anything of this significance. Do make it sound apologetic— I’d rather not hurt her feelings. I quite liked the girl.”
Starting forward, Saffron made her way to the doorway made out of the rather expensive symphon trees. The orange red wood had a unique scent to it, which made it vied for by most ladies. All it did was give off the smell of a lavender perfume— something which Saffron could have easily afforded hundreds of bottles of.
Yet, she still paid for the installment of such an expensive material when she had chosen out her dorm room. The reason was simple.
Saffron clutched the vial inside of her bag and craned back to face her butler.
“She’s so young, innocent, and sweet. Even if she’s a Gold Rank adventurer, you can’t help but just want to ensure nothing bad happens to her.”
Matthew raised a dubious brow.
“Even if you are the one who wants to hurt her?”
“Hurt her? Please. It’s nothing that sinister.”
Licking her lips, the lady pushed the door open and entered the gilded hallway. The flickering candlelight lining up the walls glinted in her deep, red eyes.
“All I want is just a little taste of her blood, that’s all.”
Saffron Merryster (Lady)
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—--
“This better be important, Saffron.”
A deep, growling voice called out as the door burst open. Saffron glanced up from her seat at the table in the dimly lit room, a smile spreading across her face.
“Ah, Adney, you finally made it.”
The broad shouldered man groused over to the last empty chair and took a heavy seat. He wore nothing but a vest around his shoulder, revealing his muscled body covered in scars.
“The commoner runs late, of course he does.”
Beatrice grinned a toothy smile, not even bothering to hide the two fangs poking out for all to see. Adney glared back.
“Unlike you nobles who used nothing but your parents' platinum to pay your way into the academy, I have to fund my education myself.”
“As a barbaric adventurer.”
Sneering, Beatrice leaned back on her chair and crossed her legs. Adney stood up, but the fourth and final person in the room spoke.
“Come on now. Adney, don’t fall for Beatrice’s provocations and prove her right. And Beatrice, for someone who brags about your noble heritage, I would have expected you to be less uncouth.”
The two turned to Valda. She was the youngest of them all— a child prodigy who entered Mavos Academy at only fourteen years old. Even though her words were reasonable, she had a playful look on her face that only fanned the flames even more.
Before anything else could happen, however, Saffron raised a hand. She did not speak. There were no words that could settle down the three of them. So, all Saffron did was lift up the vial from her bag.
The three paused their squabbling and stared at the black liquid in the bottle. Then finally, the silence burst into a babble of questions.
“Is that really what I think it is?”
“Are you going to share it with us?”
“Where and how did you get that?!”
Setting it down on the table, Saffron began answering their questions one by one.
“Yes. Yes. And I got it from Nixa. There have been recent events in the country that allowed its procurement. Ones that I have personally had my people investigate, which led to this.”
She shook the bottle, swishing the liquid inside. Adney frowned and crossed his arms, settling back into his chair.
“Demon’s blood. You’re saying there has been a recent surge in Demon summonings in your country?”
“There have been plenty. Two in the past year. One of them made quite the news— I’m surprised you haven’t heard of it.”
Grunting, he averted his gaze from her.
“I do not pay attention to the news.”
“But I do!”
Valda excitedly perked up. Her eyes were glued to the vial of Demon’s blood sitting at the table.
“The two were slain by the same adventurers, right? One of them destroyed a bunch of cities and towns. The other was killed after it was summoned.”
“Indeed. The [Djinn] called the Destroyer, and the other who died upon summoning. They were killed by an adventurer named Salvos. I met her briefly. She was quite the peculiar girl.”
Saffron smiled as she remembered the sweet scent of Salvos. It was so alluring— almost attractive. She almost couldn’t believe that the adventurer had been Human. But Saffron had checked for illusions and there were none.
Beatrice’s voice broke Saffron out of her thoughts. 
“Why are you sharing this with us? Wouldn’t it be better kept within the hands of your family?”
“You and I both know the reason why I’m doing this. The old guard does not care like we do. They revel in the rewards they have been given, forgetting their duties.”
“And that is?”
The question was almost stupid; the four of them had met before attending the academy. In fact, most of them weren’t in the same year. Beatrice was about to graduate, Adney was in his second year, and both Saffron and Valda were freshmen.
It was their shared interests that brought them together once before. Not just them, but others of their age. The ones who saw the change in the recent years.
“Mother and father are complacent. They are ignoring all the signs. They do not believe that it’s coming. That he is trying to make a return.”
Saffron replied, steadfast.
“Cults all around the Human lands are moving. They are all acting, as if issued some sort of command. They’re infiltrating high places. And now, there’s even rumors of that Archdemon in the Motharis… this is a sign. Beatrice. Regnorex is at the gates. And he shall bring with him the same devastation as before.”
A chill creeped up her shoulder. Her own words did not strike fear into her— it was the truth she knew ingrained within it that did. Uncorking the vial before her, Saffron began pouring an equal share of the Demon’s blood into four different glasses.
She passed out the glasses to each of the Vampires in the room. They all stared down at the black liquid, almost downing it immediately. But her words stopped them.
“We need to get stronger. Each of us young Vampires. While the old wanes away, satisfied with filling their bellies and relishing in their riches. Their memory fades due to age, but we are young and we remember. This is our job. The duty our Species had been given by Alexander during his reign. We are Demon hunters. We helped drive Regnorex once before, but can we really do it again?”
The three others sat in a dour silence. The burly man opened his mouth to speak.
“When I get to Level 100 and unlock a Subspecies—”
“How long will that take, Adney?”
Saffron’s gaze pierced into him, cutting off his words.
“And will that really be enough? You know what level Alexander was said to be. And the Demon King slayed him.”
“Then what are we here for?”
Beatrice asked snappishly.
“What are we even doing?”
“We’re getting stronger. But not to face him— no.”
Shaking her head, Saffron raised her glass and looked into the black liquid reflecting her face. Her lips were pressed into a thin line, a serious look that did not instill any confidence in herself.
Valda piped up in an uncertain voice.
“Then what are you saying, Saffron? If we can’t do anything, what are we here for?”
“I’m not saying we do nothing. We do what’s best. Investigate these rumors about the Inoria Empire. Find out more about that Archdemon in the Motharis. And we do whatever we can to prevent the return of Regnorex.”
Saffron raised her glass and the three others followed after her. They clinked their drinks together and downed it all in one gulp. All at once, they recited the oath they were taught as children, but the adults never adhered to.
“Regnorex is at the gates, but we still guard its halls. The Demons will come and we will hold them off. We are Vampires. [Demon Slayers]. And they shall all fall from the walls.”
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8. Crossing Borders

Daniel and Edithe followed me as I led them through the winding roads beyond Viechester. With our farewells said and done, there was nothing left for us to do at the city. We had packed everything we needed beforehand; both their storage equipment carried most of it, so we did not need to bring big bags with us. 
I wore a few of my new purchases on me. Nothing too fancy. Apparently, Medium Grade items and above were often hard to come upon. I could always just create my own, so I did not bother getting anything that was not simply supplementary.
One of the items I got was a leg bangle. The merchant had called it a Band of Resistance. Daniel almost mistook it for something in his world when I mentioned it to him, but it was a completely different thing. A single chain was wrapped around my leg, with some inscriptions engraved onto it. And apparently, that would have helped me resist against ailment effects like burning or poison. 
And blight.
That was what I especially had to look out for, considering we were going to the Plaguelands. Daniel and Edithe, seemingly enthused at first, began to voice their disagreements with the idea as we marched down the gravelly path. 
“Salvos, I don’t think this is a good idea. Look, I know of a few Dungeons around the area. They’re Platinum Rank threats too! Just like the Brilsum Ruins! We can start off there and then maybe work our way up to the Plaguelands?”
“Yeah, I agree with her. This is, uh, not the best idea you have. In fact, it is probably one of the worst.” 
I stared at the pair, aghast. 
“What’s wrong with going to the Plaguelands? I think it’s a wonderful idea!”
They exchanged a look then spoke at the same time.
“It’s a Diamond Rank area…” 
“Exactly!” 
I beamed back at them. They still did not seem to understand. So, I began to explain. 
“I’ve done a lot of research, since you Humans keep needing to sleep. I’ve stayed up all night reading books from your libraries and stuff. And they all say the same thing! The Plaguelands are full of these creatures called undead!” 
My logic seemed to bounce off some thick shell covering the heads of the Humans. They were perplexed. Confusion was evident on their faces. I crossed my arms. 
“Skeletons, Ghouls, Wights, Draugrs! They are mindless and wild— even more so than Centinels. And the most important part is: they aren’t even alive!”
Comprehension finally settled into my companions. However, instead of the understanding nods I was expecting, there was a sigh, a shaking of the head. Edithe stepped forward and began to explain. 
“Look, Salvos, I’m not exactly… in the best shape to fight right now. I can only cast spells equivalent to someone 10 levels lower than me, and Daniel is just a Level 70 [Warrior]. Maybe you can survive fighting in the Plaguelands, but neither of us can. Even if you prefer this, the fact is we’ll die.” 
I frowned. Daniel seemed to agree with her. And then I grinned and started around a nearby tree. 
“What are you doing, Salvos?” 
“Changing!” 
“Wait, here?!”
The Human man hurriedly turned away while Edithe tried to stop me. I waved her off. 
“We’ve already left Viechester! I’m done keeping secrets. It’s not fun.” 
I winked over at Daniel, and although he didn’t see it since he was pointedly facing the ground, he still tensed up. Edithe however, did not pick up on the cue even as my body started to shift. 
I was glad she did not, because that was meant only for him. It was his choice— his secret. However, I have had to pretend to be a Human for so long. And I was getting sick and tired of it. 
I stepped forward and placed one of my four hands on the red haired woman’s shoulder. She looked up at me, hesitating. 
“This is dangerous. If someone sees you—” 
“We’ll move away from the roads and keep away from Human sight. Plus, I can always change back if I sense anyone approaching us! I have [Passive - A Hunter’s Sense], after all!” 
Smiling, I spoke reassuringly to Edithe. 
“I know you may not think I’m the most reliable person, but I’ve learned a lot since coming to the Mortal Realm. I know better than to get in trouble over nothing. The same goes for heading to the Plaguelands. We aren’t just going to charge in and attack a horde of Level 100 Skeletons! We’ll be smarter than that. Draw them in slowly. Use teamwork to take them out one by one.” 
She still seemed uncertain, however my mind was set. She had let me decide where we were going. I had promised Edithe I would make her stronger. She did not want to forego her Class. So, we just had to advance her Class to something even better. 
Gesturing at my companions to follow me, I started into the forest and led them through the country of Nixa.
—--
A day later, Edithe and Daniel took charge of directions. 
“Aw, why?”
“You’re terrible at directions, Salvos.” 
“Yeah, at least I know how to use a map.”
The Human woman did not get what he meant by that, but she agreed anyway. We made our way through Nixa, staying close to but away from the roads where Humans could possibly see me. The Sunmere Republic disappeared far behind us, and even though I wanted to pay a visit to Silvergrove or Hazelbury— just to hear the oo’s and the ah’s from those there who knew me and saw how much I leveled, I knew it was pointless.
We ran into quite a few monsters through our path. However, that was what I had intended; not only could I remain as myself without being forced to constantly wear a Human skin, we could work Edithe’s way up before reaching the Plaguelands. 
“Go, Edithe!” 
I yelled from the side as she cast spells and flung them at the swarm of [Vurats] attacking her. The monsters flapped their jagged wings and charged her, but droves of them fell from the Gold Rank adventurer’s spells. 
She panted, hands clasped on her knees as she cast a glare at me then at Daniel who was playing with his sword’s scabbard.
“You know, you could have helped me, right? Those were fucking Silver Rank threats! Not something that would help me level.” 
“That’s the point!”
I grinned back at her. She faced me with a frown as I elaborated. 
“We’re helping you refine the use of your spells. Since you can’t rely on half of your Skills right now, we want you to get used to fighting without them. What better way to test that than by fighting monsters below your level?
“That’s… oddly well thought out for you, Salvos.” 
“Hey! I take offense to that!” 
I feigned hurt.
We fought more monsters and continued through the country. Until finally, a month passed and we arrived at the Vaun Qieur Empire’s borders.
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There was a border check we had to go through. I briefly had to revert to my Mortal Form because of that. I folded all four of my arms defiantly at first, turning away from my companions when they insisted I had to change. 
“If we go into the country without receiving the proper documentation, we’d be criminals. Wanted by the law.”
“No!” 
“Salvos—”
“Nuh!”
“Uh, what?”
I finally acquiesced.  We passed through a bridge with a small, castellated fort sitting on the other side and the guards there studied us thoroughly. They wore rather decorated armor, unlike the ones I had seen in Nixa and the Sunmere Republic. But it was not special. Not like an adventurer or high leveled guard’s armor. 
This was purely aesthetic. 
“Adventurers?” 
A guard with a scarred face looked us over with suspicious eyes. I nodded eagerly back at him. 
“We are! Platinum Ranks, see?” 
I produced my badge and he took note of it. Despite the fact that I was literally twice his level, he pushed me and waved me through. I frowned. Rude. 
“Just get a move on if you’ve paid your fee, I don’t care if you’re Platinum or nothin’.” 
Daniel was treated far less harshly for whatever reason. But Edithe received the same shove as me. Narrowing my eyes, I watched as another group showed up at the guardpost. They were merchants, mostly Human barring a single Cyclops.
“Let’s just go.”
Edithe tugged at my arms, but I stood still and watched as everyone in the merchant except for the Cyclops was let through. In fact, the guards at the gates jeered at the Cyclops man and even pushed him back towards the bridge. 
One of them— the one who pushed me— was just about to hurl a rock when I grabbed his arm. He grunted and snapped back to face me. 
“What do you think you’re doing? Let go of me you damn bitch!”
“Hi. You know, you pushed me, right?”
I ignored him as he struggled as Edithe and Daniel watched me from behind; they were caught up in uncertainty, that they were not prepared for what I was about to do next. 
“I don’t like being attacked.” 
“What are you—”
I punched the Human man in the face, sending him flying a good distance. Just before I delivered the punch, I had activated my Amulet of Strength. Just to add the extra bit of air time. 
Everyone stared at what I had just done, including the Cyclops man whose one eye was wide open fixed upon me. I scratched the back of my head and gestured behind me. 
“You might want to run.” 
“She assaulted a guard of the Vaun Qieur Empire, seize her!” 
The guards in the fort exploded into action. Edithe looked at me— she wanted to come to my aid, but Daniel stopped her.
“She asked us to run, let’s go!” 
I watched as they made their escape, but the Cyclops man stood dumbly with his heavy bag on his back. What are you doing? Move! I sighed and then breathed out brilliant blue flames up into the air. 
The [Archers] and [Mages] who were taking aim at me from the walls covered their eyes as the glare blinded them. The [Warriors] drew back from the intense heat, and in that moment where everyone was inert, [Self Haste] propelled me towards the Cyclops man and I grabbed his arm. 
“Come on!”
He bumbled forward, following me as I pulled him through and past the small fort. Spells exploded overhead and arrows landed around us. One splintered and broke on my back, tearing through my Unique Grade jacket. 
I spun around and sent a simple Blazing Bolt back their way, missing all of the guards on purpose, but leaving a smoldering hole on the gray stone wall. 
That left enough of an impression on the [Archers] to pull back and take cover from my attacks. I smiled and finally pulled the Cyclops man to safety. 
I found Daniel and Edithe soon after. The pair wore unhappy looks. The former had his hands buried in his face as he sat on a rock while the latter was pacing around with her arms crossed. 
“Why did you do that, Salvos?” 
She stopped and demanded from me. I shrugged. 
“I didn’t like how they were acting. Also, that man pushed me.” 
Edithe let out a frustrated sigh, however she did not prod me with any more questions. Instead, she shook her head in resignation and turned to the Cyclops man. 
“I… apologize for my friend here. She got you into a lot of trouble. Sometimes she’s kind of impulsive?”
She spoke hesitantly, unsure of how the Cyclops man would react. Then she blinked as if she remembered something and quickly bowed her head. 
The Cyclops man let out a hearty chuckle and waved a hand.
“No, no, no. I appreciate her aid. If I could not have gone through this country, I would have been unable to proceed on my journey. Salvos, was it?” 
He spun to face me and lowered the cap covering his bald head. I nodded.
“That’s me!” 
“Thank you for your assistance.” 
“Of course!” 
I beamed and turned triumphantly to Edithe. Then I focused back to him and cocked my head. 
“What’s your name anyway? And where are you going?” 
“Me?” 
He drew back, slowly lowering his arms. 
“Ah, I am Adan. A traveling merchant. And I wish to take my wares to the land of the Kobolds.




9. Big and Scary Demon

It was only when we were certain we were far enough away and not being pursued, did we set up camp. As usual, I helped start the fire with my magic while my companions got to work with preparing their meals and their whole sleeping layout thing. 
Once I was finished with my job, I ignored the two Humans and instead sidled up to the Cyclops man I had aided. He was a traveling merchant who just so happened to be heading in the same direction as us. 
“Adan, right?” 
I peered into his face inquisitively; he was not like Jaakko, who had a hardened look with a large jaw that extended over his mouth. His face was rounder— his entire body was rounder. As if he just had too much to eat. 
“Ah, yes. And you are Salvos, yes?” 
Nodding, I refrained from verbally confirming my identity since Daniel told me it was rude. I grinned and leaned over to him. 
“Do you know Jaakko?”
There was a raised brow. A single raised brow, since he only had one eye. That seemed to be enough to answer my question. 
“Huh, nevermind… so, why are you going to the land of the Kobolds?” 
The Cyclops man raised a tin canister and deliberately sips from it, before taking a refreshed breath and answering the question. 
“Such inquisitiveness. Most Humans do not possess that— when they hear of my destination, they spit at the ground and laugh.” 
“Well, I’m not most Humans. I’m Salvos!”
I could not resist the urge. Also, I was not technically lying. Adan bellowed a laugh, grabbing at his belly and shaking his head. 
“I can see that. Ah, to think you would actually attack a guard of the Vaun Qieur Empire while in the presence of one of its forts. It was a smaller one, but a fort nonetheless.” 
“I didn’t like how he pushed me!” 
“Of course, Humans have such odd… perspectives on gender sometimes. However, to answer your question, I am simply a merchant. I go to wherever I can, selling my goods to anyone who desires to purchase them. And it just so happens that I am stocked up on merchandise that is considered valuable in those lands.” 
I cocked my head and identified him. He was a Level 56 [Trader]. Not particularly high leveled if he was a [Warrior] or [Mage] or some other combat Class. But as a non combat Class, he was one of the highest leveled ones I had seen thus far. 
“You’re going all the way to the land of the Kobolds just to sell some stuff?” 
“Not any ‘stuff’. Look here.” 
He produced something from his bag. It was white, almost shiny, and I recognized it immediately.
“Banclite?” 
“Yes.” 
Adan pocketed the antimagic piece of ore and leaned back against his large sack. 
“Banclite is not something too uncommon in the Human lands, and it is even plentiful in the Beastmen plains further to the west. However, these ores are far more rare to the east. Dwarfs are known to be willing to spend an exorbitant sum of gold coins simply to acquire it. And while Kobolds do not trade in coins, they offer other such recompense.” 
I narrow my eyes for a moment, and then the implication hits me. 
“So, you give them common items which are cheap here, for common items there— which are rare here, so they’re expensive and…”
Trailing off, I glanced up at Adan. 
“Did I get that right?”
He smiled.
“You did.” 
I beamed, satisfied at myself. However, before I could interrogate the Cyclops man even more, a voice from the side cut us off. Daniel approached us, facing him. 
“Hey, uh, Mr Adan, would you care to join us for our meal? Just as apologies for the trouble.” 
I made a face of disgust. Adan did not. He happily accepted my Human companion’s offer. I had to join them in pretending to eat— or at least, I was doing the pretending— before I had to go and pretend to sleep. 
—--
Since Adan was traveling in the same direction as us, we decided it would be better for us ‘criminals’— as Daniel called us— to go together. We would probably have to go our separate ways some time before the Plaguelands. And while I enjoyed the new company, I was a little upset because…
“Yum… delicious food is so good…”
I only barely managed to stop myself from choking on the soup Adan had made. Apparently, it was a delicacy from his culture; the meat he used was not actually meat, but a kind of minced fish or something. To me, it was all the same: terrible.
The Cyclops man eyed me with his single eye almost suspiciously, as if he suspected something was off. I could not blame him; I was not even trying to be discreet at all. 
I had put in effort in faking it when I was in Viechester, but this was supposed to be my time. I quickly excused myself from the brief lunch meal and went off into a nearby thicket to puke. 
“Gross.”
“Are you alright, Salvos?”
A voice drew my attention. It was Edithe. She pushed aside a tree branch, rustling its leaves, as she approached me. 
“You haven’t seemed well for the past few days.” 
I scowled and crossed my arms. 
“Of course not!” 
The Human woman walked up next to me and took a seat. She studied my face for a moment. Then she sighed. 
“Is it because you’ve been forced to eat and sleep since Adan’s been around?” 
“Yep, there’s that. And also…” 
Taking a deep breath, I began to recount the reason why I was upset; the thing that had been sowing grief within me since we arrived at the Vaun Qieur Empire. 
“This was supposed to be my trip. That’s why you let me arrange it! It was supposed to be relieving for me— I was supposed to be free from pretending.” 
“Free from pretending?” 
She gave me an inquisitive glance. I shifted my feet uncomfortably— it was not like she could understand what I was feeling. Edithe was a Human who lived amongst Humans. They accepted her… usually. 
Sometimes they acted weird because she was a woman or whatever, but this went beyond that. 
“All I’ve done since I have become a [Changeling] has been pretend. Sure, I do like pretending sometimes. It’s fun pretending to be a Princess with Rachel. However, pretending to not be me and pass it off as me is just…”
“You dislike it.” 
“I really do!”
I drew my knees into my chest and hugged it. 
“Jaakko, Helen, and Zack. When I last saw them before they left Viechester, they called me their friend. That was why they came to help me when they heard Daniel and I were being hunted by the Harrowed Vindicators. And Saffron too, she gave me an artifact to contact her with. Even though she rejected my request for her aid towards the Valiant Dreamers Company, she reassured me that since we’re friends, she would answer something more personal.”
Sighing, I cast my gaze up towards the sky. Edithe followed it, sitting next to me as the clouds above floated freely through the world. The blue skies were its Lair, an ocean where they could go wherever they wanted without worry.
“If they ever found out what I truly am, wouldn’t they hate me? Hadrian too. Especially him. Since he’s a Vampire, wouldn’t he want to kill me just like that bandit lady did?” 
There was a moment of silence. Neither of us said anything. Until finally, there was a soft laugh. Edithe was giggling, her hands covering her mouth and her lips curled up into a smile. 
“W-what?” 
I stared at her, shifting back slightly. For a moment, I saw someone else there. My red companion who loomed over the red haired woman. He was laughing at me— and I did not understand why. But then I was back in reality and Edithe was gently grasping my hand. 
“It’s nothing. I’m just a little bit surprised to see you worry over such things, that’s all.” 
“I worry about a lot of things!”
I protested but she waved it off. 
“Honestly, Salvos, if you’re really tired of going around as a Human, we could always split ways with Adan— something we suggested but you shot down.” 
“Because I like him…”
“And the only reason he’s with us in the first place is because you decided to cause a fuss which got all of us in trouble. This is just a consequence of your own actions.” 
She was right. I knew that, and yet I pouted anyway. Edithe smiled however, undeterred by my dour mood. She scooted over closer to me, her voice carrying a kind tone as she lifted my chin. 
“But it doesn’t have to be this way, you know? Sometimes there are solutions. Sometimes, you’ve just got to ask.” 
“What do you mean? Doesn’t everyone hate Demons?”
“Most Humans do, yes. But fuck them. Who cares about them.” 
I stared at her judgingly.
“You were one of them!” 
“I was. But not anymore. I am often an idiot, so I do think my statement holds true especially to the past me.”
A brush of wind swept past as Edithe faced me. 
“Sometimes, your problems can be resolved if you just communicate. Not all the time. But this time, you probably can.” 
“Why is that?”
“Because Cyclopes aren’t like Humans. They don’t follow the same traditions we do. You have heard of the stories haven’t you? The reason why Humans hate Demons.” 
I shrugged. I did read some things about it, and Daniel had told me some information as well. It just was not something I particularly cared about. The reason did not change the effect, which was how I lived, and how I would have to adapt to survive.
“Cyclops society does not have a reason to hate Demons. In fact, I do not think they frequently interact with Spirits either, since the Spirit Lord never made a contract with their Species. So, if you just talk to Adan about it, I’m sure he wouldn’t have a problem with it.”
“You think so?”
I felt a surge of hope rise up within me. The thought that I would not have to eat or pretend to sleep gave me strength. I glanced over at Edithe with big, round eyes. 
And she shrugged.
“Maybe? I don’t fucking know… but it probably will work?” 
“Huh.”
I pointed an accusing finger at her. 
“You lied to me!”
“I did not. I’m just offering you a suggestion, Salvos. Look, it doesn’t hurt to try asking him some prodding questions—”
“Liar!”
I stuck out a tongue like Rachel sometimes did. Edithe shook her head. 
“Also, there’s no way Hadrian is a Vampire.”
“He is! He definitely, definitely is—”
—--
After that conversation with Edithe, I found Adan sitting alone in a small clearing. He had his bag placed leaning against a rock as a bunch of trinkets were strewn about, arranging them neatly in rows. 
He was rubbing at his chin, murmuring to himself as I walked up behind him. 
“...perhaps I can sell some of the mithril ores in a Human city before I reach Unarith. Kobolds have no use for metal, after all.” 
The Cyclops man paused and glanced back at me. 
“Ah, Salvos, did you need something?” 
I walked up next to him, eyes fixed on the inventory of goods he had. A few bright objects caught my attention, however I focused and turned to him. 
“Yep. Actually, I wanted to ask you a question.”
He waited for a moment as I took a deep breath. There was no point being reticent. I could have skirted around what I wanted to know, slowly trying to direct the conversation to what I wanted, but that was such a weird Human thing to do. So, I spoke simply. 
“What do you think of Demons? Do you hate them, or are you fine with them?” 
Adan paused, blinking. He glanced over at me with his single eye, thinking for a moment. Then he shrugged. 
“I am fine with Demons as long as they are fine with me.” 
I narrowed my eyes. There had to be more than that, right? I tried again. 
“Even if they are big and scary and with four arms?” 
“Especially if they are big and scary and with four arms.” 
He chuckled and collected his items, putting them back in his bag. I cocked my head.
“A Demon that’s big and scary and could rip me in half is one I’d rather be on the good side of. Ah, unless being on its side draws the ire of an army of angry Humans. Then I would prefer to be left alone completely.” 
I blinked, taking a step back. Then I narrowed my eyes.
“You’re not very loyal, are you?”
“I am what I’d like to call ‘pragmatic’.” 
He smiled, drawing out a grin from me. I placed my hands on my hips and stared up at him. 
“Then what if I told you I was that big and scary Demon?” 
Adan frowned and folded his arms across his broad chest. Then he let out a light laugh. 
“That is something I would very much be interested in seeing.” 
“Really?” 
I perked up. Spinning around, I quickly ran behind a tree.
“Wait here for a moment.”
I transformed out of my Mortal Form after undressing and returned quickly. I was now as tall as the Cyclops man. He had a look of disbelief on his face. Before a smile cracked up on his lips.
“See?”
“I do see. And it seems I gave the correct answer, didn’t I, Ms Big and Scary Demon?” 
I beamed back at him, happy that I made the right decision too. I was tired of pretending. Maybe I would have to resume pretending once we returned from the Plaguelands. But for now, I was free to be me. 




10. Blight

“Salvos, uh…” 
“Huh?” 
I glanced over at Daniel as he stared at me. He scratched at his chin as I walked ahead of him next to Adan. The Cyclops man and I were of similar height; together, we towered over the two measly Humans accompanying us. 
Perhaps that was why the [Hero] wore such an uncomfortable look on his face. 
“Didn’t you say that you were, uh, tired of pretending?” 
“That’s right! It’s exhausting pretending to be someone I’m not all the time!” 
I crossed my large arms. They were bulky, and they covered half my chest with their size alone. Daniel exchanged a look with Edithe, then he raised an uncertain hand. 
“So, why are you pretending to be a Cyclops?” 
Blinking my single eye, I looked down at myself. 
“Ah.”
I mimicked what Adan would say, before a smile spread across my face. I twirled around, the traditional dull gray Cyclops robes I had been lent being brushed by the wind as I came to a stop. 
“I thought it would be fun! I’ve never tried to be any other Mortal before, and Adan thought it would be a good idea for when we’re near roads like right now!” 
The Human man pinched the bridge of his nose, letting out a strained sigh. 
“After you made such a big deal about it too…” 
“Come on Daniel—” 
Edithe jabbed him lightly with her elbow, a slight giggle escaping her lips. 
“Just admit that you’re upset you can’t see her as a Human.” 
“Wait, what?! No— that’s not it at all!” 
His face turned beet red as she continued to tease him; I focused my attention forward, marching next to Adan as we approached a bridge that cut over a rushing river. I narrowed my single eye as I saw a group of armed figures making their way through. 
They were not dressed in the same armor or clothing as the soldiers of the Vaun Qieur Empire. However, they were wearing uniforms, each marked with some kind of emblem that showed a vertical cut running through a claw. 
“Hey, who are those guys?” 
I interrupted my companions bickering as I pointed out those Humans who were making their way to us. Edithe paused mid laughter and turned to them while Daniel shrugged. 
“Uh, I don’t know?” 
The Human man was seemingly just as clueless as me. But the Cyclops man and my other companion spoke up at the same time. 
“They’re the Forsaken Company. Ah, one of the Three Honorable Companies.” 
“That’s right, they’re the ones responsible for protecting the Human lands during a Kobold invasion. They’ve even repelled four of them since their company was formed, more than both the other Honorable Companies have despite being newer.”
“And what is an Honorable Company?” 
I had heard that title tossed around quite often, however I never once bothered to ask about it. It was just a name. I did not think too much about names. Especially since they were only mentioned in passing. Now, however, I identified one of the few adventurers ahead of me as they got within range of my General Skill. 
[Warrior - Lvl. 103]
Strong, I thought as I examined the man with the broadsword. He was swinging it around at one of his companions, playfully swiping at them like a child playing a game. 
Edithe shrugged.
“It’s kind of arbitrary, but… the Honorable Companies are said to be the biggest and most influential companies out of all adventuring companies out there. And they have been tasked with the duty to defend us from any outside forces that attack our lands.” 
“Huh.” 
The group of Diamond Rank and Platinum Rank adventurers passed by us, heading down the road we came from as they laughed and yelled at each other. Adan kept his head facing forward. It was as if he did not want them to take notice of him. Edithe seemed slightly nervous as well, for whatever reason. Only Daniel and I were not unnerved by their passing at all. 
Then one of the adventurers— the Human man with the broadsword— stopped. He spun around and eyed our group.
“Hey, you there!” 
I paused and turned back. 
“Me?” 
“Yeah, you Platinums. Where are you guys going? I don’t recall there being a Platinum Ranked Dungeon anywhere around these parts.”
“Oh, we’re not going to a Platinum Rank Dungeon.” 
I replied honestly. He narrowed his eyes then took a step forward. 
“Oi, if you’re trying to hide a Dungeon from us— you know the Forsaken Company doesn’t like that. Especially not in our territory.”
“Seth, what are you doing?” 
One of his companions pulled him back and whispered into his ear. He harrumphed and folded his arms.  
“I’m making sure we aren’t being swindled by a group of stray adventurers right now. There’s no reason for Platinums to be heading in that direction on their own. The only thing that awaits them there is the Plaguelands.”
“Actually, that’s where we’re—” 
I raised a hand but was cut off suddenly by Edithe. 
“Actually, we were just helping escort our friend here to Ghostlight. He’s her brother, you see? And a [Trader]. He was worried about getting harassed or attacked if he traveled on his own, so he hired us.” 
The Human man with the broadsword frowned. He seemed to consider this for a moment, bringing a hand to his chin and rubbing it slowly. Finally, he seemed to come to a conclusion and shrugged. 
“Sounds about right. Honestly, if you told me you were going to the Plaguelands, I would have laughed at your faces. If you three thought you would have been able to slay the Lich when we couldn’t even get to it…” 
There was a chuckle coming from more than one member of the group. I felt my single brow rise as I considered what he said. A Lich? Their group continued on as we reached the bridge and began crossing over the rushing rapids. 
Something poked me from behind and I almost yelped. I spun around to see Daniel glaring at me with his arms crossed.
“Don’t even think about it.”
“Wha— how did you know?!”
Edithe piped up from the side.
“Anyone who knows you would know what you’re thinking.”
“Aw, but please? Think of how much experience a Lich would give!” 
—--
After spending two days in my Mortal Form as a Cyclops, I got bored of it and returned to being myself. We were no longer near any settlements or roads. The only thing that awaited us was the Plaguelands. 
The land around us started to grow sparse with trees; there was not as much vegetation filling the ground with life. The coarse, brown dirt of the earth almost seemed blackened by some kind of magic. Even the plentiful roads of Human civilization mostly vanished. Only a single path remained, and it was not one we were headed in. 
Adan halted on the gravel ground, his feet burying themselves into the gray road as he turned to face us. He took off his large pack and settled it down before leaning against it. I faced him, offering him a smile. 
He was not taken aback by my looks, nor was he afraid of my appearance. He returned the gesture like I was just another person he met. And considering that he was a Cyclops who had traveled across the Human lands to get to the land of the Kobolds, it was possible that was what I was to him. 
“It seems this is where our path splits.” 
He spoke simply, his deep voice coming out soft and gentle. My shoulders sagged but I still tried to convince him. 
“Are you sure you can’t follow us?” 
“Ah, I apologize. While my [Trader] Class does grant me benefits in hiding from monsters, they would not do much for me in the Plaguelands. It is a dangerous place. Even if you are a Demon.” 
I bared my teeth his way.
“You think so?” 
“I wouldn’t want to antagonize a big and scary Demon like you, so I rescind my statements.” 
The Cyclops man grinned and shot me with a wink— with his one eye. I was not sure how that worked. But it did. I laughed and he did too. Then he turned his attention to both Daniel and Edithe, addressing all of us. 
“My time with you three was short, however I am grateful for the help you have given me. The Plaguelands is a dangerous place and not to be underestimated. I know this won’t be much, but I have prepared a gift for each of you.” 
“A gift?” 
I blinked and Daniel held up his hands almost defensively. 
“We appreciate the offer, Adan, but we’ve caused you some trouble too and it is fine—” 
“We’ll take it.”
Edithe cut him off and stepped forward. He eyed her with a frown before his brows snapped together in understanding. 
“Oh.” 
She nodded. 
“I need it.” 
“Right.” 
She was Level 59 now. She had leveled twice since we left Viechester. But only twice. I was certain she was close to another level up soon though, which made me excited for finally reaching the Plaguelands. 
Adan produced three rings. Each of them looked no different from the other. They were made of metal, nothing too shiny, but the runes inscribed on them radiated power. A kind of magic I did not recognize. 
“This is to ward off curses.” 
He said as he handed one to each of us individually. 
“It does not protect you against the blight there, however I do not doubt you would be wise enough to avoid such magic. But curses. Those are the hallmark of the undead. Be wary of it.” 
“Thank you.” 
I gratefully accepted my gift and slipped it into one of my clawed fingers. It almost did not fit, until it somehow expanded and perfectly acclimated itself to my size. I beamed as I held up my hand against the sun. 
Edithe bowed her head at the Cyclops man. 
“We appreciate what you’ve done for us. Especially in regards to herding Salvos around. She’s a little difficult to handle sometimes.”
“Hey!”
“Ah, I should be saying that to you. Thank you, kind adventurers. Perhaps we might meet again, but in the land of the Kobolds. Unarith is not too far off from the Plaguelands, after all. Although I may only be able to speak to one of you then.” 
He looked over at me before hefting his bag over his shoulder. I waved all four of my arms at him as he wandered off, until he was heading down the road into the horizon. Daniel, Edithe, and I start away from the path. Our road took us down a different direction, past decaying trees into a barren landscape oozing with a thick miasma. 
Insects buzzed and circled around strange rocks jutting out of the ground. I paused and took a second look, realizing that those were not rocks. Although they did look kind of similar to the white rocks of the Netherworld. 
I sighed and shook my head as Daniel coughed, covering his nose. The Human man was still trying to get used to the stench, although Edithe was unbothered. 
“How are you guys fine with this smell?” 
He gagged and spoke through a cloth. Edithe looked over at me. 
“Well, I’m pretty sure Salvos is fine with it because she’s… Salvos. But I grew up in less than kind conditions. I don’t mind this very much.” 
Daniel stared at her, as if he had found some newfound respect. However, it caused him to get a big whiff of air, forcing the contents out of his stomach. 
“Sucks, doesn’t it?” 
I made the idle comment as I walked past him. 
“Leave me alone, will you?” 
I giggled before coming to a stop. What lay before me was the edge of a cliff. A steep decline led down about a hundred feet, before expanding into a vast, sprawling field. Much to me and my companions’ surprise, this was not an empty field covered with corpses as we had expected. 
That was what I had read about the Plaguelands; it was covered with the undead, like it was a sea. Yet, here was a field of flowers. They were strangely colored however— I had never seen these colors before. Their stalks were the color of the void. A blackness that seemed to suck in the light from its surroundings. Their flowers were thorned too, and the petals were a pure white like the ivory of bones.
And the miasma— the brown gas which seemed so transparent earlier— filled the air like a liquid, exuding from these plants. This was the blight. The dangerous magic which would hamper the Stats of anyone who fell into it. That would supposedly halve your health, mana, and stamina. The telltale sign that you had finally entered the Plaguelands.
We’re here.
Daniel puked again. 
“Hah!”
“Shut up.”




11. Spooky Skeletons

A thick layer of miasma was exuded from the field of flowers spreading out as far as I could see below the cliff. The brown gas seemed almost solid from up here— its noxious smell reaching us and forcing Daniel to throw up beside me. 
The effects of this blight did not reach us. Only its vulgar aroma made its way this high; I had done my research and I determined that the blight was only deadly if we were within a dozen feet from it. Perhaps if we were a hundred feet from the blight, we would face some decrease in stamina or mana or even health. 
But as long as we kept ourselves far from it, we would not run into any issues. 
“Come on.” 
I gently patted Daniel’s back. 
“Let’s go around it.” 
He looked up at me, eyes welling up. His gratitude was evident. The [Hero] walked with wobbly feet after Edithe and me— the red-haired woman almost completely unaffected by the stench. 
“Are you ok?” 
I gave her a worried look, although I was pretty sure she could not tell from my face. Humans were bad at detecting facial expression from Demons! 
She nodded as she cast a sidelong glance to Daniel. 
“I’m fine, since I grew up in the streets. It smells bad, but it’s no different from rotten garbage being left out for months on end without anyone cleaning it up.”
Edithe made an over exaggerated face of disgust. I giggled and stuck my tongue out. 
“Well, the Netherworld never smelled like anything, but this still doesn't bother me!” 
“Yet, you gag at the sight of food.” 
“It’s disgusting!” 
“And this smell isn’t? Maybe you should try eating garbage— perhaps you might like it.” 
I scowl. 
“Hey!” 
That was apparently what animals like rats did. And Humans did not like rats, which meant that was an insult! 
I paused as I tapped a finger on my chin. 
“Maybe I should try what it tastes like, though.” 
Edithe stared at me judgingly. I shrugged, and Daniel puked. 
“Can we please get out of here?” 
Rolling my eyes, I picked up the pace as we continued around the cliff. This was not the entirety of the Plaguelands. This was just the very beginning of it. 
My eyes glazed over the vast landscape. It was blackened. The dirt here was of a dull color, almost as if the life was sucked out of it. Dirt did not have any life. But neither did rocks, however that did not stop the smattering of pebbles from being tinted with a black-ish hue. 
“Why’s everything here so dark?” 
I murmured as the sun began to set over the distant horizon. We descended down the side of a steep hill, far away from where the blight flowers had been. There were bodies lying at the bottom of the drop, corpses that had rotted and turned to bone and dust. Their loot— what they owned as adventurers— were no longer with them. 
It was just a pile of fake-rocks now.
We reached the bottom and started past the littered corpses, marching through the undulating, barren landscape of the Plaguelands. The vague shape of hills filled my vision wherever I turned. It was not much of a sight. Not yet.
“Should we make camp soon?” 
Daniel finally asked after having gathered his wits. 
“We don’t want to progress too far into the Plaguelands. Especially not during the night.” 
“Why not?” 
My feet crinkled over some bones. For some reason, I looked down at them. They were white, unsullied. Without any clothing or items on them. 
“Do they get some kind of advantage at night?”
“Not really, however undead are known to—” 
“Watch out!”
I yelled and leapt over to him. I grabbed him with two of my arms as my other two conjured a flaming scythe. It cut through the ground, shearing through the bones like grass. The Skeleton reeled back, its arms severed at the joins, staring at me with hollow eyes. 
“These are Skeletons, not corpses!” 
I spun around as [Ember Core] lit my body ablaze with fiery armor. The ground cracked open, dirt shot up, and white, spindly figures dug themselves from the earth. 
Edithe was faster to react than Daniel. She sent blasts of ice down at the Skeletons. However, her spells did nothing. 
[Unarmed Skeleton - Lvl. 95]
[Unarmed Skeleton - Lvl. 93]
[Unarmed Skeleton - Lvl. 97]
“You can take care of yourself, right?” 
I hurriedly faced Daniel who only just drew his sword. He nodded and his sword shone. But it was not the kind of glow emitted when he used [Hero’s Slash]. My eyes grew wide as the realization sunk in: he had advanced his Class. 
“I can. Go help Edithe.”
“Got it.”
I took a deep breath and a plume of flame bloomed out. The [Flaming Breath] razed the bones of the Skeletons as they rose to their feet. They were charred now— black flakes pouring off their pure white. 
However, that was not enough. Not by itself. Edithe drew her staff back as a large orb of electricity charged itself. She loosed it on a single Skeleton that just drew itself onto its feet, blasting it in half. 
Defeated [Unarmed Skeleton - Lvl 89]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
So, my Skills brought it to the brink, then? I narrowed my eyes before activating [Self Haste]. [Flame Burst] brought me forward next to her as she tried fruitlessly to harm the Skeletons with weaker spells. She was panting, breathing heavy, each labored breath showing how much these magical attacks exerted her. Yet, other than the first Skeleton, none of the others fell. 
My scythe decapitated the skull of one of the Skeleton’s just as they reached Edithe. I landed next to her, the weapon in my hand changing to a smaller sickle, chains already wrapped around my forearm. 
I hurled the kusarigama out and spun, striking everything over a wide distance. A Skeleton caught it by the chains, but I tugged it and yanked the undead over to me. [Barrage of Cinders] took over as I crushed its bones to dust, grinding its skull, and breaking it by the joints. It was far more fragile than a Golem. 
Defeated [Unarmed Skeleton - Lvl 95]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
I stepped over the dead Skeleton, a glare crossing over my face. I bared my teeth and spoke. 
“Kneel!”
[Intimidation] was sent echoing through the night. My voice caused their bones to shake, rattling from the vibration in the air. It even dispelled the trace amounts of miasma floating around me; I shouted as loud as I could, focusing the Skill only on the Skeletons. 
They did not even pause. They stumbled after me, swinging their fists in a wild charge. 
“Mindless things!”
I traded blows with one that was slightly lower leveled than the rest. And yet, when their fists made contact with me, I flinched. My [Ember Core] rippled and there was a flicker of aura around my body. 
Crushing the Skeleton with four quick strikes, I moved on to the next as I bounded forward as fast as I could. While my [Self Haste] was still active, I had to act. These Skeletons dealt a lot of damage for ostensibly harmless strikes. 
My Ring of Lesser Protection would not hold up to the accumulated damage. One of the Skeleton’s however, blurred forward. Its strike came fast. Like it had some kind of speed Skill itself. I flinched, preparing to brace myself for the blow. 
And a gust of wind knocked it aside. Edithe lowered her staff, fixing me with a determined look. 
“If I can’t hurt them, I’ll keep them off you!” 
“Thanks!”
I grinned and continued my assault. Daniel’s blade flashed occasionally just as my flames lit up the night. I took a step back at one point as [Flaming Breath] recharged itself, and loosed it at the last of the Skeletons. 
Defeated [Unarmed Skeleton - Lvl 97]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
...
Defeated [Unarmed Skeleton - Lvl 93]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up! 
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 73] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 74] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)
Species: [Greater Demon of Pride] 
Subspecies: [Asura Changeling] - Lvl. 74
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 5
[Identification] - Lvl. 5
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1
[Racial Skill: Mortal Form] - Lvl. 3
[Rest] - Lvl. 3
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 1



[Title Skill: Zealous Call] - Lvl. 2
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 10]
[Vitality]: 79 (+5) 
[Strength]: 52 (+5) 
[Endurance]: 74 (+5) 
[Wisdom]: 105 (+5) (+5)
[Agility]: 166 (+5)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points:9]
[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 30 (Maxed)



[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 3



[Ember Core] - Lvl. 2
[Flame Burst] - Lvl. 3



[Flaming Breath] - Lvl. 1



[Intimidation] - Lvl. 3



[Scorching Wave] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)



[Self Haste] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)



[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 2
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
I slumped on the ground, all four of my hands sprawled out as I heaved a heavy sigh. The bones of the Skeletons clatter around me. Many of them were still intact, only a few joints broken. But they were all dead. 
“I leveled up!”
Barely managing to squeak out those words of victory, I quickly distributed my Stat Points. I spent them on [Strength] and [Endurance] for now. Because that battle drained me. 
I refrained from touching my Skill Points for now.
“Aren’t Skeletons supposed to be swarm monsters?” 
I turned and looked over at Daniel, who was even more exhausted than I. The only one who was still standing was Edithe, and she was more in a bent over position as she leaned against her staff. 
“They… are.” 
He took a deep breath and his eyes rolled over my way. 
“And that was a big swarm.” 
“That was a swarm?” 
We had fought just over a dozen Skeletons. They were most Level 90, which made them all very dangerous. But they were stupid and had no teamwork. Hence why we could beat them. 
Also, because I’m a Demon with a Title and Daniel is a [Hero] with a Title. And Edithe may be a [Summoner] who can’t summon, but she has a Title too.
“For undead? Yes.” 
“Huh.” 
The swarm monsters I had fought so far mostly numbered in the dozens when they came in a group. Others were in the hundreds, like Shade Swarmers. But apparently the cap for what constituted a swarm monster went as low as a dozen in a group. 
“Come on.” 
Edithe’s voice broke us from our rest and [Rest]. She helped pick Daniel up and pointed out a hill close to us. 
“We’ll find a place to properly recover there. If we’re already seeing Skeletons and we’re this shallow into the Plaguelands.” 
She glanced over at me, a serious look on her face. 
“I don’t think we should try venturing much further into the Plaguelands, Salvos.” 
“Aw, but look at how much you’ve leveled—” 
I paused, cutting myself off as I identified her. 
“Huh. You’re only Level 60.” 
Only a single level after that encounter. Despite having fought multiple Level 90s, she only leveled once. And that was in addition to the accumulated experience over the past month of little leveling!
“That’s right.” 
She spoke simply and started forward. 
“As you can see, I barely gained any experience from that battle. It’s just not that easy to help someone else level. That’s all.” 




12. Plaguelands

A fire crackled in the damp cavern. Drops of water fell from stalactites onto small puddles, this dripping sound recurring almost frequently. I could see the dim glow of the moon coming from just around the corner. This cave we found was quite shallow. But it would do.
Edithe and Daniel were both sleeping. They trusted me to keep watch without losing focus, and I was going to ensure their trust was not breached. This place was dangerous— as expected. We knew the Plaguelands was not going to be an easy expedition. The encounter with the Skeletons proved that. 
Generally speaking, undead were supposed to be weak. However, the undead here in the Plaguelands were a different story. And that was because of simply how this place was formed. 
A powerful necromancer by the name of Lilian had taken over a small kingdom. The nearby countries were afraid of her, so they performed a [Hero] summoning. The Human man that came, Zacharius, went to slay her. 
But something happened. His trip took years, when the kings thought it would take months. They sent their men to check, but Lilian had not died. 
And when Zacharius returned, he did not return victorious. He returned by Lilian’s side. 
They conquered all the countries that summoned him to kill her, razing it all to the ground, and reanimating the fallen countries into what was now known as the Plaguelands. 
Even though Lilian was long dead now, her magic still remained. The Skeletons we had fought were just small showings of her true power. 
“I’d like to meet someone like that…” 
I murmured under my breath. There was a light stirring and Edithe’s head popped up. 
“...did you say something, Salvos?”
“Huh?”
Blinking, I turned to face her. The red-haired woman was rubbing at her eyes, a groggy look passed over her face. 
“You were awake?” 
“Couldn’t get good sleep.”
She spoke simply as she got to her feet and walked over to me on wobbly legs. Plopping herself down to my left, she leaned against the cave wall. 
“What were you muttering to yourself about? Who do you want to meet?”
“Oh, I just wanted to meet someone strong who will be my companion. Like Lilian was to Zacharius!” 
“But you’ve got Daniel, don’t you?” 
“Yep, but I want someone strong!”
Edithe stared at me for a moment. 
“...I’m just going to pretend I didn’t hear that.”
She shook her head as a light laugh escaped her lips. 
“I didn’t think you knew about the Quisling and his betrayal.” 
“I read books!” 
I proudly exclaimed. There were a lot of things I could not do while in Viechester, especially at night. So, I had to settle with what I could do. Which was a lot of reading and just making strange trinkets with my fire. 
I could dress myself entirely in fire jewelry now! 
“You really thought this through then, didn’t you?” 
Sitting up, Edithe faced me with a serious look. I wanted to give a cheerful reply, but I realized she wanted to hold a proper conversation. 
“I have.” 
“But you understand now that helping me level isn’t going to be easy, right? After our most recent fight. I only leveled because I had accumulated experience from all the fighting I did before. And because I managed to kill one of the Skeletons.” 
“Yep. It’s going to be pretty difficult.” 
“And you still want to do this?” 
She fixed me with a worried look. It was not one that showed fear of dying, however, not like Daniel. Instead, she was worried for me. 
“Don’t you think it would slow your growth? I know you promised to help me get stronger, but if it’s too difficult, it’s fine. I can just go back to Viechester, get stronger on my own, I don’t need to bring you down—” 
I placed a hand on her shoulder, cutting her off. 
“We’re companions, Edithe.” 
I stood up as a smile spread across my face. 
“I’m doing this because I want to, not for any other reason. The question is: do you want this?” 
“W-what?”
She sunk back as she drew her knees into a hug. I peered closely at my companion, inspecting her as she averted her gaze. She started.
“It’s kind of dangerous, and I don’t know if it’s a good idea. Maybe I might level up all the way to Level 70, but still get a Class advancement that makes me useless. It might be a better, safer idea to just restart from Level 10, you know?” 
“Is that what you want?” 
Reiterating my question, I waited for her to respond. 
“What… do you mean?” 
“If this isn’t what you want, you can go back. No one is forcing you to be here. I do prefer if you’re here, Edithe, because I think you’re my companion. However, if you don’t want to be here, you don’t have to force yourself.” 
Her eyes went round. She seemed to deliberate over it as her face grew dark. I could not image what kind of thoughts raced through her mind— Humans were still so weird to me, even after I had spent so much time with them.
Until finally, she met my gaze and held it. 
“I want this, Salvos. If there’s a chance I can get stronger to help those around me… I will take it.”
I grinned, without baring my teeth. 
“Then get some sleep! You’ll want to be fully rested for tomorrow!”
A small smile broke up on Edithe’s face. Her lips curled up as she got up, nodding.
“I will. Thank you, Salvos.”
I beamed.
“That’s me!”
—--
“Are we all ready?” 
I stood outside of the cave with two of my hands on my hip, and my other two folded across my chest. My companions dragged themselves out into the light. Both of them were well rested but they still seemed slightly apprehensive. 
“Uh, how far do you plan to go into the Plaguelands, Salvos?”
Daniel asked with a raised hand. Shrugging, I turned around and started down the hill. 
“As far as we can!” 
“You don’t think this is a good idea, right Edithe?”
He groaned, but the red-haired woman followed after me. He paused and eyed her.
“Wait, you’re fine with this? She’s being reckless again.” 
“I know.” 
Pausing mid-step, she took a deep breath and faced him. 
“But so am I now.” 
Daniel stared at Edithe and I as we left him behind.
“Oh come on, am I the only sane one left here?”
“You’re the only slow one here! Hurry it up!” 
The oozing miasma that pervaded the landscape grew thicker as we made our way further into the Plaguelands. There were a few thickets of trees, jutting out of the ground almost like spikes; they were rotten and dead like everything else here. 
It was like they had been shriveled up into nothing more than the core of an apple. 
[Vurats] filled the skies, but they did not dare to set foot on the desolate ground. The occasional pieces of broken bones poked out of the earth, their white sheen visible in the sable portrait. We stayed away from it. 
We did not know whether these were corpses or undead. Neither did we know their numbers. We would choose our fights wisely. 
The sky turned darker, coated by the blight to cast this strange dark-green glow. There was no sound. An eerie silence held this place, empty of the luscious vegetation and animal-life I saw in the Motharis Mountain Range. 
It was almost… nostalgic.
A single Skeleton made its presence known with the clacking of its bones; I spotted it first and directed my companions attention to it. It was only Level 87— one of the weaker ones. So, we approached it. 
We could not just have Edithe fight it alone. She would die. So, instead, I sent a [Scorching Wave] its way, whittling it down with as much of my flames as I could. 
The flames splashed off its bones like it was being hit by water. The Skill barely had any effect. Daniel intercepted it and struck at its femur. It collapsed, and Edithe raised her staff. 
“Lightning Ball.” 
She threw the charged ball of electricity and it exploded into a bolt with a thunderous clap. The Skeleton spazzed, its entire body vibrating from the lighting. Then it broke into its various pieces, no longer moving. 
“Did you level?!”
I excitedly ran up to Edithe and identified her. She did not even respond before I sighed.
“Aw, you didn’t.”
“I told you it’s going to be hard, Salvos.” 
“But I even used my bad Skill!” 
Pouting, I crossed all four of my arms. At this point, I was hugging myself for comfort. 
“It must be Daniel’s fault for taking too much experience!”   
“Wait, what did I do?” 
“You did fine.” 
Edithe smiled at him gratefully and looked down at her open palms. 
“That’s one of my best spells, but it’s draining. I just have to get stronger. Let’s go, find more Skeletons to hunt.”
And we did. It was almost routine— the way I saw to take out the Skeletons. It was no different than finding wild Demons with Haec and killing them. 
Back then, I would lure them in with my speed, drawing them to Haec. He would then engage with them as I struck them from the side. It was slightly different now, with me actually being able to hurt these Skeletons. 
However, all I had to do was treat Edithe as the me from then and we worked like clockwork.
“[Aura of the Sentinel].”
Daniel called out his Skill, and his weapon was coated in the same light as the day before. It was golden, not white like from his [Hero’s Slash]. The Skeleton got caught on his blade. It grabbed at the aura and it reeled back, seemingly in pain from touching it. 
And Edithe finished it off. Its skull popped out of its head as a blast of ice struck it. Another notification went off in my head. No level for me. No level for Edithe.
“The sun is beginning to set again.” 
Daniel pointed out, resting his hand on the hilt of his sword as it sunk into the earth. 
“We should head back.”
We had decided the cave would be the place for us to reconvene, since it was what we knew as a safe place. Today was far less productive than the day before, however we were still getting used to fighting in the Plaguelands. 
Plus, we probably fought less Skeletons than that horde from yesterday since we only took on individual ones. We trekked through the landscape dyed in orange until we saw the familiar hill at the periphery of the Plaguelands. There was a smaller field of the blight flowers off in the distance, on the other side of the hill, but we avoided it. 
Inane conversation filled the air between us as we crested to the top. I poked Daniel on the side, annoyed that he did not tell me what his real level was. 
“When did you get that Skill, even? You just suddenly have it, and you’re not telling us!” 
He fixed me with a glare and spoke in a hushed whisper. 
“You know why I can’t say anything, Salvos.”
“Why not?” 
His eyes darted over to Edithe, who was leading the way. She had been exhausted, so she could not wait to lay in bed and just sleep. He continued. 
“You know why.” 
“Why can’t you just tell her, then?” 
“Because...” 
He halted to a stop just outside of the cave entrance as the red-haired woman went in with a yawn. 
“...I don’t know how she’ll take it.” 
“You’re just afraid!”
“Thanks for pointing out the obvious.”
Snorting, Daniel shook his head and gave me a  serious look. He took a deep breath, and when he spoke next, he spoke in English. 
“I can’t, like, just tell her. It’s not a simple matter. Rachel is a child, and you’re you—”
“I’m Salvos!”
“Exactly. So, I can’t break the news as simply as with you.” 
I frowned. 
“Why not—” 
I started, but was interrupted by a scream followed by a blast. I exchanged a look with Daniel for an instant, before bursting into action. 
[Self Haste] took over me. [Flame Burst] thrust me forward. I rounded the corner and saw Edithe surrounded by three Skeletons. She was already bleeding, clutching at her stomach, as if she was caught in a surprise strike. 
I was just about to rush forward when I realized that these were not any ordinary Skeletons. Each of them was armed, unlike the ones we fought before. Sword, shield, spear— 
[Skeleton Warrior - Lvl. 103]
[Skeleton Warrior - Lvl. 100]
[Skeleton Warrior - Lvl. 101] 
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[Skeleton Warrior - Lvl. 103]
[Skeleton Warrior - Lvl. 100]
[Skeleton Warrior - Lvl. 101] 
Three Skeletons surrounded Edithe. Each of them was armed with a weapon of some kind. One had a sword and shield, the other wielded a spear, and the last one had a rusty short sword. 
It was completely different from the [Unarmed Skeletons] we had fought before; those were strong. They could be deadly. However, as long as you did not take a direct blow, you would be mostly safe. 
This was different. Edithe lay on the ground, her stomach bleeding as she fumbled for her staff. They must have gotten the jump on her— otherwise she would have called for help. 
I growled as a Skeleton raised its weapon, before erupting into a guttural shriek. 
[Title Skill: Zealous Call]!
Bounding forth, I drew the attention of all three Skeletons towards me; they were not just slow moving corpses which would have taken a minute to kill her. These were Level 100 undead who would have ended her life in an instant. Fortunately for me, [Zealous Call] did not rely on the primal fear that was inherent in anything with a semblance of intelligence. 
It just made them attack me.
The Skeletons charged, almost as if they had forgotten Edithe was even there. [Barrage of Cinders] took over. My clawed hands were wreathed in flames. The first came and I struck it in the head, but it did not reel. 
It took the blow and struck back. [Ember Core] activated, concentrating on my chest as the short sword sunk itself into the blue fire. But the next [Skeleton Warrior] came up behind me, its spear coated in black and green. It thrusted its weapon at me as I dodged away— 
And a cut formed on my skin. The flames were not ripped apart, the magic from my Ring of Lesser Protection still there. My eyes grew wide as the ring around one of my fingers flashed. The one Adan had given me as a gift. 
A curse? 
An offensive curse. 
I circled around the Skeletons with a single [Flame Burst] as they pressed forward. Once Edithe was out of my line of sight, I inhaled deeply. [Flaming Breath]!
The fiery attack consumed the three [Skeleton Warriors] completely. It was like they were wrapped in a cyclone of flames. An inferno that brightly lit up the cave. 
When the fire let up, the three Skeletons stood, their bones slightly burnt, but still standing. I growled. 
“Why won’t you die?” 
“That’s because they’re already dead!”
There was a blur. A flicker in the air. Daniel struck the first from behind, his sword wedging itself onto the spine of the Skeleton with the spear. He grunted as he threw a kick, sending it flying to me. 
“Salvos!” 
“Right!”
I caught it as it landed on my chest. Hugging it tightly with all four of my arms, my body burned and I slammed it by the neck against the hard ground. Its body was smashed into pieces of bones, rolling on the ground and bouncing off the walls. 
Defeated [Skeleton Warrior - Lvl 103]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 30 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
“Two left.”
Spinning around, I faced the pair of Skeletons flanked by Daniel. I conjured a blade made of fire, staring them down as I took a single step forward. The Skeletons ignored the intimidating gesture and split up, one going for my companion and the other coming for me. 
I blasted a [Scorching Wave] its way as the Skeleton came my way. The fire was even less effective than against the [Unarmed Skeletons]. These were Level 100s. They did not even register the attack. 
It reached me as a scowl came across my face. I parried its sword swing with my own, and my three arms laid out three subsequent strikes, each after the other, in a combination that rattled its entire body. But the [Barrage of Cinders] could not finish it. Not on its own. 
I side stepped the next swing and shouted. 
“Edithe!” 
Going diagonally around the Skeleton, I watched it stumble as it missed me. And it ran right into the Lightning Ball Edithe had been charging up. The Skeleton exploded into thousand pieces. Its death notification— despite being an undead— ringed out in my head, while Daniel disposed of his own opponent.
Defeated [Skeleton Warrior - Lvl 100]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
Defeated [Skeleton Warrior - Lvl 101]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
“Are you alright, Edithe?”
I hurried over to the red-haired woman as she uncorked a healing potion and drank it down. Her bleeding stopped, and she glanced up at me. 
“I’m fine. I was just snuck up on.” 
She sighed as she picked herself up. My gaze slowly landed on the Skeletons. 
“How did they get here?” 
“We’re in the Plaguelands. They probably just wandered in, I guess?” 
“You mean this place isn’t safe?” 
“No place is safe here.” 
Edithe spoke simply, hobbling over to the belongings we had left behind in the morning. I stared at her, wide eyed, until Daniel passed me. He placed a hand lightly on my shoulder as he stood on his tip-toes. 
“It’s a Diamond Rank location, Salvos.” 
He shook his head and started over to Edithe. 
“No place here is safe.” 
“...huh.”
—--
It was like the Netherworld; I had already known that, however it seemed I had forgotten what the Netherworld truly was like. And that was— dangerous. 
No matter where I went, I was under threat of an attack. A wild Demon could be hiding under a rock. Or over a rock. Or behind a rock. 
They could be anywhere. Enemies were numerous. Only Haec was my ally. And I did not separate from him for one moment. 
Not if I wanted either of us to live. 
There was no sleep, either. That was the biggest downside to my two Human companions; they required their share of rest which made them vulnerable to attacks.. 
I gave them a judging stare as the pair snored in their bedrolls. Humans, I sighed and shook my head. 
Daniel jerked, almost as if he heard me in his sleep, but he continued snoozing like the lazy Human he was. I was playing with fire with my two lower arms, shaping the flames into different objects. Kinds of jewelry I recognized and would like to wear. 
I wanted to test out creating new, different kinds of weapons. Perhaps some kind of blade that was able to cut better than a regular sword. After all, my low [Strength] could only help me so much. Daniel was able to dispose of a [Skeleton Warrior] by himself because he was simply stronger than me and could deal out more damage. 
However, to create something like that, it would require experimenting which would certainly wake up either of my companions. And they would complain or make their annoying Human noises until they convinced me to let them sleep. So, I could not. 
With the free time I had, I finally decided to mess with my Skills. I decided today that [Scorching Wave] was no longer useful. It could just barely hurt an opponent, which was not something I needed out of a Skill.
I could do that myself with my own four hands.
Skills:
[Available Skill Points:9]
[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 30 (Maxed)



[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 3



[Ember Core] - Lvl. 2
[Flame Burst] - Lvl. 3



[Flaming Breath] - Lvl. 1



[Intimidation] - Lvl. 3



[Scorching Wave] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)



[Self Haste] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)



[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 2
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
If [Scorching Wave] doesn’t work, I’ll try some of the Passives. The ones I can use now. With that decided, I replaced [Scorching Wave] with the one I was least interested in. 
[Passive - Keen Eye].
I stepped to the mouth of the cave, blinking as the world around me sharpened. The darkness that blanketed the Plaguelands during the dead of night seemed less thick now. I narrowed my eyes, trying to pick out specific objects in the distance. 
I could see the smattering of rocks piled up at the base of the hill. There was a [Vurat] flapping its wings as it headed in the direction out of the Plaguelands, avoiding the blight filling the air. It was… lackluster.
Sure, I could see better. But, it was not even that much better. Maybe if it let me see the rocks off in that thicket of dead trees, I would have thought twice of discarding it. However, it was just like a Skill an [Archer] would get at Level 40. 
Meaning, it was not suited for a Platinum Rank like me. Which made sense— this Skill did not fall into the purview of what I usually did. I probably got it by accident or because I had been acting like some kind of [Hunter]. 
I replaced the Skill with [Passive - Refined Casting]. I felt a surge of energy run through my body. As if my understanding of magic suddenly became better, without actually becoming better. It was just an instinct now— one which would disappear if I removed the Skill.
My regular vision lost its sharp sight, only to be replaced with a better vision of the threads of mana weaving itself through the world. I looked up and saw the blight. The way an intricate web of magic was formed, diffusing through the air and corrupting the magic of whatever it touched. 
It did not directly damage the mana of whatever it touched. Instead, it interfered with it, murking its purity so that it would not be so easy to draw from. So, that’s how the blight works, I mused. 
I kept the Passive Skill for now, although I shelved it in the back of my head that I should not get used to its guidance. But since I’m out here and I have it…
The biggest advantage, Saffron told me, to having a Skill aid your magic was how it got you acclimated to the feeling of casting magic you could not cast. Without the Skill, I would not be able to create whatever it was I would be able to create otherwise. 
However, it would give me the understanding I needed to build my way back up to it, but better. 
My eyes wandered back towards the directions where my companion slept. They were further inside the cave, not far enough that I would not know if they were attacked. I was right here, after all. And we had already checked the cave for any possible undead. 
So, they were safe. A grin spread across my face as I raised a hand, creating fire and wonder. 
***
Daniel woke up to an explosion. He jolted out of his bed, taking a moment longer than Edithe to fumble for his weapon. 
The red-haired woman already had her staff in her hand, showing the difference in experience between the two. But of course Daniel would be a step slower; he was not from this world. He grew up living a mostly peaceful life. 
“What was that?” 
Edithe asked, a barrier already forming around her. Daniel narrowed his eyes, the realization sinking in from the lack of a presence. 
“Salvos.”
The pair of adventurers walked slowly out of the cave. The sun was just starting to rise in the vast ocean sky, spilling its orange glow over the horizon. Right before the entrance, Daniel saw Salvos swinging around a kusarigama which seemed to burn a brilliant white. 
“What are you doing?” 
He crossed his arms, and Edithe sighed. 
“I’m experimenting!” 
“And I assume that explosion was from this experiment?” 
“Yes!” 
Salvos replied brightly. Which he would have thought was cute if she was not in her Demon form. 
Spinning the kusarigama by its chains, she hurled it out away from the cave. The sickle edge flew a few feet, before detaching itself from the chains. 
“Why is that—”
It exploded. 
She beamed and turned back to him. 
“Look, now I don’t need to create a bow just to attack enemies from a distance!” 
Daniel stared at her, blinking. He raised a hand, trying to think of a comment to give. He felt his shoulders sag. 
“What even inspired you to—” 
He was cut off as a shoulder brushed past him. Edithe had turned around and was heading back into the cave. Daniel raised a brow.
“You’re not even going to question this? She woke us up because of this!”
“It’s not like we would’ve been sleeping for much longer, anyway.”
Shrugging, Edithe glanced back at him briefly. 
“Plus, she’s doing this to help us. It’s not like she’s a kid playing with a new toy, right?”
Daniel paused. He felt his jaw move, trying to work itself. But nothing came out. 
“R-right.” 
He followed after Edithe. Salvos continued working on creating more of those kusarigamas in the background, testing how far she could throw them. 
Daniel’s gaze fixed itself on the red-haired woman. He was surprised— after all, hadn’t she been the one who was very much against working with a Demon just a year ago? 
Things change, I guess. 
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“Back up, Daniel!” 
I yelled as I whirled my kusarigama in the air. The Human man glanced up at me, then disengaged from the [Skeleton Warrior]. 
Hurling the fiery chains forward, my Sickle Grenade— as Daniel called it— released itself from the chains, landing on the undead. It blasted the Skeleton apart, its bones shattering into thousands of pieces. I breathed a sigh of relief. 
Defeated [Skeleton Warrior - Lvl. 102]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up! 
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 74] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 75] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
“That was close. You almost died!”
“No thanks to you!” 
Daniel shouted back at me. He raised an angry fist. 
“I was taking care of it just fine until you nearly killed me!” 
“It’s fine.” 
I waved a hand off dismissively, much to his chagrin. I stepped over the pile of bone and ivory, heading to Edithe. The Human woman was slumped over on the ground, panting and drinking a healing potion.
[Mage - Lvl. 62]
“Are you alright?” 
Bending over to meet her gaze, I offered her a hand. She gratefully accepted it and got to her feet. 
“I’m fine. Those Skeletons were just… above my level. Sorry.” 
“I didn’t expect to find more [Skeleton Warriors] so soon.”
I remarked as I helped her up. There was a mixture of [Unarmed Skeletons] and [Skeleton Warriors]. However, after only fighting [Unarmed Skeletons] the day before— with the exception of the [Skeleton Warriors] who attacked us in our cave— it was definitely a surprise to run into more of the Level 100 variants of the Skeletons all of a sudden. 
“Plus, they ambushed us. They hid under the miasma of blight before charging us when we got too close. We should keep a further distance away from those blight flowers.”
“Agreed.”
Daniel piped up from behind us. He shuddered, recalling something.
“That scene of those Skeletons running at us? It’s going to forever be ingrained in my mind.”
“In a good way?”
I blinked.
“No, Salvos, not in a good way.”
He replied flatly. Shrugging, I quickly looked over what the Skeletons were carrying; just in case they had any good equipment. They did not. 
The wielded rusty swords and spear, nothing of use to us. Spinning around, I gestured for my companions to follow me.   
“Let’s go back, shall we?” 
The sun was beginning to set again. Today had been rather fruitful, what with me leveling and all. So, progress seemed good. Even if it was only a result of this unexpected ambush at the end of the day. 
A dangerous ambush; one any of us could have died from. Regardless, we were fine for now and we were going back. Edithe and Daniel followed me as we went past a field of blight flowers. We crossed through thickets of dead trees and rounded around tall hills made of green-ish black dirt. 
Until finally, the earth was no longer a barren wasteland, the sounds of animals began to return, and my companions spoke at the same time.
“Where are we going?” 
“It’s not safe in the Plaguelands.”
I decided, peering over them. The pair exchanged a glance. 
“We… uh, already knew that?”
“I’m pretty sure we knew that since this place is a damned Diamond Rank area, Salvos.”
“Yep!” 
Crossing two of my four arms, I agreed with them and raised a finger. 
“That is why we should not be sleeping here! You Humans are too fragile and weak when you sleep! I can’t just protect you every night!” 
“So, we’re just leaving?” 
Edithe raised a brow, and I beamed. 
“For now, yes. We go to Ghostlight!” 
Daniel stared at me in disbelief. 
“The town?” 
I nodded eagerly. 
“That way, you Humans will be safe when sleeping. There’s no point scouring the Plaguelands for Edithe to level up if she dies, right?” 
“But the trip back to the town will take hours. We’ll be wasting precious time every day.” 
He pointed out. I spun around, facing him seriously. 
“That’s better than one of us dying.” 
Daniel paused. Then he opened his mouth and spoke one word.
“Huh.”
“I keep telling you, stop stealing my line!”
Edithe laughed at me as I shouted in outrage at Daniel. The pair of Humans were amused by my reaction, and a small smile spread across my face. 
Once we were fully out of the Plaguelands, I quickly hid behind a bush and changed back to my Mortal Form. I became a Human— the same as usual. I was used to this body, as opposed to a Cyclops. 
The blight— the thick miasma— soon disappeared behind us. We crossed through an empty plains, until grass started growing thicker and the foliage reappeared. Vegetation seemed to sprout— xenile roots were ripe for the plucking. I heard they were a very useful ingredient for alchemy.
A town showed itself to us in the distance; it had tall wooden walls, but they were cracked. Obvious holes showed themselves, damaged from some kind of attack not too long ago. They were haphazardly repaired. As if they were put back together in a rush.
The gates were guarded by a few Humans wielding weapons that were no better than what the Skeletons had. However, as we made our approach, they huddled together and one of them went behind the wooden walls before returning with a fancily dressed man. 
This man was higher leveled. Level 105. His face looked like it was twisted into a permanent scowl. I almost thought the guards woke him up from a nap before bringing him here.
“Who goes there?” 
“We’re adventurers!” 
I called out, waving a hand. 
“Coming from the Plaguelands!”
He narrowed his eyes, and snapped at one of the guards.
“Those are people, you idiots! Not undead! Not Kobolds! Why would you fucking wake me up?!”
I was right! And he was very grumpy. He spent a whole minute reprimanding the guards for bringing him over a non issue, until he stormed back through the gates.
“Let them through. And don’t call me unless it’s something important!”
“Y-yes sir!”
“What’s his problem?”
Edithe commented with a frown as we entered the city. One of the guards jerked back and squeaked. 
“Uh, captain Alex has been stationed here after a recent raid on Ghostlight.”
He explained, eyes darting between us and the flatlands ahead, almost as if he thought something could pop out at any moment.
“A group of Kobolds attacked our town just the other week. We’re used to dealing with the single stray undead from the Plaguelands, but… that’s not something we can handle.” 
“Is there any reason why they’d attack? Is it common for them to do this?”
“It’s not normal, no. And… I don’t really know. It just kind of happened.”
It didn’t look like Edithe was going to get any more answers from the guard, so she nodded and thanked him. We finally entered the town. It had a bleak atmosphere, especially so since it was in the middle of the night. 
The Humans here walked with sagged shoulders, trudging along as if their feet were sinking into the mud. But there was no mud here. Just regular dirt and stone. 
Men hefted sacks of grain around their backs as they walked by us, returning from their day’s work in the fields. Women tended to their children, many of whom were silently playing with their toys. It was a gloomy sight— compared to Viechester.
And yet, there was only one thing here that stood out to me. One thing which was abnormal, unlike any other place I had been to. 
Almost everyone had a combat Class.
Most of the town was composed of Humans who were ready to fight. Their average level was not extremely high, but it was in the 30s. And those in the 40s were not unusual to see. Still rare. Just less so. Like I was in a busy Adventurers Guild.
Daniel stopped a passerby and asked for directions for a place to stay. She pointed us down to an inn down the street, and we soon found ourselves in a small, single-storeyed tavern with a creaky wooden door. 
It swung open, and a head popped out.
“Welcome to Ghostlight’s only inn. Ghostlight’s Inn. I’m the [Innkeeper] here, Jaden.” 
Daniel and Edithe blinked. 
“Wait—”
“What the fuc—”
I stepped forward and greeted him cheerfully. 
“Nice to meet you Jaden! Woah, you’re so small. How old are you?” 
“I’m ten.” 
The little boy nodded curtly, pushing the rest of the door open. 
“Please, come on in.”   
Ushering us inside, a rather empty lobby is revealed to us. Daniel and Edithe still remained silent, casting the odd glance at Jaden every once in a while. I didn’t know why they were so perplexed. Because he was a Level 32 [Innkeeper] at 10 years old? Sure, that was impressive. 
But I was even more impressive, and yet they didn’t stare at me that way!
Pouting with my arms crossed as the boy went behind a counter, Daniel finally mustered up the courage to speak to Jaden.
“Hey, uh, Jaden, where are your…”
“Parents?”
He looked at my companions. The pair nodded dumbly. The boy shrugged.
“They’re dead. Mom was killed by a Skeleton shortly after I was born. Dad died a month ago, when the Kobolds attacked.” 
“I… see.”
Daniel trailed off. Edithe took over. 
“And you’ve been running this inn ever since? Are you… sure you can handle it?”
“I’ve been managing the operation of Ghostlight’s Inn for three years now. How did you think I got to this level?” 
Jaden spoke simply. He grabbed a pair of keys and placed it on the wooden countertop. 
“Here. It’ll be five silver for a week. Your rooms are down the hall and to the left.” 
“Thank you!” 
I accepted the keys gratefully, bowing my head at him slightly like I sometimes saw Humans did. 
“Come on guys!” 
Facing my companions, I shook my head. 
“I swear… sometimes you two are weird!” 
They said nothing, instead choosing to follow me in shame. We settled down into our respective rooms— Edithe and I sleeping in the room next door to Daniel. I would not sleep, of course. 
And Edithe agreed to letting me go out, so long as I stayed away from trouble. I found myself excitedly bouncing on my toes before I swung the door open. Waving bye at my companions, I rushed past Jaden who was cleaning a beer mug, and burst out of the inn— 
Only to be met with a misty night. Darkness. There was no one about. Not even guards. Feeling my enthusiasm from before disappearing, I returned back to the inn and sat next to the snoring Edithe as I read a few books.
—--
“Let’s go!”
I waved my companions forward as they dragged their feet on the dirt ground, slowly following after me. I was already waiting by the town’s gates, its wooden doors held open for us. 
It was early in the morning— the sun had not even risen. Yet, we had to leave Ghostlight now. Because of the trek it would take us to return to the Plaguelands. 
I skipped past a group of guards as they spoke in murmurs. Their conversations were inane— things that did not matter.
“...do you think they want a ransom?”
“Nonsense! Why would Kobolds want a ransom? They don’t even use our coins!”
“Hurry up!”
My companions picked up the pace as we left Ghostlight, leaving behind the monotonous Human civilization, and returning to the wonder of nature. The Plaguelands made it visible up ahead. If we ran, we would have gotten there quickly. 
But Daniel and Edithe did not want to run. They took their time, following after me with labored steps. 
The sun was starting to rise by the time we arrived. The blight greeted us once again, and we were safe, prepared, and ready to resume our hunting.




15. Depth

The trip to and from Ghostlight every day ate up less time than I had expected; it was probably because of me rushing my companions. Otherwise, they would have trudged along so slowly, night would have fallen before we arrived!
That was an over exaggeration. But it was apt, considering how lazy Humans could be from time to time. I did not need their sleep or their rest— so, they thought I was the weird one when they were the ones who were weird!
Every time we arrived in the Plaguelands, we would pass by fields of blight flowers. The foul-smelling miasma forced Daniel to wretch each time. It was funny. But he did not like it when I laughed at him for it. 
We would usually find and catch stray Skeletons off-guard. With our teamwork, we dismantled those walking bones easily, turning them to dust. There were a few times where we were surprised by a few [Skeleton Warriors]. Those were the ones that were hard to kill. 
Even with the three of us. 
Especially with the three of us. 
Edithe was, unfortunately, a liability in those situations. She would have to stay back from the fighting, keep away from getting hurt. During those battles, she would not level at all. Even though there was such a disparity between her and them. Because there was such a disparity, she could not do much. 
Defeated [Unarmed Skeleton - Lvl. 94]!
More Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
…
Defeated [Skeleton Warrior - Lvl. 101]!
More Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up! 
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 75] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 76] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up! 
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 76] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 77] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
It had been a week since we first went to Ghostlight. We now knew when was the best time to leave the Plaguelands and begin heading back to the town before it grew too dark. It was much harder to be ambushed when it was still bright out— or at least, bright enough for me to spot the group of Skeletons wandering the blackened earth ahead of us. 
“I got this.”
Beaming at my companions, I created a bow made of fire. I held it up and pointed at the targets so distant. I was beginning to get used to my [Passive - Refined Casting] now. I was considering changing it to something else since I did not want to become reliant on it. However, at times like these, I found it really useful. 
Three Blazing Bolts nocked itself on the fiery bow. My arms did not shake. My accuracy was unperturbed. I loosed the powerful explosives straight at the Skeletons. They landed on three separate skulls, almost knocking their heads straight off. 
Then I changed weapons. In a mere moment, the bow shifted and became a Sickle Grenade. I tossed it forward, blasting the Skeletons with a blue explosion. Two notifications rang off in my head, but there were still five of them left. 
I discerned the last Skeleton I had attacked with my Blazing Bolts— the one that survived the Sickle Grenade. I pointed at it and turned to Edithe.
“There!”
She nodded and released her charged spell. A volley of ice rained down on the Skeletons, but they focused mostly on the one that was hurt. It collapsed, the accumulated damage too much for it to handle as the remaining four charged us. 
Daniel and I intercepted them. With [Ember Core] burning my body, and Daniel’s [Aura of the Sentinel] we disposed of the last of them in a few minutes. I tried to help Edithe. She finished off another Skeleton. But otherwise, she mostly stayed back. 
With the last of the Skeletons finished, I groaned and crossed my arms. 
“I didn’t even get a level!” 
“Of course not. You just leveled yesterday.”
Daniel rolled his eyes. My gaze shifted to Edithe, and I realized her eyes were unfocused. 
“Edithe?”
I blinked. But then I understood what she was doing. I identified her quickly, and I beamed. 
“You’re Level 65! And it has only been a week! See?” 
She was leveling at a faster rate than even me; despite the fact that she could not contribute as much in battle. Three levels. Seven days. 
Edithe shook her head. 
“I’m leveling fast. For now.” 
Sighing, she started past me. 
“But with each level I gain, the growth would slow. If it takes a week to level three times now, it would take two weeks to do the same next time around. Then maybe another month to finally get to Level 70.”
“It’s still, uh, faster than most people.” 
Daniel piped up from the side. Edithe nodded. 
“It is. But I guess I do feel kind of inadequate. Since, after all, I’m competing with you two.” 
A wry smile crossed her face. I grimaced. When we had first met, she was higher leveled than me by nearly 20 levels. And now, it was the reverse. I could not blame her for how she felt. 
Placing a reassuring hand on her shoulder, I gestured at myself. 
“I’m Salvos— a Demon. So, it’s not fair for you to compare yourself with me!” 
I paused. My eyes landed on Daniel. He gave me a glare, and I shrugged. 
“Daniel is weird, though.”
I said nothing else. Edithe laughed and shook her head. 
“It’s fine, Salvos. Thank you.” 
We walked in silence through the barren wasteland of the Plaguelands. I felt my pace slowing, my shoulders sagging, and a general feeling of unwellness at the way Edithe was acting. She was both so… motivated and demotivated at the same time. 
When we caught sight of the first signs of the lush greenery beyond, an idea sprung itself into my head. Innocently hiding two of my hands behind my back, I craned over to get Edithe and Daniel’s attention. 
“Hey…!” 
“What’s wrong, Salvos?” 
The red-haired woman quirked an eyebrow. I clasped my other two hands together. 
“So… you two will be needing to sleep and stuff in Ghostlight, right?” 
“Yeah, and?”
Daniel furrowed his brows. Edithe’s eyes widened in comprehension. 
“Wait, don’t tell me—” 
“Can I explore the Plaguelands while you two are asleep? Please? Pretty please?”
I tried giving them the best pleading face I could; the pair did not bite. The Human man frowned. 
“Why the sudden request? You’ve been fine with staying in Ghostlight for the past week. Are you already getting bored?” 
“Nope!” 
He narrowed his eyes dubiously. 
“I don’t believe you.”
Scowling, I drew my arms forward and harrumphed. 
“Well, if you must know, I’m thinking of going even further into the Plaguelands. To look around.” 
Edithe blinked and took a step forward. 
“You’re trying to find higher leveled undead for us to fight, aren’t you?” 
“Maybe…”
I trailed off, trying to whistle. An odd piercing sound came out instead. She hesitated. 
“I don’t… know if that’s a good idea, Salvos.” 
“But it is!” 
I protested. 
“If we want to help you level fast, we’ve got to scale the progress! You can’t just be fighting Level 100 Skeletons when you’re Level 70!”
“Why not?”
Daniel posed the question to me. I turned to him, and opened my mouth. 
“Because—”
“Because I’d level faster. Right.”
Edithe placed a hand on her chin, the deliberation evident on her face. Daniel stared at her. 
“Wait, you can’t possibly be considering this, Edithe?”
“I am. And honestly? Even if we say no, she’s going to do it anyway, isn’t she?”
The Human woman glanced at me, and I gave her a small nod. She continued.
“And if it’s something that helps me… helps us? I think we should just accept it.” 
“That’s right!”
I chimed in, sticking my tongue out at Daniel. 
“You’re a spoilsport!” 
The Human man’s gaze danced between the two of us, his lips drawn into a thin line. Finally, it settled onto Edithe as he pinched the bridge of his nose. 
“As long as you don’t have us fight this ‘Lich’. I’ve heard from the townspeople in Ghostlight— many Diamond Rank teams have sought him out. Very few of them return.” 
“Yay!”
I wrapped my arms around my companions, cheering. The pair sputtered, trying to pry my four arms from them. I let go of them. Then I stepped back. 
“I promise I won’t stray too far! I’ll be safe!”
“You better.”
Daniel murmured under his breath. I shot him a grin. 
“Maybe you two can learn more about each other in the meantime.” 
He sputtered, but Edithe just looked confused. Waving at them one last time, I started off. I bounded back into the Plaguelands, using all six of my limbs to carry me forward as fast as I could. Once I began to see the miasma, I slowed down and prowled slowly through the night.
There was a green-ish hue to the Plaguelands when the sun was not up. It was almost like an ethereal glow— I would have thought the blight was luminescent. But it was not. It was the light from the stars and the moon far above, limning the diffused gas as it reached up for the sky.
I did not stop to take in this sight; I continue onwards, past the massy hills. The discolored dirt. I nimbly moved through dead forests. Trees, robbed of their life. There were many corpses lying around. I did not stop by any of them. I gave them all a wide berth.
There was only the undead here. If someone died here, their body would be lost forever. These traps were not new to me. However, when I caught the signs of an unusual structure, I was struck by a cool chill.
I spun around, facing the creature standing behind me. It had disguised itself inside a dead tree. But now I could see the sheen despite the darkness of the night. A blue person, looking almost like a Human— but not. It faced me with a craned neck, turned so impossibly down I was sure it was dead.
And it was. Because it was an undead.
[Wight - Lvl. 111].
I drew back and bounded away, [Flame Burst] tripling the gap between us in an instant. I was not impeded by the speed of my companions here. I did not need to fight. Just like in the Netherworld, I could flee if necessary. 
The curse that had struck me slowly vanished— it drained me of my mana. There was no direct attack there. I did not know why it chose to steal my mana rather than killing me, but I did not stop to question a wild creature. Their actions had no meaning or sense, otherwise they would not be wild.
I reached the structure I saw from afar. Decrepit, old buildings stood here. The wood had rotted away, leaving behind only the cobble building up its foundations. The cracks between the stone were filled with green moss. A few blight flowers grew here. They exuded their foul stench, covering the area with their miasma of blight. 
Heads rose. Skeletons, hiding in the shadows of the ruins drew themselves up. They wielded weapons, and faced me with a keen intelligence I did not recognize. One of them stood taller than the rest. It was almost like a Skeleton— except it still had skin? At least, some kind of blackened skin that seemed to recede into its bones like tight clothing.
Two glowing eyes darted at me, and I identified it.
[Ghoul - Lvl. 108].
I frowned. Some kind of smart undead? It bellowed some kind of a guttural scream and the Skeletons chased me. I sent a single [Flaming Breath] their way before pulling back. I lost the pursuing Skeletons soon enough, passing by a field of blight flowers. 
My gaze swept through the only vegetation filling the Plaguelands, and I narrowed my eyes. I saw lumbering figures moving behind the thick mist of blight. They were not shaped like Skeletons, more complete, but less than a person. They had dark green skin, almost like a Cyclops, but most of them were missing chunks of their body. 
I took out a fire bow and sent a single arrow their way.
Defeated [Horde Zombie - Lvl. 78]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
It fell, its head completely severed from its body. But the other Zombies twitched. Their necks snapped up to face me. I was already gone. 
I rubbed at my chin as I walked through the Plaguelands. I saw more fields of blight flowers. More ruins. More dead forests. Deep into this Diamond Rank area, there were no longer even [Vurats] flying about. 
In fact, I saw strangely shaped bats flying. They were larger than me, even. With wicked wings sailing them through the air, parts of their body decomposed. 
I saw groups— clusters of Skeletons— surrounding Ghouls. The only intelligent undead I had seen so far seemed to gather the mindless Skeletons. And yet, despite having a semblance of sentience, they still acted the same way wild Demons did. It was just that they were the kind of wild Demons who disguised themselves as otherwise. 
Like the horned Demon and his minions.
I paused mid-step when a single drop of liquid landed on my long nose. I glanced up, seeing dark clouds gather up in the sky. But when I peer carefully at it, I could see the fizzled weavings of mana. The water that dropped was not any ordinary rain. It was a rain of blight. 
The patter of rainfall consumed me. I could feel my body growing weaker. The Plaguelands was still so vast— so expansive. I had only seen a glimpse of its depth. Yet, I had to leave now. 
Activating [Self Haste], I ran away from the brown rain, away from the lumbering undead, and back in the direction I came. Except, I did not know where I came from. I halted and cocked my head.
“Huh. I think I’m lost.”




16. Lost...

Daniel’s eyes darted over to the red-haired woman, sitting to his left, twiddling her thumbs around the tip of her staff. She was nervous, he could tell. Anxiety was on the rise— the light tapping of her foot was audible in the empty tavern room. 
He couldn’t blame her. Daniel was certain he was as overwhelmed as her— maybe even more. His heartbeat resounded loudly in his head. The flow of his blood through his body was a constant, monitoring the amount of time that had passed. 
It was almost noon. The sun was high up in the sky. Ghostlight was bustling with life outside. The [Innkeeper] boy was cleaning a mug— the squeak of the cloth rubbing against the glass is the only other sound in the silent room. 
“She’s not back yet.” 
Danel finally spoke up. Edithe nodded. 
“I realize that.” 
“Do you…”
He hesitated, biting his lower lip. Taking a deep breath, he continued. 
“Do you, uh, think she’s fine?” 
“She probably got lost.” 
Edithe sighed and leaned back against the chair. 
“It’s the fucking Plaguelands. There’s no way she didn’t get lost in there.” 
“But I even gave her a compass and my spare map!” 
Daniel protested. He was not sure why he was even protesting. Edithe was probably— no, definitely, right. It was just hard for him to accept that he was stupid enough to let her go off on her own the day before. 
He rubbed at his temples. 
“So… what do we do now?” 
He watched the red-haired woman grimace. She closed her eyes, as if steeling herself for her own answer. She stood up, and he met her gaze. 
“Isn’t it obvious?”
Edithe snorted and started for the door. 
“We’ll find her. And we’ll continue doing what we came here to do.” 
Daniel felt his shoulders sag. He should not have expected anything else— in fact, he did not expect anything else. He had known this would have been the decision she would come to from the very beginning. 
There was something about Salvos which inspired that kind of insanity in people. Especially Edithe— with how hotheaded she had been since he met her. With Salvos rubbing off on her, she was now just a little bit hotter. 
“Let’s just be a little less reckless, please?” 
Daniel felt the urge to plead with Edithe. She turned back to him and crossed her arms, snorting. 
“Who do you think I am?” 
He stared at her. 
“That’s exactly why I’m begging you— you tried to kill a Greater Demon 20 levels above you, remember?”
“Oh, right.”
***
I was lost. There was no doubt about it at all— I had no idea where I was. 
I mean, sure, Daniel had given me some things just in case I somehow ended up losing myself in the Plaguelands. He told me to follow the direction of the sun when it rose, take a look at the map with the compass to get to Ghostlight, and maybe even shout and run around so they could find me if I ever lost my way. 
However, what he did not— and I did not— account for, was how difficult it was to navigate through the deeper parts of the Plaguelands. 
“Leave me alone!” 
I yelled and breathed a plume of brilliant, blue flames. The [Skeletons Warriors] recoiled, backing away from the fire as it scorched their bones. I got down on all my limbs and began bounding forward, [Flame Burst] propelling me away from them. 
But an arrow zipped in front of me. It narrowly missed me, traveling through the air even faster than me! The [Skeleton Archer] strung back its bow as I glared at it, conjuring my own bow. 
“Take this, stupid wild thing!” 
I loosed a Blazing Bolt at it. The [Skeleton Archer]’s head snapped back. Its skull came clean off and it collapsed into a pile of bones. 
Defeated [Skeleton Archer - Lvl. 102]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up! 
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 77] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 78] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
“Yay! Now to run!”
I fled from the horde of undead. They swarmed after me, stopping their pursuit only when I activated [Self Haste]. I was about to head into a forest of dead trees when my [Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] stopped me. 
I narrowed my eyes, catching sight of what almost seemed like wisps of mist coming from a tree. A [Wight], I sighed and turned around. 
The Plaguelands was a vast place. And it seemed that whenever I tried to start in a specific direction, I would get sidetracked and thrown another way completely. I passed by another field of blight flowers— there were no [Zombies] here. It seemed they only gathered around ones where the miasma was so thick it became almost physical like a blanket.
“I wonder if they burn?”
I cocked my head and sent a small ball of fire into the blight flowers. The flames were snuffed out almost in an instant. I narrowed my eyes and tried again, this time with a stronger fire. 
The flowers burned slowly— almost like they were not made of leaves like normal flowers. The blight engulfed the flames, trying to put it out, while the fire ate slowly away at the petals themselves. A small section of the flower field was scorched off the earth. It took some time, and I was not going to waste any more attempts trying to purge them after this test.
I spun around… only to face a [Ghoul] standing behind me. I leapt back. 
“Blegh! Leave me alone!”
I hurled a Sickle Grenade at it, but it knocked the explosive aside. The blast resounded behind the [Ghoul] as it rushed me. It snarled— the only undead to have made a sound. It swung at me once— but I ducked under the attack and used the chains to trip it. 
It fell to the ground as I ran off. The sun was now high in the sky. It cast an eerie glow over the Plaguelands. Not that I particularly thought it was eerie. That was what Edithe and Daniel thought. 
“They’re also probably very mad right now.”
I sighed as I left the [Ghoul] far behind me— its group of Skeletons dragging it down in terms of speed. I had tried fighting one earlier. It was too powerful for me to defeat, even if it was alone. 
I was certain I was headed in the right direction. But for whatever reason, it felt like whenever I was derailed, I ended up even further from my destination than when I started. I caught sight of ruined structures up ahead. It was larger than the rubbles I discovered the night before. 
Extending for at least a mile, I tried to approach it without getting too close to be caught by hiding undead. I stayed far from the pile of bones sticking out of the earth. I would not be fooled by them. 
The ruins here were far more intact than the previous one I ran into. There were even some buildings that were still standing— they had collapsed walls and entire sections fallen into itself. However, this seemed more like the Brilsum Ruin’s in how they appeared. 
I glanced around, seeing no undead walking in the open of what was probably once a glorious city. The miasma here grew thinner. The closest blight field was not too far off. I narrowed my eyes as I noticed movement in the distance: in between some of the still-standing buildings.
I immediately took cover. I would not want to be caught by more undead. I was getting tired of running from every single encounter. This place was nothing like the Netherworld where I would spend so much time seeing nothing but a single Demon. And also, piles of Demon corpses. 
However, when the figures got closer, I heard sounds that were not just the clacking of bones. It was not the heavy footstep of a [Ghoul], nor the gust-like noises the [Wights] made with each step they took. It sounded like… voices. Conversations. 
I brightened as I thought I finally found some Humans to direct me towards Ghostlight. I was just about to transform back to my Mortal Form when the first of them became fully visible to me. My eyes widened as I saw the color green round the corner.
There was a tail. Patterned skin— no wait, that was not skin. Scales? They had a glossy look to them. They were a Kobold. I recognized that description from the books I read. With their long mouths and their claw-like hands, they were depicted to be rather vicious. Almost monstrous in their appearance. I did not think they were that scary— they seemed more like monster that was turned into a Human, and made cute-looking.
It was a small group of them. The one I saw was a… a she? I could not quite tell. Her body was not very different from the others accompanying her. The only noticeable difference was that her tail was shorter, barely poking out, while the others had tails long enough to wrap around their waist. 
And they were wrapped around their waists. They walked slowly, carrying spears and shields, as if escorting the female Kobold in the center. I crept a little bit closer, excited to see these new creatures. If I recalled correctly, they did not like Humans. However, that did not mean they would hate me, right? 
That logic made sense, however I was cautious before all else. I made sure to identify them before I did anything that would cause Daniel or Edithe to smack their forehead. 
[Cultist - Lvl. 105]
[Cultist - Lvl. 95]
[Cultist - Lvl. 98]
[Herbalist - Lvl. 74]
Huh, they’re all [Cultists], except for the Kobold woman. I wondered what they were doing out here in the Plaguelands. The fact that they were [Cultists] emboldened me. Choosing not to approach them as an odd, naked Kobold, I decided to step forward as myself. [Cultists] liked Demons, right?
Apparently, I  was wrong.
“Hey!”
I called out, waving one of my four arms. I did not have my Necklace of Obfuscation on, so they could clearly have seen me as a [Changeling]. In fact, I was certain they knew I was a Demon when they saw me, because that was what they cried out. 
“Demon!” 
“A Demon in the Plaguelands!” 
“Yes! I’m a Demon, and I—” 
I was cut off before I could continue. One of them hurled their spear at me. I barely craned my neck out of the way in time. It missed me, piercing straight through a nearby wall behind me. The building collapsed, sending dust and debris up. 
I narrowed my eyes as the Level 105 Kobold took a step forward. Smoke wisped out of his mouth as he glared my way. 
“Old Gods give me strength, help me slay this Demonic beast who brings the end!” 
“Oh, are you kidding me? You guys hate Demons too?! But you’re [Cultists]!”
I threw my hands up and sighed. Creating a Sickle Grenade, I braced myself for the Kobolds attack. He inhaled, and— 
The [Herbalist] kicked him from behind, causing him to stumble. Fire breathed out of his mouth, striking the ground and blazing out. It burned brighter and hotter than even my [Flaming Breath]. I took a step back, staring at the fire engulfing him for a moment. 
“What are you doing? Run!”
I blinked as I watched the Kobold woman hobble over to me. It was only now that I realized her hands were tied behind her back. There were shouts— no, barks coming from the three Kobold men she left behind. 
The highest leveled Kobold was still reeling from his own attack hitting himself. I frowned as I watched three gather themselves. The [Herbalist] tripped and fell. 
“H-help me!”
She gave me a pleading look. I felt my shoulder sag. Then I shrugged.
“Maybe I’ll get a [Hero] Class when I hit Level 100 instead.”
I tossed the Sickle Grenade at the other Kobolds. The blast did not kill them. But it did send rubble and smoke out, blotting their vision. [Self Haste] took me to the Kobold woman, and I picked her up with my bottom two arms. 
I sent one of my own [Flaming Breath] at them, while they were still discombobulated from the first attack, before [Flame Burst] carried me back with the woman. 
Explosions blasted out from where the three Kobold men were. One of them swung a claw in my direction, and the ground shot up. A claw mark cleaved through the earth in my direction. I managed to avoid it by ducking into a nearby building. The entire structure collapsed as I tore my way through the falling rubble. 
The [Herbalist] stared up at me, her eyes wide. 
“In my left pocket!”
She hurriedly speaks. 
“There’s a vial of Shadow Dust. Toss it at them!”
I cocked my head. 
“A what?” 
More barks called out behind me. I quickly reached into her pocket and pulled out what was in there. There were multiple vials, pouches, and even a golden scale. I did not wait to sort through them. I just tossed them all back in the direction of the pursuing Kobolds. 
Almost everything I threw dropped on the ground, worthless. However, one of the vials exploded into a cloud of black. It obscured my vision of everything within that cloud. And by the angry sounds I could hear through it, it was even worse for those inside the cloud.
“Woah. I need to get some of that for myself.”
“It’s very rare. Now let’s go!”
The Kobold woman tugged at one of my arms. I nodded and continued on, bounding on two arms and two legs, while my remaining two arms carried her close to my chest. We left the ruined city behind, soon disappearing behind a dead forest as the miasma of blight grew thicker once we left the area. I glanced back occasionally. But our pursuers were gone. 




17. Xidra the [Herbalist]

I made sure we were a decent distance away from the ruins before I came to a stop. I lowered the Kobold woman to the ground, shaking my head in relief.
“That was dangerous.”
I remarked as I beamed her way. I placed my lower two hands on my hips and used a third hand to point a clawed thumb to myself.
“Luckily, you found me! Or did I find you?”
The [Herbalist] picked herself up and dusted herself off. Her clothes were covered in grime and dirt— they were slightly torn, revealing some of her vibrant, green scales underneath. They looked so smooth, and I thought they seemed strong. Not like fleshy Human skin.
Her tail faced the sky as she got to her feet, turning to me with her violet eyes. She had slit-like pupils layered on top of her yellow sclera. They peered into me curiously. I waved at her, excited to finally meet a Kobold. Then I realized I was not in my Mortal Form.
“Oh, wait, this—”
She walked up to me and hugged me.
“Thank you. May the Nexeus be saved, thank you so much.”
I blinked and stared at her.
“Are you… not scared of me?”
Letting go of me, the Kobold woman took a step back and frowned.
“No. Why would I be?”
Her tongue stuck out as she spoke. The words came out like a hiss— almost as if she were whispering her words. But they were clear and as loud as anyone else I had ever spoken to.
I hesitated.
“But I’m a Demon. Are Kobolds not scared of us Demons?”
“You saved my life, Demon. Whether you were a Human, Spirit, Elf, Dwarf, Beastman, or even Goblin or Orc, I would be grateful. However, to answer your question: us Kobolds bear no ill feelings toward your kind, nor do I find you particularly terrifying.”
“Humans are scared of me all the time!”
I felt slightly offended that she did not think I was worth getting scared over. Sure, I liked that she did not scream and run from me or attack me like Humans would. But a middle ground like with Adan where he found my appearance frightening yet bore nothing against me for it would have been better!
“Your appearance is certainly alien. Such a sight would be more jarring if we were not in the Dead Zone.”
“Dead Zone? Don’t you mean the Plaguelands?”
“Perhaps that is what Humans call it.”
The Kobold woman picked at one of her scales, as if in thought. I pointed at her, sputtering.
“Wait, you think I’m less scary than a [Ghoul]?!”
“...yes?”
“Fair.”
I crossed all four of my arms. I felt like hugging myself to console me from all the hard facts she was saying. I paused, recalling the earlier scene.
“If Kobolds are not afraid of Demons, why did those Kobold men attack me?”
“Not all of my kind share the same sentiments as me, of course. Those who hail from the Cult of the Old Gods view things differently. Their [Cultists] think Demons are one of the bringers of the end. Alongside Spirits, of course.”
I cocked my head.
“They’re [Cultists].”
“Yes.”
“And they hate Demons?”
“That is correct.”
I felt like Edithe or Daniel right now, when they had to deal with me when I first came to the Mortal Realm. I rubbed at my temples— although I felt nothing from doing it. I did not know why either Humans did that when they were upset if it did not help!
“That’s confusing.”
I finally managed to muster up. The Kobold woman nodded.
“Indeed. However, it seems I have forgotten to introduce myself.”
Her tail lowered and her chest puffed up. She placed one hand behind her back, and the other on her chest.
“I am Xidra, a Level 74 [Herbalist] from Unarith. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
“I’m Salvos! A Demon! From the Netherworld!”
I happily greeted her back. Xidra’s lips did not curl up, however her forked tongue peeked out once again. Was that a smile for Kobolds? I tried copying it.
“I am also kind of lost. I’m supposed to go back to Ghostlight— my companions are there.”
“Ghostlight?”
The scales on her forehead rose up. I tapped a finger on my chin.
“A Human town? It should be somewhere to the… west? East? Of here.”
Xidra shook her head.
“Those are two completely different directions.”
I threw all four of my hands up in the air.
“I don’t know, ok? It’s somewhere!”
“I am not familiar with the Human lands. I know of a few of those I am acquainted with who are more knowledgeable than me on that topic. But that requires my return to my city first and foremost.”
“Your city?”
I looked at Xidra. Then the realization struck me.
“You want me to bring you there?”
“An escort would be appreciated.”
I considered this as the tail of the Kobold swayed behind her back. She was expectant— waiting for an answer.
“I mean, I guess I could help you? I don’t know where your city is, though.”
“It is fine. I know the directions out of the Dead Zone. I can lead you there.”
“Alright, then.”
I shrugged. I could have wandered around the Plaguelands until I hopefully found Ghostlight. Or maybe Daniel and Edithe would have randomly stumbled across me, and we would have been reunited. But I highly doubted such things would happen.
Helping Xidra was the best option— and I wanted to see a Kobold city too! So, it was good all around for me and my companions. I nodded to myself, satisfied.
“Do you want me to carry you? Or can you walk?”
“Walking is fine.”
Xidra spoke confidently. Her tongue almost reached her nose as she met my gaze.
“It may not have appeared that way, but I am very much capable of handling myself.”
—--
“Watch out!”
I tossed the Sickle Grenade at the [Ghoul] as it leapt for Xidra. The blast sent the undead flying back, as she stumbled away after me. A [Skeleton Archer] raised its bow, but I was faster. I loosed my own Blazing Bolt at it. It fell backwards, but it did not die.
“Come on!”
I grabbed the Kobold woman by the arm and began pulling her with me. Her feet trudged along the black dirt. They were wobbly. She could barely walk.
“I apologize, it seems my confidence from earlier was misplaced—”
“Oh, just let me pick you up!”
I carried Xidra around my shoulder as the small horde of undead lumbered after us. Night was beginning to set— the green glow of the sky returned. The thick miasma was starting to even affect me, slowing my movements.
[Self Haste] managed to bring us away from the undead. I had to flee through a forest of dead trees— I nearly fell into the ground when it opened up. I had thought I was walking on sand, but it was apparently what Xidra called ‘quicksand’. There were Skeletons at the bottom waiting for me, but I managed to pull myself up before they could drag me down into it.
Night finally fell by the time we found a safe spot in the Plaguelands. We were inside a shallow cave right by a field of blight flowers. I collapsed to the ground, sprawling my body like I was some kind of insect.
“I… hate… this… blight.”
“Take this.”
Xidra spoke simply. She offered a hand, revealing a bright petal. It was white— almost eerily so— and it seemed to shine with a cloak of mist. I narrowed my eyes.
“What do I do with it?”
“Eat it.”
“No way!”
I backed up from the Kobold woman as she devoured one of the petals on her own. She wiped at her mouth with her sleeve and faced me with a confused look.
“It’s from a cleansing flower. It is good for you. It fights off the blight. Take it.”
Hesitating, I found my eyes lingering on the glowing petal. It certainly looked more delectable than consuming the meat of a dead person. I picked it up with two fingers, grimacing.
“Fine!”
I hurriedly stuffed it into my mouth. I chewed on it for a moment— and my eyes grew wide. I did not grimace. I did not reel. The taste that was savored with each bite came at me like a powerful wave smashing into a lone rock out in the sea. The storm lasted a moment, yet it left its mark. The flavor washed through the palates of my mouth. It was… it was…
It tasted like nothing.
As if I grabbed a rock and bit into it. I blinked and stared at Xidra.
“What is this?”
“Do you like the taste?”
She revealed her tongue and leaned against the cave wall.
“It has special properties that bring out the taste of your favorite dish. For me, I can almost feel the texture of the delicious surk cabbages sprinkled with tazko ginger in my mouth.”
The Kobold waited for my response. I shrugged.
“It tastes like… rocks?”
At least, that was how I imagined rocks tasted. I had never tried, although I now wondered what they actually would be like to eat. Definitely more edible than the disgusting meats Humans eat.
“That’s an odd comparison. Unless you actually find the taste of rocks to be pleasing. I apologize, I am not very knowledgeable on how Demons work.”
“Every Demon is different.”
I snorted and sat up. I faced the cave entrance, making sure no undead were trying to sneak up on us. My [Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] did not alert me to anything.
“I’m sure if Haec were here, he’d have liked eating something. I just find food disgusting, that’s all. Maybe wild Demons are all the same. But even I’m not sure if that extends beyond them being wild.”
Xidra’s eyes glazed over. Her confusion was evident. I explained.
“Everyone is different. I’m sure you think you’re different from those Kobolds who held you captive. The same applies for Demons. We’re not just one type of thing. Humans think we’re all evil— that we are all the same. But that can’t be further from the truth.”
She slowly nodded. Placing both her hands together so that her claws dug into her scales, the Kobold woman spoke slowly.
“Perhaps I misspoke. I did not intend to offend you by generalizing your Species. I was simply curious about the general traits of a Demon. Apologies.”
“It’s fine.”
I waved a hand off.
“At least you aren’t attacking me like a Human would.”
I grinned, and she let out what sounded like garbled laughter. Relaxing slightly, I gave her a curious look.
“How about you Kobolds? Do you… do you need to sleep?”
She blinked, crushing my hope in an instant.
“Of course. Why would we not?”
“Aw…”
I deflated. I started off into a corner to pout when Xidra called out.
“Us Kobolds need sleep for only three hours every day. However, I seem to be sensing a theme— do you dislike the necessary functions of us mortals?”
“Perhaps…”
“May I ask why?”
She prodded me, which made me uncomfortable. Daniel and Edithe just accepted that I found them weird— they never asked why!
“It’s because… I dunno, I just don’t think it’s efficient? Fun? Exciting?”
“Is that really it?”
I twiddled my thumbs.
“...I also think that it sets me apart from them. As a Demon, I don’t need to do all that. And I’m proud of it, ok?”
Xidra shook her head. She was disproving. Her voice— still like a whisper— took on the tone of a lecturing parent. Like Edithe when she realized I did something bad.
“You can be proud of yourself— of your Species— however putting other Species’ down for what they are is not right. It is the exact kind of mentality those who are pursuing me have. And you saw how they treated you when they saw you, right?”
“I… think so? They wanted to kill me.”
I frowned and raised a hand.
“Wait, why did those guys even bring you here? Why did they have you tied up?”
She did not answer. Instead, she assumed a lying position on the ground. Her tail wrapped itself halfway across her waist as she closed her eyes.
“Think it over, Salvos the Demon. For now, I will rest. Perhaps I will answer your questions tomorrow.”
I stared at her as she drifted off to sleep. I folded two of my arms across my waist and stuck a tongue out at her.
“I was wrong about you. You’re weird too!”




18. The Scale Guard

Xidra woke up not too long after she went to sleep. It was still night outside— beyond the cave entrance— however we decided to get moving now that we were both rested. I did not sleep. I was not weird like Kobolds or Humans!
However, I received a rather surprising notification that night.
General Skill [Rest] Level Up!
[Rest - Lvl. 3] -> [Rest - Lvl. 4]!
Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!
Huh, that hasn’t happened in a while. I narrowed my eyes as they drifted towards the pouch on Xidra’s waist. Is it because I took that cleansing flower? Or because I’m recovering from the blight? I did not really know, but gratefully accepted the General Skill level and experience regardless.
“Today, we shall depart from the Dead Zone.”
The Kobold woman spoke as she got to her feet. I cocked my head.
“Do you know the way out?”
“I do not. However, I have a Skill that lets me feel the land. Sense where the blight grows thinner. Where the vegetation grows thick. Where the plants are alive and not dead and rotting like in here.”
I raised a nonexistent brow.
“That’s a cool Skill.”
“It is why my captors took me.”
She started for the cave entrance, and I followed after her. I faced her, listening to what she was saying until we reached the outside. Something went off in my head just as we took in the night sky.
“They needed my Skill. Of course, they wanted me gone too. As I am a rather influential member of the—”
“Watch out!”
I grabbed her and leapt to the side. Fire blasted the cave entrance. It engulfed the entire area, melting the rocks and forcing a collapse. Dust and debris was sent flying into the air as the flames continued pluming forward. It trailed after us— only my [Flame Burst] keeping us from being incinerated by it.
The wall of fire eventually dissipated, revealing three figures standing behind the smoke. Three Kobolds. The [Cultists] of the so-called Old Gods.
“How did they find us?”
I asked, exasperated. Xidra’s eyes spun in her head. She was still discombobulated, taken entirely by surprise. I inhaled and sent my own [Flaming Breath] at the Kobolds. Two of them darted off to the side, while the third simply braced for the attack.
The blue fire engulfed him, burning the ground and lighting the death earth ablaze. It whirled around him like an inferno as Xidra snapped back to reality.
“They’re here.”
“I noticed!”
I panted as the Skill ran its course. The Kobold man standing at the center of the wave stepped forward. His scales were slightly charred, smoke wisping over his body. But other than that, he simply looked mad.
“Return Xidra the [Herbalist] to us, Demon! And maybe we will give you a quick death!”
I stuck my tongue out and activated [Self Haste].
“Who would want to die, stupid?!”
A figure rushed me from the side. One of the two Kobolds jumped at me, slashing for my leg. I twisted out of the way before kneeing him in the stomach. I followed it up with a [Barrage of Cinders], the combination of strikes sending him reeling back.
The dark sky suddenly lit up, and my eyes widened as I saw a pillar of flames crashing down at me. I threw myself to the side just in time as half of the hill was set ablaze. I glared at the first Kobold— the one who was Level 105. And I bellowed.
“Leave us alone!”
There was a loud step from behind me. I glanced back, seeing the third Kobold backing away from me with an open jaw. The second Kobold also seemed to be struck with fear. I nearly sighed in relief as I watched the first Kobold hesitate. Then his face was overwhelmed with rage.
“Such tricks won’t work on me!”
He roared and snapped his mouth shut. He seemed to form a small hole with it, and I felt my [Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] blare a panicked alarm. I conjured some chains and dashed back, past the third Kobold who just regained his senses. He reached for me just as a cone of smoke left the first Kobold’s mouth.
A small sphere of fire shot out. It propelled through the air, leaving a trail of smoke as it rapidly made its approach. The ground was scorched where it flew over, coming with the intensity of a fire storm.
I threw the chains at a nearby dead tree, tugging at it as [Flame Burst] carried me a step further. The fiery sphere missed me, but I felt its heat burning at my back. Xidra almost screamed in pain as her scales were shadowed with ash, while a blood curling shout could be heard behind me.
Defeated [Cultist - Lvl. 98]!
More experience is awarded for defeating at least 20 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
He killed his own companion? I frowned, disgusted by that. He’s wild too. Like the horned Demon. I heard the hissing snarls of the remaining two Kobolds. They called after us, cursing like Edithe did whenever she stubbed her toe on a doorway.
I did not slow down. I continued fleeing from them as the blanket of night took over them. They vanished from sight, and Xidra and I made our escape.
—--
The sun was up by the time I stopped running. I settled the Kobold woman to the ground, making sure that she was fine. She had been hurt during the battle. Burn marks covered her scales— and while they were not that bad, she winced as I tapped a finger on her arm.
“Thank you, Salvos the Demon, but I will be fine.”
She retracted her arm from me. I reached into the small bag slung over my shoulder. I did not have much— only what Daniel and Edithe had given me. But I still had some healing potion to spare.
“Here.”
I offered it to her. Xidra shook her head.
“That is for you, if we were to cross paths with Gexli again. He is strong, and you would need everything you have to escape from him.”
I glanced behind me.
“I think we lost him. Drink.”
I tried to insist, but the Kobold woman waved a hand off. She produced some red powder from her pouch and rubbed it on her arm. I watched the burn marks slowly disappear, but the wound remained.
“We may have lost him for now. But it seems his tracking abilities are far superior than I have thought. He found us far too soon.”
“Tracking abilities?”
I narrowed my eyes. Xidra nodded.
“He may have only recently gotten his evolution, but it grants him great benefits. He has not grown stronger, or faster, or wiser, or anything that would aid him in combat. But he is able to smell better. See better. Feel better.”
“That’s… a bad evolution.”
I pointed out. She shook her head.
“Not for him. It lets him find me. And it was what let him kidnap me in the first place.”
“Huh.”
I was not entirely sure what Xidra was saying here. However, it meant that we would be caught up to, eventually. This was just like the situation with the Harrowed Vindicators. I did not want a repeat of that— especially since the Kobold woman was not like Daniel who could survive a surprise attack.
“Why do they want you?”
I finally asked, curiously peering at her.
“For many reasons, Salvos the Demon. I am Xidra the [Herbalist], one of the highest leveled of my Class in Unarith. They needed me for my Skills. To find the treasures of the Scale Guard of the past.”
I raised a brow, and she explained.
“Back before the Dead Zone had still been ruled by Lilian, the [Necromancer], she protected the Human lands from our invasions. We could not cross through these lands without falling to the blight, and she would always bring back our own [Warriors] against us. So, the Scale Guard then created a powerful artifact that could repel the blight. It would cleanse the land entirely, letting them fight at their full potential.”
“Huh.”
I was wondering why the blight seemed thinner where I had found Xidra; I almost thought it was my imagination, or I was reaching the edge of the Plaguelands. She continued.
“However, after slaying Lilian and Zacharius, a Lich was born from their deaths, and it killed the Scale Guard before they could ever return with their artifacts. It was lost to the Dead Zone, and Gexli wishes to find it.”
“To fight off the blight?”
“Yes. And to go to the center of the Dead Zone and kill the Lich— finish the job of the old Scale Guard. Because Gexli and the faction he is under believe themselves to be their successors. That is why they call themselves the Scale Sentinels. They think that if they purge the world of all its heretics and sinners— of all the [Heroes], the Demons, and the Spirits— that the Old Gods will return and save us from the Apocalypse.”
“I… see?”
That was a lot of information for me to take in. It sounded like something maybe Edithe would be interested in knowing. However, I was more concerned about what was happening right now.
“So, he wants you because of your Skill, and he will keep chasing us? Why can’t he just go after someone else who can help him?”
“Because of the second reason.”
She stuck her tongue out— and I flushed, realizing that that was how Kobolds smiled. I was smiling at them when I thought I was mocking them! I shook my head.
“What reason?”
“I belong to the opposing faction of the Scale Sentinels. The Risen Dragons. We oppose war with the Humans, and we refuse to see the destruction of other Species as a way to avoid the end. And so, he wants me dead as well. Once I’m no longer of use to him.”
“...well, that’s problematic.”
I pointed out the obvious.
“Indeed.”
Crossing two of my arms, I tapped my chin with a third hand.
“We can’t just keep running. They’ll keep chasing after us.”
I stated the obvious. Xidra murmured some kind of agreement, but I did not pay attention to it. Instead, my mind raced with thoughts— ideas— on what could be done.
I looked over my Status. I had been distributing my Stat Points mostly between [Vitality], [Wisdom], and [Agility]. However, my Skill Points had been mostly reserved. I had been apprehensive about spending it, especially since I was not sure which Skills I would keep.
Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)
Species: [Greater Demon of Pride]
Subspecies: [Asura Changeling] - Lvl. 78
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 5
[Identification] - Lvl. 5
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1
[Racial Skill: Mortal Form] - Lvl. 3
[Rest] - Lvl. 4
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 1


[Title Skill: Zealous Call] - Lvl. 2
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 84 (+5)
[Strength]: 56 (+5)
[Endurance]: 80 (+5)
[Wisdom]: 120 (+5) (+5)
[Agility]: 171 (+5)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 9]
[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 30 (Maxed)


[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 3


[Ember Core] - Lvl. 5
[Flame Burst] - Lvl. 10


[Flaming Breath] - Lvl. 1


[Intimidation] - Lvl. 5


[Self Haste] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)


[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 5
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Refined Casting] - Lvl. 1
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
It made me have to think wisely about what I was going to do— I could have just wasted my Skill Points entirely if I gave it to a Skill I did not want. But now, I had an inkling of an idea in my head. There were two Skills left for me to choose. I had already acclimated myself to [Passive - Refined Casting] at this point. It would have to go, and it would hamper me a little bit. Perhaps it would have weakened me as much as being afflicted by the blight— that was what made it the most difficult to fight in the Plaguelands…
I narrowed my eyes, turning to Xidra. An idea formed in my head. I knew what to do. But first, my main focus was on deciding between what I had: [Horror’s Flare] or [Radiant Slash]. And I just so happened to have quite a lot of Skill Points to expend.
I grinned at the Kobold woman.
“We fight.”
—--
I was not going to let us get snuck up on like in the morning. We were going to decide the location and when we would battle, rather than being caught off guard. There was a small valley right by a field of blight flowers. That was the location I chose for our battle.
I held a cleansing flower petal in one hand, just waiting for the two remaining Kobolds to show up. Xidra was not with me. I had her hide closeby, away from the battle that was to come. She did not have anything else on her that would help me— she already aided me by helping me find this spot.
Gexli and his companions showed up as the sun began to set. I watched their shadowy figures trek down the horizon. Their scales were ragged and worn, as if they had to fight their way to get here. And perhaps they did. There were a lot of undead here that I had to fight myself.
I chugged down on the last of my healing potions before we settled between the valley. I stood at its entrance now, and crunched on the cleansing flower.
“Hey!”
I called out to the two as they made their approach. Gexli stepped forward, opening his mouth—
And he responded to my comment with the same attack as before. A small sphere of blazing fire burst out towards me. It burned everything in its path, but I was prepared for it. I tugged the chain I had already prepared and tied to a rock, pulling myself away with a boost from [Flame Burst].
The second Kobold was already running after me, even as the attack lit up the dark valley behind me. I glanced down at him and created a bow made of fire. I nocked a Blazing Bolt and aimed at him— only to quickly switch targets and fire at Gexli.
The attack missed. It was not meant to hit him. Just to draw his ire. His eyes burned as he took a deep breath, before releasing a cone of flames my way. I ducked under the attack, landing right next to the other Kobold man, who was desperately moving out of the way of his leader’s blast.
[Ember Core] burned brilliantly, encasing me in my own flames as I struck at him with [Barrage of Cinders]. He snarled at me and tried lashing out, only to be consumed by Gexli’s fire as I hurriedly bounded away.
He screamed as the fire turned his scales black. He was not dead when the flames let up— not until I loosed a second Blazing Bolt, this time, aimed directly for him. The white arrow snapped his head back, and he collapsed.
I turned to Gexli.
“You don’t care about your companions, do you? You’re wild, even though you pretend to be smart.”
“Quiet, Demon.”
He spoke the word like it was some kind of a curse. It carried the same tone Edithe used to direct it towards me. Unlike Edithe however, there was no one stopping him from trying to kill me. So, I had to try talking to him myself.
“What’s so bad about being a Demon, huh?”
I bent over, placing two of my hands on the ground and sputtered.
“Look, sometimes I think you Mortals are weird. You need to do things like sleep, eat, and also wear clothes for whatever reason! But I don’t think there’s anything wrong with that. Nothing’s bad about being a Mortal— so what’s so bad about me being a Demon?!”
Gexli’s face twisted. He panted out smoke— the eddying flakes of cinder leaving his mouth in thin trails.
“I do not care about what you can or cannot do. Your kind is a scourge to the Mortal Realm! You bring the end! The Apocalypse! There is no place for you in this world.”
I stared at him. The reasoning made no sense— I was not doing anything of the sorts! And yet, the accusation in his gaze did not leave him. The fire that blazed around him as he walked my way. I sighed.
“Fine, then.”
I bared my teeth and let out a shrieking growl. [Title Skill: Zealous Call]. It was the only Skill I had used that worked regardless of level. Of course it would. Why would someone try and draw the wrath of a higher leveled being? They would die.
The fury in Gexli’s face did not change. He still came at me with the same, relentless anger as before. I released a [Flaming Breath] at him, only for him to tear through the blue fire with his own red flames.
His footfalls rapidly approached me. His webbed feet made little noise when it came into contact with the blackened dirt. Was that a trait of his evolution? I did not see those on Xidra or the other two Kobolds that fought against me.
I raised my claws— all four of them— and ribbons of fire began to cover them. It was not like the fiery effect of my [Barrage of Cinders]. Of course not. This was a different Skill. I only chose it because it sounded strong— like the [Hero’s Slash]. It was a gamble. A risk. But I poured all 9 of my remaining Skill Points into it, and replaced [Passive - Refined Casting].
“[Radiant Slash]!”
A blade made of light did not come over me. It was not a heroic strike— not a glowing attack which sheared the darkness with hope. I was not Daniel. I used weapons sometimes, but I did not rely on them.
Instead, my claws were overcome with black flames. They wreathed my entire forearm with a sable light. The black void that ate my hands were overcome with a white glow. It was a strange sight. The juxtaposition with utter darkness and the brilliance it shone. I struck forth at Gexli as he charged me.
His mind was overcome with rage. It was not like [Intimidation]. He would not snap out of it. He would charge at me mindlessly, and I would shear him in half—
My swing missed the Kobold man as he ducked under the attack. Spinning on his heels, he swiped at me with his own claws. I turned back just in time to crane my neck out of the way with [Self Haste]. I wanted to slash out at him again, but I could feel the effects of the Skill beginning to fade.
He would move out of the way. Just like he did before. There was only one way to stop him from dodging. To get him to hesitate for a split second.
“Kneel.”
He did not snap out of his rage against me, but for a mere moment, it seemed like he regained his senses and fought back against the fear trying to invade his mind. He stopped moving, then the anger returned.
[Intimidation]. [Self Haste]. [Radiant Slash]. [Title Skill: Zealous Call]. [Flaming Breath].
I found his scales resisting the slash. Even as it burned him. Five of my Skills had been chained together to achieve the best effect it could. But there was still one more I could use. [Flame Burst] propelled me forward as my four claws dug into his stomach.
And he screamed. Intelligence returned to his wild eyes as he let out a terrible cry. I went through the Kobold man, cutting him entirely in half with that strike carried me past his severed corpse. Gexli fell in twain, his death throes echoing throughout the Plaguelands as I tumbled on the blackened dirt.
General Skill [Title Skill: Zealous Call] Level Up!
[Title Skill: Zealous Call - Lvl. 2] -> [Title Skill: Zealous Call - Lvl. 3]!
Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!
Defeated [Cultist - Lvl. 95]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
Defeated [Cult Vanguard - Lvl. 105]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up!
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 78] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 79]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up!
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 79] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 80]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
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Defeated [Skeleton Warrior - Lvl. 102]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 30 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
...
Defeated [Unarmed Skeleton - Lvl. 93]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
Class [Summoner of Guardians] Level Up!
[Summoner of Guardians - Lvl. 65] -> [Summoner of Guardians - Lvl. 66]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Class [Summoner of Guardians] Level Up!
[Summoner of Guardians - Lvl. 66] -> [Summoner of Guardians - Lvl. 67]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Edithe downed the healing potion and tossed its bottle to the ground. The wounds— the myriad of cuts— throughout her body began to close as she steadied herself on her staff. Daniel glanced over at her, a worried look on his face.
“Are you alright?”
He pulled his sword out of a pile of bones. Wiping the sweat from his brows, he shook his head.
“You’ve leveled again.”
“I did. And I’m fine.”
She replied curtly. In reality, Edithe was not fine. She watched how Daniel disposed of the group of [Unarmed Skeletons]. He barely needed her help— all she did was stand at the side and cast a few spells. It frustrated her.
It was one thing seeing Salvos, a Demon, completely overshadow her. And while she had known Daniel was quite talented— considering that he had kept up with Salvos— it was a different thing entirely to see him in action without the Demon around.
“Let’s just go back.”
She shook her head, knowing that she should not be upset. He was helping her. He had no reason to be here… other than being roped around by Salvos into doing what she wanted. But she was gone, and he was helping Edithe now.
Edithe let out a frustrated sigh. Daniel glanced back at her, but said nothing.
The pair made their way back towards Ghostlight in silence. It was almost awkward— Edithe realized now that she did not actually know him that well. Sure, they chatted and hung around each other, even when Salvos was not present. But fighting together? Just the two of them? That was a completely new experience.
“...maybe we should just wait for Salvos to return.”
Daniel finally spoke up. Edithe frowned.
“Why?”
“This is too difficult with just the both of us— I mean, sure, we’re getting more experience with each fight since we don’t have to share it with her. But it’s dangerous. If either of us messes up once… there won’t be anyone else there to correct our mistake.”
That was certainly true. The red-haired woman could not forget that she would be dead right now if it were not for Salvos. And yet, Salvos brought them here so that Edithe could get stronger.
She was not going to let the thought and effort there go to waste.
“We’ll just have to be more cautious, then.”
“...if you say so.”
Daniel shrugged.
***
“We’re free!”
I threw all four of my hands in the air and rolled on the grassy floor. Xidra eyed me with an intrigued look. She picked her claw at her scales.
“We have just exited the Dead Zone, Salvos the Demon. However, we are not back at Unarith just yet.”
“I know that, Xidra the [Herbalist]!”
I did not stick my tongue out at her, since that would have conveyed the exact opposite meaning I wanted it to. She started past me, heading up into a valley of rolling hills.
“It is not far. Not with your speed. Let us continue.”
I got to my feet, glancing back one last time in the direction of the Plaguelands. The miasma was thick there— the brown blight which slowed ebbed away at my strength, speed, and magic. A small field of blight flowers was visible in the distance. I had not fallen into one just yet, but I wondered what would happen if I had.
It’d probably cripple me, I thought as I continued on.
Xidra was not slow by any means. She might have had a non combat Class, but she was rather high leveled. Which meant that she had all the Stat Points a Level 70 would have, and even if she distributed them somewhere else, she would still have some spent into [Agility].
It might not have had the same bonus granted as a [Rogue] or an [Archer]. I was told by Edithe that each Stat served different functions for different Classes. A [Seamstress] might have needed the [Agiility] Stat to speed up her weaving, maybe even make her movements more delicate, but it would not help her run faster than a [Rogue] of the same level.
The two of us made good progress. I was not sure if she knew where she was going, however she seemed to be using the sun’s location in the sky to guide her, as well as a… Skill?
“Are you sure we’re going the right way?”
I asked her as the sun began to set. We were cresting up to the top of a hill. The landscape here was moundy— a lot of rock and stone. It made for a very boring trek, since all I saw was a dull-gray wherever I looked. A cloud passed overhead as she answered.
“It is not far. I can sense the vegetation returning.”
“What do you mean by vegetation? All I see here are rocks and…”
I trailed off as we reached the top. I saw peeking over the undulating lines of gray the first signs of civilization. They poked out like odd, sharp rocks. Thin and long. They appeared by the dozens filled my view before the city came into sight. 
There were no walls girdling around it. It was not a sprawling metropolis like the cities I saw in the Human lands— the buildings here were short. Many of them only had a single floor. They were mostly orange or brown in color. Not made out of wood, but some kind of stone with a similar shade.
The only anomaly were those tall towers. None of them were as wide or large as a clock tower or guard tower. Yet, they filled the city with their presence. I narrowed my eyes and pointed at one of them.
“What are those?”
“Minarets.”
Xidra replied simply.
“Places of worship for the Old Gods.”
I stared at her before crossing my arms.
“You keep bringing these ‘Old Gods’ up. What are they even?”
The Kobold woman’s tongue slithered out of her mouth. The edges of her eyes curled up as she spoke a word.
“Dragons. The Old Gods are Dragons.”
“...what?”
—--
Apparently, Kobolds worshipped these bigger versions of themselves that had wings and flew around breathing fire. That sounded like me, except I did not have wings.
Can I get an evolution with wings? That’d be so cool!
I stopped at the bottom of a valley with Xidra. She told me I would have gotten a few angry members of the Scale Sentinel coming after me if I went in looking like I did. She had me transform into my Mortal Form.
“No, not as a Human— you told me you could transform into any Species, Salvos the Demon.”
“Oh. I’m just so used to… also, I can only transform to some. I can’t turn into dogs, but I think I can turn into a Kobold?”
I tested it out and it worked. My body shifted and I grew even shorter than I was as a Human. Silver scales covered my body, and a tail sprouted out from my back. Claws grew out of my hand, however they were far more dull than what I had normally. I blinked and looked at myself.
“I look fancy now, my skin is all weird feeling. But wait…”
I frowned as I took a look at my Stats.
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 84 (+5)
[Strength]: 60 (+5) (-5)
[Endurance]: 84 (+5) (-5)
[Wisdom]: 120 (+5) (+5) (-5)
[Agility]: 173 (+5) (-5)
“I have higher [Vitality] as a Kobold over being a Human—”
General Skill [Racial Skill: Mortal Form] Level Up!
[Racial Skill: Mortal Form - Lvl. 3] -> [Racial Skill: Mortal Form - Lvl. 4]!
Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!!
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 84 (+5) (+1)
[Strength]: 60 (+5) (-4)
[Endurance]: 84 (+5) (-4)
[Wisdom]: 120 (+5) (+5) (-4)
[Agility]: 173 (+5) (-4)
Huh. It raises my [Vitality] by one now?
I jolted back as Xidra spoke a reply.
“Yes, that is what distinguished us Kobolds from Humans. Some say it is what makes us better, but I disagree. I’m sure you realize that by now.”
“Yep! You think Kobolds are the same as Humans. Which is true! You're both worse than being a Demon!”
I nodded before grinning, and she laughed.
“Your sense of humor fascinates me. It is like a child if a child knew what she were saying was wrong.”
“Daniel calls it banter.”
“And Daniel is your Human friend?”
“One of my companions! Edithe is the other!”
“Yes… the ones you wish to return to.”
Xidra handed me some clothes and turned around. I quickly put on those robes— they were not like the difficult to wear Human clothing. I could get dressed in mere moments. Then I followed after her.
“I have acquaintances who shall be able to help you with that.”
“Yay!”
I cheered as I tightened the cloth belt around my waist.
We reached the periphery of the city. Unarith was what Xidra called it. I remembered hearing that name before. From Adan. He told me he was headed here to trade his wares. My head snapped around, glancing between the small buildings, searching for a Cyclops man with a large sack.
I did not see him.
Instead I saw a lot of Kobolds. Many bright colored scales. Blue, green, yellow, red. They did not fill the streets like a Human city would. They were not bustling about their day, rushing to get to work. Instead, it was a lot more laid back atmosphere.
There were no street vendors shouting and pointing at you, trying to get you to buy their goods. It was quiet. Almost serene. We walked past a thin stream of water cutting through the streets. I saw plants growing alongside it— some kind of vegetable. Their farmland was integrated into the city. Even in the back of houses, I saw fruits and other kinds of agriculture being grown.
Xidra led me to a large minaret standing at the center of the city. As we walked through, a few faces turned towards her. Many of them were in recognition, while others were in shock at the state of her appearance. She had just returned from the Plaguelands. Her clothes were torn, her scales were cut, and her entire body was covered in grime.
We arrived at the base of the tower and a few Kobold men with spears rushed at us. I thought they were preparing to attack at first, but they quickly bowed at her.
“Xidra the [Herbalist]! You have returned!”
“Nav the [Warrior], I see you have been well.”
“Where have you been, First Dragonling? Who is this strange woman with you?”
I waved at him.
“Hi! I’m Salvos!”
“You would be wise to refer to her with some respect, Nav. This is the woman who saved my life. She is a [Mage] of tremendous power.”
Xidra spoke, stepping forward. We crossed a small bridge towards the minaret just ahead of us. It was surrounded by water— the entire area around it some kind of farmland. The Kobold men sputtered. The one named Nav turned to me, eyes wide.
“Wait, saved your life? What happened, First Dragonling?”
“The Scale Sentinels stole me from my own abode. Gexli was behind it, however she slayed him.”
“She killed Gexli?”
“Impossible, she’s only Level 80—”
I beamed at their reactions. I had not seen such surprised looks in a while. And with their whispery voice, it made it all the better. Like they were spreading rumors of my greatness behind my back. Nav clenched his claws.
“That Gexli… he went too far this time.”
He bowed my way.
“I thank you, Salvos the [Mage], for what you did for the Risen Dragons.”
I raised my chin and waved a hand dismissively.
“Aw, it’s fine. I was just passing by…”
“We owe you a great debt. For saving our First Dragonling— we cannot thank you enough.”
Giggling, I placed a hand over my mouth.
“Well, if you insist, then I’d like a few things… but wait, what do you mean by First Dragonling, anyway?”
I glanced over at Xidra. She stopped right before the minaret. Her hand was at the door. She turned around, facing me with her tongue out.
“Ah, apologies. It seems I never did formally introduce myself. I am Xidra, the highest leveled [Herbalist] and head of the Risen Dragons in this city of Unarith. And for that, I have been granted the Title of First Dragonling.”
…
“Nice! So, you’re someone important, then?”
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Xidra pushed the door open, revealing a large, open chamber. It was not the kind of grand room I would see in the Human lands. There were no glittering walls decorated with paintings. No gilded hallways branched out to the side. It was simple. Plain. And yet, it seemed sacred, somehow.
I saw a crowd of Kobold men and women, gathered in one corner of the room. They were in the middle of a quiet discussion— their whispery voices were actually whispering. Or wait… were they even in a discussion?
My ears perked up as I made out the words. It sounded like a chant, more than anything. I narrowed my eyes as I identified a Kobold woman leading the chant.
[Cultist - Lvl. 43]
“Huh.”
I did not make another comment. I followed Xidra as she stepped into the room, her tail swishing behind her as she spoke.
“Salvos the [Mage], this is your first time back in civilization in years, yes?”
The question caught me off-guard. I blinked, wanting to correct her statement. However, I realized she was trying to cover for me. I hurriedly agreed.
“Yep! Haven’t been in Unaris in forever!”
“Unarith.”
“I have a lisp.”
The Kobold woman wore a puzzled look on her face. The confusion was evident. Did Daniel lie to me about people speaking weirdly? I shook my head and placed my claws behind my back.
“So… what are we doing here?”
“First, I’d like to return to my quarters and get changed.”
She gestured at her clothing— the torn and tattered robes that she was wearing— before turning to face me with a Kobold smile.
“Then, we’ll help you find your friends.”
“Yay!”
Xidra started up a spiral stairway at the center of the room. I followed after her along with her escort of Kobold guards. We stopped at the middle floor. Halfway to the top. She dismissed Nav and the others following after us, before ushering me into the room.
“They will wait for you down below. Come, let us get you changed into proper clothes first. We will have to wait for my acquaintance to arrive.”
I paused, eyes drifting in the direction of the window. Light seeped in through a window with complex patterns on its wooden frame.
“Can I take a look around?”
“If you wish. Tell Nav to give you a tour of the city— that I told him to give you proper treatment.”
My eyes went round and I grasped her hand.
“Thank you so much! You’re amazing! I didn’t even have to argue with you about it!”
I was prepared to get into a prolonged discussion about the merits of letting me wander around the city. But she just said yes! She raised a brow.
“Of course…?”
Xidra gave me an odd look as I bounced on my toes, excited. I quickly threw on whatever nice clothing she prepared for me— although she forced me into a bath before I could wear them.
“This is the uniform of those affiliated with the Risen Dragons. You may not be one of us, but you saved my life, so you are our ally. Please do try to represent us with some elegance.”
“Wait— are you saying I’m some kind of Princess, then?”
“That is a Human Title. I do not believe we have much of an equivalent here. Perhaps my station would be considered something similar. However, I am more akin to your [Priests], and I am not here out of my birth, but my efforts.”
“Can I go now?”
I asked her as I tightened the regal robes around me. Xidra looked at me once over. She was approving.
“Yes. I will have to prepare myself. As well as call upon my acquaintances who could help you. They are [Diviners], so there is no need to show them your… compass. Those odd Human trinkets. All you need is to help them guide you, describe what you are searching for.”
“But… my companions are Humans. Won’t your friends get upset?”
“Of course not. Those of the Risen Dragons harbor no ill will towards the Human Species. We understand that they are lacking in what we know. What we seek is reconciliation— for the betterment of us all.”
“Huh. And this thing your Kobold Species knows about is… that Apocalypse thing?”
She nodded gravely.
“Yes. The Apocalypse. The death of the world. The end of all things. It comes, and only by working together can we stop it.”
Her grim gaze fixed on me, telling me how serious this was. I could feel the pressure— the weight on her shoulder— from here. It was almost palpable. I tapped a finger on my chin.
“I see— anyway, can I go now?”
Xidra blinked. Her mouth opened and closed. It took her a moment to find her tongue. Of course it did! If she kept poking it out, she would lose it eventually!
“Yes, you may. But be aware, us Kobolds do not end our days once the sun sets. You have noticed we do not need as much sleep as Humans. So, the city is still busy and teeming with life.”
“Even better for me!”
I started out the door, waving goodbye at her as I adjusted the collar of the robes she gave me.
“Tight.”
—--
“The First Dragonling asked us to accompany you?”
I gave Nav an eager nod, before twirling around and showing her my robes.
“Look, she even gave me fancy clothes and everything! I just wanna see stuff!”
He hesitated. The other two Kobold men with him jabbed him with their elbows and stuck out their tongues. He scowled and nodded.
“Very well, if Xidra the [Herbalist] asked me to, I shall act as your escort.”
“Not escort.”
I corrected him with a wave of my silver claw.
“Tour guide!”
He was about to retort, but I grabbed him by the arm and dragged him out of the large building. Nav was large for a Kobold— burly even. He stood taller than me in my current Mortal Form. Almost as tall as Daniel! However, he was not exactly especially tall. Not compared to Jaakko, Addan, or even Haec.
Lucerna was another matter entirely.
The red-scaled Kobold was a Level 93 [Warrior]. He could have resisted, yet for whatever reason he let me pull him from the Risen Dragon’s Shrine. We stood out in the middle of a street surrounded by orange houses intersected into a field before I stopped. He cleared his throat.
“Salvos the [Mage], may I inquire as to whereabouts you wish to visit?”
“I’m not sure…”
I trailed off, casting my gaze around the city. I pointed at a tower in the distance.
“What is that?”
“That is… a minaret.”
“I know that!”
I scoffed, shaking my head with my hands on my hips.
“I mean, what is that place? Is it like your shrine place?”
“It is. All the minarets you see here belong to different factions in the city. What you’re pointing at is the Shrine of the Winged Warriors. That over there is the Shrine of the Hollow Claws. And that large one there? That’s the Shrine of the Scaled Sentinels.”
“Huh.”
My gaze rested at a decorated minaret. Its base structure was not as wide as the one belonging to the Risen Dragon’s, and neither did it have a large area of crops surrounding it. What it did have was the tallest tower in the city. It did not rise up above the clouds like a mountain, however it certainly was taller than any building I had seen— the Human lands included.
“Are these different denominations or something? I thought you— we worshipped Dragons?”
“The Old Gods are our forefathers. We will always sing praises in their name. However, they did not leave us any rules of governance. It is up to ourselves what we wish to do, so we form our own groups.”
He narrowed his eyes.
“Every Kobold child knows this, Salvos the [Mage]. It is strange that you do not.”
“I am… uncivilized?”
I scratched the back of my head. He wanted to press me further, but I quickly changed the subject.
“Anyway, do you know of a Cyclops man who came to this city? He’s my friend. He’s about this tall— green skin, one eye?”
“...every Cyclops looks like that.”
“His name is Adan. And he’s a [Trader]!”
Nav let out a small sound of understanding.
“I believe someone just like that is currently visiting Unarith, yes. Do you wish to meet him?”
“Would I!”
The mostly empty streets of Unarith were not devoid of life. It was the exact opposite— people were not acting like monsters were prowling the street corners, like in a Human city. They went about their day rather casually. It was just that the city was not very densely populated in the first place.
Nav brought me to a ramshackle hut at the edge of Unarith. I peered through its window to see a familiar green face standing behind a counter. Various goods, items, and equipments were spread out behind him and at tables around him. He was in the middle of a conversation with a Kobold woman when I threw the door open and ran in.
“Adan! You’re actually here!”
I wrapped my arms around him, beaming. The Cyclops man exchanged a look with the customer he was talking to.
“Apologies, Miss. But do I know you?”
My shoulders sagged as I backed up.
“Aw. You don’t remember me?”
His single eyebrow lifted up and he placed a hand on his chin.
“You do sound familiar, however I will get to you in a moment. I have a customer to attend to.”
I dejectedly walked back towards Nav. The Kobold man had his arms crossed as his gaze fixed on Adan.
“Are you sure this Cyclops is your friend?”
“...yes. I guess he doesn’t recognize me because I look like this.”
“By ‘this’, do you mean washed and well-dressed?”
I shot him a glare, and he coughed into his claw.
“Apologies, I don’t know what came over me. That was rude.”
“It was!”
I crossed my arms and huffed. A Princess is always well-dressed no matter what she wears. Because her attire is herself, not what she wears! I waited for Adan to finish up his transaction with the Kobold woman. He handed her what seemed like a magical tablet, receiving some precious jewels in return, before she left.
When he was finished, I approached him and stared up his way.
“You don’t remember me? At all?”
“I apologize Miss, but—”
“It isn’t Miss! It’s Salvos!”
He frowned, placing a hand on his jaw.
“But…”
His eyes grew wide at the realization. Adan understood what happened, placing his hands together as if he were piecing together a puzzle.
“Ah, Salvos. It has been a while, I almost did not recognize you.”
“It has, hasn’t it!”
I grinned and clasped my claws together.
“How have you been?”
“I have been well. I arrived in Unarith not too long ago. I… did not expect to see you here so soon.”
Adan looked over my shoulder at the Kobold man following me, speaking hesitantly.
“Is this your companion?”
“Nope! I just met him.”
“Ah, I see.”
Putting his hands together and bowing, Adan greeted Nav courteously.
“Greetings, [Warrior] of the Risen Dragons.”
“At ease, Adan the [Trader]. I am Nav, and I am simply accompanying Salvos the [Mage] for her tour around the city. You do not have to address me by my faction.”
“Thank you, Nav the [Warrior].”
The pair of Kobold and Cyclops exchanged pleasantries as my eyes were drawn to the myriad of shiny objects put on display at the countertop. I ignored those, instead focusing on a dull-looking rock.
“What’s this?”
I identified it, but it didn’t tell me much. Adan smiled.
“Ah, that is a piece of stone from the Ring of Fire. The earth that Dungeon is said to be enchanted, with magical properties that can cure disease and illness.”
“Huh. You have so much new stuff!”
“Apologies, Adan the [Trader], but I have not heard of such rumors about these rocks before. Do you mean to tell me they can cure the blight from the Dead Zone?”
“Not at all.”
Adan laughed, facing a perplexed Nav.
“It is what the Humans say. I was paid this for a previous transaction from a Kobold man who just returned from the Ring of Fire. If I return to the Human lands with this, I could sell it for a hundred gold.”
“...I am not sure what that equates to.”
“No matter.”
The Cyclops man turned back to me as I sorted through his variety of goods. Most of them were just shiny, aesthetic things which I did not care too much about. Not unless I wanted to dress fancily. Perhaps I would get them if I was headed back to the Human lands. But while I was still here out in the Plaguelands, I would have to get things that actually mattered.
The enchanted equipment he offered were mostly the same as before. He did not make much sales since I last saw him on that front. And they were not really things I needed. One of them helped with using weapons better, but I already had [Passive - Weapon Mastery] maxed.
My claws were hovering over the goods offered when Adan spoke up.
“See anything you like, Salvos? You seem keen on buying something. I am willing to offer you a discount.”
I glanced up, scratching at my scaled cheeks.
“Well, I’d like to shop for some stuff since I’m here. But a discount? Aw, you’re not going to give it to me for free?”
“I am a [Trader] first and foremost. What is a trade if one side does not receive something?”
Pouting, I found myself staring at the wall full of items hanging on hooks. There was an ivory horn sticking out. It drew my vision. Or perhaps it was my [Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] telling me to get it. I identified it as I pointed it out.
“What is that?”
“That is a Horn of the Caller. It is for those who are lost and seeking civilization. Its blare can be heard by someone up to ten miles away. It is not loud on the ears, nor will it scare away monsters. But it can help someone find your general direction.”
“Huh. And it is Medium Grade too.”
I considered its uses. It would certainly help Daniel and Edithe with finding me if I were lost. It did not help with fighting enemies, and it could even draw the attention of angry monsters my way. But I had a Skill that did exactly that, and it had been useful so far.
“I’ll take it!”
Adan was pleased. He rubbed his hands together as he nodded.
“Of course. What would you offer for this? It was quite an expensive trade, you see.”
“Um…”
I patted myself down, trying to find if I had anything to give him. I produced a compass and he shook his head.
“That would not be worth the price of anything in this shop.”
“I don’t really have anything else… unless!”
I hopped over to Nav.
“Nav! Can you help pay for this for me, please?”
The red-scaled Kobold— who had been off to the side, picking at his scales— was caught off-guard. He opened his mouth.
“Wait—”
“Xidra said you would help me! I saved her life, you know? The First Dragonling!”
He mulled over it for a moment. He looked like he wanted to argue, however something led him to decide to eventually acquiesce.
“Very well.”
He sighed and started for the counter. He produced a bracelet from the pocket of his robes— it had a sigil adorned on it. It looked like a Kobold with wings breathing out fire. Except, it was oddly shaped and had a larger body and small hands.
“This is a bracelet given to every member of the Risen Dragons. It is made entirely out of eloxite— an expensive material in the Human lands, yes? And it protects the wielder from poisonous gasses, something I am sure a Dwarf [Alchemist] would want if you decide to visit their lands. Will this be enough for payment?”
The Cyclops man held it up with an appraising gaze.
“Why yes, Nav the [Warrior]. This is indeed a fair transaction.”
He accepted the bracelet, pocketing it before unhooking the Horn of the Caller and giving it to me. I took it and wore it around my neck like a necklace. I stared at it, then at the pair standing before me.
I beamed.
“Now I won’t get lost anymore!”
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I happily exited Adan’s shop, waving goodbye at the Cyclops man as I carried the Horn of the Caller in between my silver claws. It was worn around my neck like a necklace, with a string connected around its edge, keeping it attached to me so I would not lose it.
I glanced around the street I was in. It was still night; I did stay back to chat with Adan for a few hours, even after multiple other customers came in. However, I did not waste enough time for it to already be daytime.
Nav followed after me with a tired look on his face.
“Alright, Salvos the [Mage]... what do you wish to see next of Unarith?”
I tapped a finger on my chin as I cast my gaze around the city. There were a multitude of things to see. Not much trade went on here— not as much as a Human city. There still were some vendors, as evinced by Adan’s presence.  It just was very different from what I was used to.
I could spend a very long time, just wandering around Unarith, taking in the sights with awe, asking questions to my tour guide, and learning more about Kobolds and their culture. But I was bored!
“Let’s go back!”
I spun back around to face Nav. The red-scaled Kobold blinked. He tried to work his jaw— which seemed a lot more difficult than for a Human, since his mouth is elongated.
“B-but… you just… you only visited one place…”
He stared at me as I simply cocked my head. He tried to muster up more words before giving up and sighing a raspy breath.
“Very well, we shall make our return to the shrine.”
“Yay!”
Leading the way back to where we came from, I skipped behind Nav until we reached the tilled fields and crossed the bridged path to minaret standing tall with a wide base. It was emptier now, than before. There were no groups of Kobold men and women chanting with their hands clasped together. Perhaps they finally decided to retire to bed.
Kobolds did need sleep, after all. Not as much as Humans. A light nap, compared to them. Maybe some Humans could get a Skill or a Class that helped them forego sleep entirely. But this was part of the Kobolds’ Species. They did not need any outside aid to help them be better than Humans this way.
I approved of it!
We went up the spiral staircase in the center of the chamber, back up to where I left Xidra. I rapped lightly against her door and called out.
“Xidra— the [Herbalist]. Are you there?”
I quickly corrected my mistake before Nav could give me an odd look. Or, an even more odd look that he had given me today. The door swung open, revealing a well-dressed Kobold behind it. She wore slender, fitting robes that complemented her green scales.
She nodded at me, and stepped past us.
“Salvos the [Mage], I trust Nav the [Warrior] has taken good care of you?”
“He sure did!”
I agreed, giving the red-scaled Kobold man a thumbs-up. He ignored it, bowing lightly towards Xidra with a hand against his chest.
“First Dragonling, I have completed the task you have given me. May I take my leave?”
“You may retire from your duties. I wish to speak with Salvos the [Mage] upstairs.”
“Yes, First Dragonling.”
He quickly escaped before I could even wave goodbye at him. I shrugged as I watched him disappear down the stairwell, turning back to Xidra with a smile.
“I bought a horn.”
I showed the Horn of the Caller to her, lightly raising it from my chest. She fixed a curious gaze at it.
“A single Medium Grade item? I would have thought someone such as you would have been better equipped with at least some High Grade equipment.”
“Nope!”
I shook my head and followed her as she started up the stairs. She walked with her hands behind her back, so I mimicked her. To blend in.
I was a master of disguise, no one suspected a thing!
“Why do you not have any, if I may ask?”
“Because they’re expensive.”
“Expensive?’
“Yep. They cost a lot— and we’re almost always low on gold, you know?”
“‘We’ as in…”
“My companions and I!”
We came to the top of the stairwell. We stood on the covered roof of the minaret. There was a domed ceiling above full of brightly colored gems, placed to create an intricate design that did not really mean anything. It was just a nice looking pattern. Xidra stopped and faced me.
“That is quite surprising. I would have assumed one at your level could simply scavenge for items.”
“We don’t really need most of the things we get, so we end up selling them. And I buy things I like like this bracelet!”
I showed off the golden object wrapped around my forearm. She gave it an approving look.
“It is shiny.”
“Right?”
I paused and stared around the mostly empty room. Other than getting a good view of Unarith— as well as a weak breeze that brushed against my face— there was nothing here. No one here.
“When’s your friend arriving, anyway?”
I finally asked. The confusion on my face was evident. Xidra gave me a Kobold smile.
“He arrives. Look.”
She pointed out at the sable sky. I narrowed my eyes and saw something moving amongst the stars. The scintillating light from above limn the figure that was heading straight at us. It looked like a bird? Except, it was far larger.
It was a Kobold. Except, it had wings.
“Watchhhhhhhh out!”
A voice cried out as the figure rapidly approached us. I grabbed Xidra and pulled her out of the way. The winged Kobold crashed into the top of the tower, sending dust up into the air before he rolled to a stop.
I blinked as a blue-scaled Kobold glanced up at me, a surprised look on his face. He was lying upside down, but quickly leapt to his feet.
“Oh, uh, sorry about that.”
I slowly lowered Xidra back to the ground as he dusted himself off. She gave him a reprimanding look.
“Hoxle the [Diviner], why did you do that?”
“I’m still trying to get used to my wings, Xidra.”
He did not address her with the same formalities as other Kobolds had shown so far. He was rather carefree, scratching at his scales as he averted his gaze from the First Dragonling.
“You are late, and you nearly struck our guest.”
“Well— she handled it just fine, didn’t she?”
“I did!”
I agreed, nodding beside him. I beamed as I took a look at the odd Kobold. He was nothing like the others in the city. Which meant I was blending in just fine. Xidra stared at me.
“Why are you making that face, Salvos the [Mage]?”
“Because I’m a master of disguise!”
She shook her head, letting out a soft sigh.
“One would hope so, considering that you can take on the form of a sapient Mortal.”
“Wait, wait, wait. Is she into me?”
Hoxle leaned forward, trying to whisper into Xidra’s ear. I cocked my head, puzzled.
“How do I break it to her that I’m not into—”
“Quiet, Hoxle the [Diviner]. This is not a casual setting. You are making a fool out of yourself in front of our guest.”
“Oh... sorry!”
He bowed apologetically my way. I shook my head.
“No, it’s fine. But what are you not into?”
“Nevermind that.”
Xidra sighed, stepping between us.
“Salvos the [Mage], this is Hoxle the [Diviner], my nephew, and the one who will be aiding you to your companions.”
I glanced between them.
“You two are related?”
“That is right. He may not seem capable, but I assure you he very much is.”
I identified Hoxle, only to be proven right.
[Diviner - Lvl. 103]
“Huh.”
I pointed at the wings sprouting from his back, frowning.
“Why does he have wings, anyway? Shouldn’t you have wings since he’s related to you?”
“Kobolds are not born with wings, Salvos the [Mage]. It is a result of his evolution that he can now fly.”
I blinked and took a step back.
“You guys can evolve?”
“I mentioned it, did I not? Gexli’s evolution enabled him to live in the wild, almost like a monster. He could track me even from miles away.”
“But you have Classes!”
Hoxle snorted, crossing his arms as his wings folded behind his back.
“Why are you asking so many weird questions? Of course we have Classes. I just hit Level 100 and unlocked my evolution.”
He beamed as his tongue stuck out of his elongated mouth. I hesitated. Was this like how Humans could get a second Class at Level 100? Scratch that— was this like how Demons like me could get a Class at Level 100? I wanted to ask more questions— this was surprising! But Xidra spoke before I could.
“Mind your manners, Hoxle the [Diviner]. Salvos the [Mage] is not someone who is familiar with the ways of Kobold society or our path with the Sesstern.”
She shook her head before resting her eyes on me.
“That is because she is not a Kobold like us. She is a Demon.”
“Wait, what?”
Hoxle took a step back. He turned to me with wide eyes. I almost thought he was going to lash out at me. And he did.
The Kobold man lunged forward, grasping for me with his claws. I frowned and stepped around it. The [Diviner] fell on the ground.
“Hey! Did you just try and attack me?”
“No— I…”
He crawled my way and grabbed me by my legs. He stared up at me with sparkling eyes as I tried kicking him off.
“What is the Netherworld like? Do you have any Demon friends? How did you even get to the Mortal Realm?”
“I have questions for you too! Let me ask mine first!”
“That’s enough.”
Xidra yanked Hoxle away, forcing him to stand up. Scowling, he followed the commands of his aunt.
“Salvos the [Mage] is not here to answer your questions. Nor are you here to pester her. I have called you here to aid her.”
“Gahhh… fine, what does she want?”
He turned towards me, still unhappy. I fumbled for my robe pocket, producing the compass and map Daniel had given me.
“I’d like to find my companions. They’re over at Ghostlight. A Human city near the Plaguelands— Dead Zone?”
“Oh, this is easy.”
He grinned, taking the map from me. Xidra gave him a dubious  look.
“Hoxle the [Diviner], when did you learn how to read Human cartography?”
“I’ve been doing studying, Xidra.”
He waved a hand as he unfurled the map. He placed it on the ground as I peered over. Tracing a clawed finger across the map, he came to a stop and tapped at it. I watched with wide eyes as this happened.
“Here.”
Hoxle stood up. My eyes were fixed on the location he had pointed out.
“This is where Ghostlight is.”
“Fascinating.”
Xidra came over, almost looking proud. She placed a hand on her nephew’s shoulder.
“I was hoping to ask you to lend your Skills to help Salvos the [Mage], but it appears that is not necessary, correct?”
“Um, no?”
I finally spoke up. I picked up the map and placed a finger at the spot he had marked.
“This is where you said Ghostlight is.”
“Yeah. That’s where it is!”
“But… it’s blue.”
“Of course.”
He crossed his arms, a triumphant look on his face. I stared at him. Then I shook my head and sputtered.
“That’s the ocean!”
“Wait, what?”
I scowled, throwing the map down to the ground.
“Even I know that much!”
“No, I thought that was… but…”
He trailed off as Xidra sighed. She poked his side.
“Hoxle the [Diviner], let us not waste anymore time. Your fascination with Human culture does not help us here.”
His shoulders sagged, and I gave him a judging look from the side. How can he not read a map? I folded the map back up, keeping it because I had no idea how to read a map. The Kobold man took a step forward, holding out a hand.
“Give me your ass-thing.”
I stopped.
“Huh?”
“That ass-thing you have. That metal ass-thing in your hand.”
“Oh.”
I passed over the compass as he grumbled, taking it. I shied away from him and almost hid behind Xidra. He’s weird! I watched him take a deep breath as a glow overcomes him.
“What is he doing?”
“He is blessing that item of yours with [Tracking]. Come, it does not take long.”
Hoxle walked back towards me as the light engulfing him vanished. Now, only the compass was glowing. He handed the now-lambent compass back to me, and I reached for it. He shook his head.
“Touch it.”
“...ok?”
I placed a clawed hand over the compass, raising a brow. He clasped his hands over mine and snapped his eyes shut. Speaking slowly, he addressed me.
“Salvos, tell me, who are you searching for. Envision their faces. Imagine where you last saw them. Think of their relationship with you.”
Nodding, I did as I was told. I remembered Daniel. The [Hero] from another world. He tried helping me find a way back to the Netherworld. And while he was not always helpful, I appreciated the sentiment.
And there was Edithe. The red-haired woman full of fury. Except, she was far more reticent now. Apprehension had gripped her, keeping her from burning with the same passion as before. It would have been nice if I had met this version of Edithe when we first met— maybe she would not have hated me then. But now, I wanted to return the fire into her life.
“Do you see them?”
“I do.”
“Good. Now say their names. Say who they are.”
Even though my eyes were closed, I could see flashes of light. An iridescent sheen that held my vision. I opened my mouth, speaking simply.
“Daniel, my companion. Edithe, my companion. I wish to find them.”
I waited for something else to happen. For the light to become overwhelming. But it just vanished. I heard the sounds of claws clacking together, and opened my eyes to see Hoxle with his hands clapped together.
“And that’s it!”
“You’re done?”
“Yeah! You can just look at your ass-thing.”
“Compass.”
I corrected him before looking down at the compass. I blinked as I saw the hands of the compass both pointing in the same direction. It was not a direction I had ever seen them point before. It was directed to my right, and when I tried to reorient it, it moved to face the same direction as before.
“The Skill will take a week to wear-off. It will lead you directly to your companions, Edithe and Daniel, until then.”
“Woah.”
I stood at the edge of the tower, having followed where it was pointing. I gently ran my hand across it. Like it was some kind of precious jewel. I wanted to cherish it. It was going to save me from getting lost for the next week. And even better— it was going to lead me back to my companions!
Spinning around, I leapt at Hoxle and wrapped my arms around him.
“Thank you so much!”
“Hey! Hands off! I told you I’m not interested in women!”
I obliged and took a step back. I glanced back down at the compass, softly holding onto it.
“I’ve gotta go, now.”
“You wish to leave immediately, Salvos the [Mage]?”
“Of course! My companions must be worried. I promised them I would be back days ago! Or was it a week?”
I tapped a finger on my chin. I did not exactly keep track of the days. I had no reason to. Not like Humans who felt the need to sleep when it turned night. The two Kobolds led the way as I walked behind them, carefully holding onto the compass like it was some kind of treasure. They chatted casually as I watched the compass hands spin around as we spiraled down the stairway.
“By the way, Xidra—”
“Please address me properly, Hoxle the [Diviner].”
“Right, right. You know, I just want to say sorry that I didn’t hunt you down immediately when you disappeared. But I was busy. Those Scale Sentinels targeted me too! I didn’t even hear about what happened until you sent me that missive just earlier.”
“It is fine. They went after you as well?”
“Yeah. But it seemed like a distraction. I beat up a few of them and… wait.”
He came to a stop, and I almost ran into him. I blinked, glancing up to face as he turned around.
“You said your friends are at Ghostlight, right?”
“Around there. Why?”
The Kobold man paused. He pricked at his scales, an uneasy looking crossing through his face.
“Now mayyyy not be the best time to tell you that the Scale Sentinels are planning another attack on Ghostlight.”
I stared at him, in shock. He shifted his feet uneasily as I fixed my look onto him. I opened my mouth, trying to find words to come out. I always wondered how Daniel and Edithe always lost their words. I realized now what it was like.
“H-h-how did you…?”
He shrugged.
“I forgot, alright?”




22. Helping Hand

“Edithe!”
Daniel dashed forward, his sword glowing, overcome with the [Aura of the Sentinel]. He was not sure why he got that Skill when his Class advanced; it was more than just the bright coat covering his blade. It could move. It could do more.
He pointed his sword forward, and the golden aura lanced forth. It did not tear into the ground. Instead, it extended out, forming a shield that intercepted the charging [Skeleton Warrior]’s attack.
The red-haired woman stumbled back as the undead’s strike landed against the barrier. Daniel swiped the [Skeleton Warrior] off its feet and dug his sword down into its skull.
Defeated [Skeleton Warrior - Lvl. 102]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
“Are you alright?”
He walked up to Edithe. She was bent over, panting and bleeding. She glanced up and raised a hand.
“I just need a potion, and I’ll be fine.”
Nodding, he gave her one of his healing potions. She gratefully downed it, wiping her mouth with her sleeve. The young man’s gaze turned to the sky, then to the desolate landscape of the Plaguelands.
“Maybe we should go back. We’ve ventured deeper into the Plaguelands than we’ve ever done before.”
“It’s not even the evening.”
Edithe corked the bottle and handed it back to him. Her eyes were determined. She was fixed on her goal. Daniel sighed.
“We’ll press on for a bit more. But don’t be reckless, Edithe. If Salvos were here— well, she would ask us to be even more reckless. But she isn’t here. We can afford to be a little lax, can’t we?”
“...right.”
She nodded after a moment. Then she pressed her hands against her temples.
“Damn, she’s really rubbing off on me, isn’t she?”
Daniel grinned.
“She really is.”
He placed a hand on Edithe’s shoulder.
“But that’s not a bad thing.”
She stared at him.
“Not yet.”
***
I ran through the Plaguelands— the Kobold robes I had been given tied around my neck alongside my jacket, over my torn cloak. I was no longer in my Mortal Form. I would not risk traversing this place alone in a weakened state.
Sure, I could change back at any point in time. But I would have torn the only piece of clothing I had. Which would have made it awkward for me to explain when I finally found Daniel and Edithe.
My eyes snapped towards the compass in my hand. It was pointing towards… a direction. I could not just follow it in a straight line. There were fields of blight flowers often blocking my path. Sometimes a horde of undead would intercept me too. There were so many obstacles here that I could not just activate [Self Haste] and [Flame Burst] my way to my companions.
I avoided a group of [Ghouls] bounding towards me. This was the first time I saw more than one gathered together. Their curses would have been problematic. I still had yet to face one alone, but I was pretty sure I could take one out by myself.
“Go away!”
I sent a [Flaming Breath] at a flying undead bird thing. It was a [Nightscourer]. Its wings were tattered— torn with holes in them. It had deep violet skin, with a lighter shade of purple in some parts. Although it had beady red eyes which almost seemed to shine eerily, it was not that aggressive.
Probably because it was only Level 102. Not high leveled. But a pest, regardless.
The sun crept across the sky as I made my way through this Dead Zone. The Plaguelands full of undead. At one point, I spotted what seemed to be a sprawling castle in the distance. It peaked up, above clouds of the miasma of blight. Almost like if I was in an ocean, staring towards the shore, and seeing a vast city. But there was too much blight for me to even attempt to see what it was. So, I moved on.
I was in a hurry. I needed to ensure that my companions were fine. That they were at least not in Ghostlight. The Scale Sentinels were attempting a raid at the Human town. That was what Hoxle told me. If they were anywhere near as high leveled as the ones I fought— and if they were far more numerous— they would be in trouble.
So, I made haste. I avoided all fighting. I kept the undead away from me. I circumvented the blight, moving quickly on all of my limbs, until the sun was beginning to set. It was then I saw the figures in the distance.
Shadows that moved more fluid than just the stiff undead. It was not mindless milling. The figures were moving with intent.
“Edithe! Daniel!”
I called out as I ran over to the pair. Daniel glanced around, halting mid-step, while Edithe looked up, having been staring at the ground as she walked almost aimlessly. I waved at them.
“It’s me, Salvos!”
The red-haired woman blinked, while the Human man opened his mouth.
“Salvos? Where did you come from? Wait, no— I mean, where did you go? How did you find us?”
I came to a stop as he finished letting out his myriad of questions. I hesitated, not sure which question to answer first.
“I… got lost?”
“...we knew that. It was kind of a given.”
He shook his head, but a small smile spread across his lips. Edithe stepped past him, relief evident on her face.
“I’m glad to see you’re fine, Salvos.”
“Me too!”
I felt my entire body relax. I thought they were in danger. But they were just out here, in the deadly Diamond Rank threat Plaguelands, safe and sound and covered in cuts and blood. Wiping at my forehead in relief, I straightened.
“I got worried! When Hoxle told me the Scale Sentinels were going to Ghostlight, I panicked! If it became another situation like Iron Champions Company, but I’m too late—” 
They exchanged a glance. Daniel raised a hand placatingly.
“Slow down, Salvos. What’s going on? And who is Hoxle?”
“He’s the Kobold man who helped me find you. Look!”
I raised the compass— its hands were still pointing at my companions.
“See? He did this.”
“A Kobold helped you?”
Edithe stared at me in disbelief. Daniel was less surprised; he was from another world, so he probably did not care as much. I nodded eagerly.
“Yep! After I saved his aunt, Xidra, from the Scale Sentinels, she asked him to do this for me.”
They both tried to come up with words. I had that experience just a few hours ago. It was not easy, apparently. When you lost something it was difficult to get it back! That was why I would try not to get lost again.
Finally, Daniel spoke in resignation.
“So, you’ve been on quite the adventure since we last saw you.”
“A lot has happened! I nearly died to an angry fire-breathing Kobold man!”
“Right. And the people who helped you—”
“I helped them. Then they helped me after!”
“...yes, that. They told you we were in danger?”
I waved a hand off, letting out a light chuckle. Did he not listen? Seriously, Daniel, sometimes you were silly.
“Not you two. Ghostlight!”
“I… see.”
The Human man had an uncertain look on his face, but Edithe was a lot more pressed from this news. She frowned, crossing her arms.
“Ghostlight is in danger? From who?”
“Kobolds, of course!”
She narrowed her eyes.
“But didn’t they help you?”
“No— not them. The ones who helped me are from the Risen Dragons faction. The ones doing this whole attacking thing are from the Scale Sentinels. Entirely different groups!”
There was a pregnant pause as the pair processed this. Then it ended. Clicking her tongue, Edithe marched away from us. I hurried after her with Daniel.
“It doesn’t matter who is behind this. Come on, we need to stop it.”
She spoke simply. Daniel agreed.
“Yeah, I’d have liked our reunion to last a little longer, but innocent people’s lives are at stake.”
I shrugged.
“More experience for me.”
—--
Since my companions were not taking their time to move at a glacial pace, we reached Ghostlight just as the sun set. This time, I tried to take note of the various scenery on our way to the Human town. If I could identify anything that was somewhat recognizable, maybe I would not get lost again.
I ignored the rocks, though. They were all the same!
Smoke trailed off in the distance. Despite the dark night, there was a bright orange light visibly shining even from a mile away. A raging fire was spreading through Ghostlight. The walls around the city were set ablaze. But it was not just on fire.
I spotted ice layering over an entire section of the wall. It was not melting even under the intense heat. A few bloodied Human guards lay at the gates. Their bodies were not alone. I discerned a single Kobold dead amongst them.
So, not as high leveled as Gexli and his followers, huh? That made sense. From what I had seen of Unarith, Kobolds were not especially higher leveled than Humans. There was a slight difference. But not that significant.
A cough caught the attention of Edithe. She ran over to a man, stumbling out of the gates. It was not a guard, but a father with his child. She tended to them and helped them outside. After feeding them a healing potion, she finally asked the Human man.
“What happened here?”
“K-Kobolds— dozens of them. They’re trying to destroy the entire town.”
He managed to cough out. Edithe clenched her fist, casting her gaze towards the burning town.
“Are they still in there?”
“Y-yes…”
“What about other survivors?”
The Human man managed a nod. He seemed like he almost wanted to collapse, but Daniel caught him.
“Come on. You should get to safety.”
“Salvos.”
Edithe turned to me as I stared at the burning fire, thinking that I could probably have created hotter flames. I cocked my head.
“Yes?”
“Can you find the survivors? Bring them to us. We’ll gather them in the forest over there.”
“Sure!”
I nodded. I was in my Mortal Form, now. As a Human. I was wearing Kobold robes that were a bit too small for me. But I had Daniel’s jacket over it. It would withstand the heat, right? It was Unique Grade, after all.
I activated [Self Haste] and hopped into the fire. Daniel and Edithe disappeared behind me as more survivors streamed out of the town. They followed my companions’ instructions and began making for the nearby forest.
Running past the burning buildings, I found a lot of survivors in Ghostlight. The attack must have just happened, since not a lot of people were dead yet. It was not like Lucerna’s attack on Silvergrove, which had gone on for a while before I arrived.
I simply directed those who seemed capable enough to the forest, while I actually carried those who were injured out of the burning town. This repeated a few times. I even found Jaden— the [Innkeeper] boy who managed Ghostlight’s Inn— and brought him to safety.
It was only when I went back into the city after helping him that I caught a glimpse of the first battle. The sounds of sword clashing echoed in the distance. A powerful blast resounded, and a handful of buildings collapsed.
I headed in that direction, leaping up onto a rooftop to get a view of the fighting. I saw a Human man— one I recognized— as the captain Alex who I had first seen when I came to the town. The Level 105 [Warrior] who recently arrived.
The bodies of two Kobolds lay next to him, but a third one slowly walked towards him, almost uncaring. I identified the Kobold— she was a woman— and found her to be at around his level. The only problem was— he was tired and she was not.
“Kobold scum. I am Alex Cromerth, member of the Vaun Qieur Empire's elite Swordsguard Forces! I have felled two of your allies here, and three more before. Do you think you can defeat me on your own?”
“Nir the [Mage] and Kaks the [Warrior] were weak. They had not attained their evolution yet. I have. And I am not—”
She did not get to finish. I loosed a Blazing Bolt right at her. The blast sent her flying into a building. I landed next to Alex.
“Hi, Alex Cromerth, member of the Vaun Qieur Empire’s elite Swordsguard Forces. I’m Salvos!”
I offered him a hand as he blinked.
“I’m here to help find survivors and bring them to Daniel and Edithe. Do you want me to carry you, or can you walk by yourself?”




23. Alex Cromerth, Member of the Vaun Qieur Empire’s Elite Swordsguard Forces

Alex Cromerth, member of the Vaun Qieur Empire’s elite Swordsguard Forces, stared up at me with wide eyes. He did not respond immediately. I did not know why he was taking so long. I waved a hand impatiently, and he blinked.
“I—”
An explosion of ice shot out my way. I scowled and grabbed him, leaping back away from the breath attack. It froze the houses behind where I had been standing. The entire cobbled ground was covered in a thick layer of sleet. Even the flames that had been raging wildly were snuffed out.
“You took too long to reply!”
I scowled at Alex Cromerth. He was aghast, still in my arms. Then he threw himself off me.
“I don’t need the help of a Platinum Rank adventurer!”
He snapped at me. He drew his sword, a shadowed blade trailing its movements, almost like there were two weapons there at once.
“If you must, go save the other civilians and guardsmen scattered through the town.”
“Done most of them!”
I crossed both my arms. He looked like he wanted to retort, but the Kobold [Rogue] cast her gaze upon us with maddened eyes.
“A weak [Mage] thinks she can sneak up on me? Ridiculous!”
I scoffed.
“I don’t think I can, I did—”
She lashed out with two frozen sickles. I ducked under the attack while Alex parried the strike. I watched the ground freeze in the direction she struck at. Frost seemed to form over Alex’s steel blade. But fire burst out, melting the ice.
“Don’t think my equipment can’t withstand your weak Skills, Kobold scum!”
“Worthless Human, your complacencies will lead to the end of all things!”
The two locked blades, almost ignoring me. Their battle was glorious. I watched as the shadow of darkness clashed with the bright, white ice. The earth was torn up. I shook my head, conjuring another bow.
“You are—”
A Refined Blazing Bolt struck the Kobold woman again, but this time, she did not just go sailing. She soared through the air, the blast much more powerful. It sent Alex stumbling back. I tossed a chain up into the air, catching the Kobold woman before she could reorient herself.
I tugged her my way, and she was ripped to my direction. She opened her mouth, once again letting out a plume of ice. I narrowed my eyes. Was that part of her evolution? Possibly.
I sidestepped the attack, bringing the kusarigama’s blade back up.
“[Radiant Slash].”
The blue flames almost seemed to morph in its color. A coat of black flames overlayed itself on the bright fire, snuffing out its light. It still burned brilliantly. A glow that was almost impossible shone out.
The weapon lodged itself through the Kobold woman’s chest. She screamed in pain and terror as it sheared through her. I grinned as I followed through with the attack. The strike itself propelled me forward. There was a force there that carried me. That made me stronger than I actually was.
“Who’s the weak [Mage] now, huh?!”
She did not respond. She was dead.
“Stupid wild Kobolds. Scale Sentinel jerks!”
I muttered, walking back to Alex. The Human man was panting, leaning against his sword. His surprise was evident.
“H-How…?”
Beaming, I raised my chin up and pointed at myself.
“I’m Salvos! That’s how.”
I walked past him, gesturing for him to follow me.
“Now come on, Alex Cromerth, member of the Vaun Qieur Empire’s elite Swordsguard Forces. You said you’re here to help find survivors, right?”
He shook his head.
“No. I’m here to slay these Kobold scum.”
Gripping the hilt of his sword, he got to his feet. He met my gaze and pointed at me.
“As the one in charge of Ghostlight, adventurer, I order you to deal with the evacuation. Some of my men are closeby. Find them and ask them to aid you.”
I blinked.
“Hey! You can’t tell me what to do! You’re not even my companion!”
“I can, and I will.”
He aimed the sword dangerously close to my neck. I frowned. He was annoying me. I wanted to punch him between the legs. But I was not here to fight, anyway.
“Fine! I’m not doing this because you asked me to. My companions did!”
I stuck my tongue out at him and almost regretted it. But I remembered I was back in the Human lands. So, I stuck it out again, this time in full force. Alex Cromerth, member of the Vaun Qieur Empire’s elite Swordsguard Forces, clicked his tongue and turned around.
“Immature girl.”
“Stupid weirdo.”
I copied his childish insult. We parted ways there, at that courtyard. Maybe I shouldn’t have saved him from that Kobold. I assumed Daniel and Edithe wanted me to save and help everyone that was Human. However, if I had let one die, would they have even known?
I let those thoughts pass through me, finding the group of guardsmen I had been directed to not much later. There were a dozen of them. They were helping a family out of a burning building.
“Hi! Platinum Rank adventurer Salvos here! Do you need any help?”
“Yes, Miss—”
“It’s Salvos.”
“Uh, right.”
The guards exchanged a few looks. Most of them were decently leveled. They were around Gold Rank. Not Silvers, at least. Those were probably most dead.
“This woman says her daughter is still trapped in that house over there.”
He pointed at the raging fire. I looked at it, then him.
“Why don’t you just go in there and save her, then?”
“Because she’s trapped in some ice we can’t melt. One of the Kobolds froze half the building over with their magic.”
Was it the Kobold woman I just killed? Since it was such high leveled magic, it was likely. I nodded and walked past them, shooting a thumbs-up to the panicked looking Human mother.
“Don’t worry, I got this!”
A single [Flame Burst] carried me into the inferno. It was hot, but it didn’t singe through my blue jacket. Parts of the roof collapsed. I sliced it in half with my kusarigama and continued into the house.
I found the frozen section of the building not long after. There was a door covered entirely in a sheet of ice. I swung my weapon’s blade at it hard. But not even a crack formed on the ice. I narrowed my eyes and repeated the strike.
It took a few hits for chinks to even form on the ice. It was solidly strong. I needed something that could damage it even faster. As I wasted time here, more Humans out there were dying. Finally, I took a step back and inhaled deeply.
[Flaming Breath].
The powerful, blue fire engulfed the doorway. It melted a hole through the area that had already been damaged. The sides around it were weakened, too. But I got what I needed.
I pushed the door open, entering the room. Inside, I saw a shivering, pale girl. She was huddled in the corner covered in a thin blanket, her teeth were chattering, and she barely even glanced up to see me. I offered her a hand.
“W-w-w…”
She could not even muster up a word. I picked her up gently, placing her on my back. I wrapped my jacket around her, whispering.
“It’s fine. Come, we’ll get you back to your mom.”
I left the burning house with the little girl. She was embraced by her mother the moment I put her down. The guardsmen pulled the mother away, immediately tending to the girl’s wounds. She looked like she was going to shatter if her mother squeezed any harder.
“There’s a safe zone in the forest just to the north… east… west… south? Somewhere over there.”
I pointed in a random direction as the guardsmen gave me a confused look.
“You’ll see a bunch of other survivors heading there. My companions will protect you if you bring anyone you can find that way.”
They were dubious. But I just helped them save that little girl. So, they nodded.
“We’ll do that. We think the city is mostly cleared out, anyway. We might head there soon.”
“Good. Keep this family safe, alright?”
I watched as the mother held two other children in her arms, tears falling from her face. Was she sad? Why would she be crying? I just saved her third child, did I not? I shook my head.
“Otherwise, my companions will be mad at me.”
“Yes, Ma’am!”
“I’m not a Ma’am, I’m Salvos.”
I snorted and took off. I continued scouring Ghostlight for a little longer. I found more Human guards wandering around. Some of them were aimless. They were scared— as if they wanted to flee like an ordinary citizen. I directed those straight to the forest, not even bothering to ask them to help me in my search.
There were a few Humans— non guardsmen or guardswomen— who were actually embroiled in battle. I came across a group of Humans dressed as farmers, battling two Kobolds.
The Humans were massively outleveled. It was a group of Silvers against two high Golds. They did not stand a chance at all.
“Gahh—”
A [Warrior] screamed as he fell by the forefront Kobold’s claws. A woman shouted in anger, beginning to cast her spell. Before she could loose it, the Kobold was obliterated into a puddle of blood.
I began conjuring another Sickle Grenade, but found that it was not as easy to cast as I remembered. I clicked my tongue. Right, no more [Passive - Refined Casting]. The magic fizzled out as the remaining Kobold angrily shouted at me. He threw a dagger my way— which missed— before he ran up the side of the wall to get to where I was standing on a house’s roof.
I kicked him once, before wrapping him up in chains. He struggled, but a few [Barrage of Cinders] to the face made him go limp.
“Stupid Scale Sentinels. I am 20 levels higher than you! Why did you think you could beat me?”
It was not like he was me who could take on those 20 levels above me. Of course not! Nobody was me! Only I was Salvos.
The Humans did not immediately flee. They took a moment to shed some tears for their fallen companions. Once they were finished, I told them the same thing I had told everyone else, and they were off.
I continued searching until I found no other Human left in Ghostlight. I saw a few groups of Kobolds. They were mostly in pairs. Although some were alone. But they did not notice me. I was sneaky.
Satisfied with my job finished, I left the burning town and reconvened with Daniel and Edithe. I saw a large crowd of Humans gathered around, with Human [Warriors], [Mages], and other fighters gathered around the injured, prepared to fight. They were not all guards for Ghostlight.
Many of them were regular workers, traders, farmers, and laborers. Yet, they grew up here. They were used to dealing with Kobolds and the stray undead. But never to this scale.
“The Kobolds are trying to start a war… they’re going to raze down the whole town.”
Edithe breathed, standing at the perimeter of the haphazard camp. The fire was far away. Ghostlight was not close by any means. Its blazing flames were just so bright, we could see it all the way from where we were.
“The Scale Sentinels are trying to start a war.”
I corrected her.
“Their other factions aren’t involved in this.”
“It doesn’t matter, Salvos.”
Daniel walked up next to me, a grim look on his face. I cocked my head as he explained.
“This is not just a matter between nations, it’s a matter between two Species that have been historically enemies. They will see it as the beginning of a new Kobold invasion of the Human lands.”
“But Xidra wants peace with Humans!”
Edithe shook her head. She gave me a morose look.
“I know you’re friends with… some of them. But none of us here can do anything about what happens next. If war happens, your friends will be wrapped up in this war whether they want to or not.”
I scowled.
“War this, war that. Why do you Mortals like war so much!”
“I’m asking myself the same question…”
She nodded. Placing a hand on my shoulder, Edithe tried to comfort me. It worked. I cheered up in mere moments.
“It’s not like we’ll be involved, anyway, Salvos. We’re meant to be leveling in the Plaguelands, remember? Get me to my next advancement.”
“Woah, you’re quite close, aren’t you? You’re Level 69!”
“Nice.”
Daniel remarked from the side before he cringed at himself, and I eagerly agreed.
“That is very nice!”
Edithe glanced around, seeing that most of the injured Humans had already recovered. That no more survivors were streaming out of Ghostlight.
“I think it’s time for us to move. We’ve gotten everyone we could, and if we stay too long, the remaining Kobolds may find us too.”
“Sure. Wait— where’s Alex Cromerth, member of the Vaun Qieur Empire’s elite Swordsguard Forces?”
My companions blinked.
“Who?”
I opened my mouth to respond, when a round object rolled on the ground to my feet. I saw wide eyes staring up at me. A severed head lay there. Bloodied, with messy hair. I pointed at it.
“Oh, there he is.”
A mixture of fire, ice, wind, and air engulfed us, destroying the nearby landscape, uprooting trees and sending screams throughout the camp.




24. Combination

The flurry of magic crashed down on us. I grabbed my companions before it could get close. [Ember Core] was already flaring up, wreathing me in my armor of flames. Edithe had created a barrier, while Daniel was shining brilliantly thanks to [Aura of the Sentinel].
But I was not going to risk us taking the brunt of the attack. So, I grabbed them and leapt back with a [Flame Burst], aided by [Self Haste]. The explosion blasted straight up, like some kind of an erupting pillar. The iridescent colors mixed together to create a bright light. One that lit up the forest, alerting everyone in the camp of the attack.
Emerging from ground zero of the blast were five Kobolds. They were rather high leveled. The one leading them was Level 106, followed by two just around the Level 100 range, and the last two at the mid 90’s.
If this was an encounter in the Plaguelands, it would have been an easy victory for us. However, this was not. They were Kobolds. They had Classes and a Subspecies evolution. At least, the Level 100s, did.
They would be far stronger than any enemy I had fought. Sure, they might be exhausted. The Kobold woman I fought earlier certainly was exhausted from fighting Alex Cromerth, member of the Vaun Qieur Empire’s elite Swordsguard Forces.
Unfortunately for us, Alex Cromerth, member of the Vaun Qieur Empire’s elite Swordsguard Forces, was dead. He had been slain by these Kobolds. Alone, against the five of them, of course he would not stand a chance.
The lead Kobold had obsidian black skin. At least, I thought he did. I had never seen obsidian before. Daniel told me that that was how you described something of an incredibly dark shade.
He stared at us with purple eyes. Appraising. He was not a [Cultist]. Not like Gexli had been. Although the one of the two Level 100s was a [Cultist], she did not seem like she was in charge here. Perhaps a second in command?
Screams echoed in the background as the lead Kobold took a step forward.
“It seems the Humans have conveniently gathered themselves together for us to slaughter. How convenient, Zix the [Warrior].”
“Indeed, Hukba the [Cultist].”
Zix— the obsidian-scaled Kobold— took a step forward. He glanced over at the two Level 90s, and nodded.
“Kill those who try to escape. We’ll deal with the defenders.”
The pair got to work. They leapt past us, ignoring us as if we were not even there. Edithe raised her staff at them.
“Wait—”
The third Level 100 Kobold lashed out. He appeared in front of Edithe, slashing at her with his claws. He was a [Rogue], after all. The red-haired woman could barely react in time.
Unfortunately for the Kobold, I could. He stumbled back, a burning, blue sword stabbed through his gut. Blood dripped from the wound as I followed up with a [Barrage of Cinders], but he managed to hop away in time.
“S-Salvos?”
“You will not hurt my companions.”
I narrowed my eyes, meeting the gaze of the Zix the [Warrior]. He had a spear in hand— one which he flipped over his head before slithering his tongue out of his mouth in a cocky smile.
“Oh, really? The Old Gods curse me, does such a weak Human think she can slay us?”
“I am not a weak Human.”
I spoke truthfully. Zix shook his head, unfurling a single wing behind his back, a cruel look on his face.
“We shall see.”
Before I could retort, the [Rogue] from earlier opened his mouth. A breath of flames came rushing out. I was about to counter it with my own when Daniel stepped forward. He raised his sword and his [Aura of the Sentinel] came out like a shield. It blocked the attack, cutting it in half so the flames would jet out to the sides at the nearby trees.
“Daniel, protect Edithe!”
I called out to the Human man. He nodded as I rushed out around him. Hukba the [Cultist] had a hand raised as I leapt out to the side. I was expecting magic or some other kind of spell to come from her. However, instead she produced two round objects.
I blinked as she hurled the first at me. I caught it midair with my fire chains and tossed it back at her, intercepting the second ball. They collided and burst out into a web of green energy, covering the ground as smoke sizzled up in the air.
Good thing I didn’t touch it. I sent a [Flaming Breath] at the [Rogue], forcing him back. I was just about to follow up with a strike with my kusarigama when Zix appeared in front of me.
He brought a claw down at me, my eyes grew wide. It was like an image of some kind of beast appeared behind him. It looked like a Kobold. It had the eyes of a Kobold. But I could tell it was not a Kobold.
[Flame Burst] propelled me away from the attack and I crashed at a nearby tree. The ground was torn asunder. Three claw marks scarred the earth, trailing out like lightning. I picked myself up and panted.
“That was dangerous!”
I dashed forward at Zix as he spun around, facing me with an apathetic gaze. I slid under a side slash, wrapping my chains under his legs to trip him. He fell to the ground, and I slammed the sickled edge powered by [Barrage of Cinders] against his back.
The fire kusarigama broke. I stared in shock as my weapon shattered after a few strikes against his scales.
“W-what?”
“Futile attempt.”
Zix broke the chains wrapped around his feet as a gust of wind shot out around him. I managed to move away in time to dodge his next swing, but I felt scratches forming on my skin from the mini cyclone. His wings flared up as the storm raged on.
An evolutionary Skill? I narrowed my eyes. This was a bad match-up for me. I could not hurt Zix. I did not think his [Vitality] was high. At least, not with the attacks he had been tossing my way. That had to be some kind of High Grade item aiding his defenses.
Perhaps something that hardened his scales?
I shook my head and turned to Daniel. He and Edithe were embroiled in a battle against the [Rogue] and Hukba the [Cultist]. His sword shone as he swung it in arcs, hovering over the red-haired woman like some kind of protector.
Edithe would loose a few spells out— mostly at Hukba. However, it seemed to me like Daniel was doing all the work. After all, he was a [Hero] and higher leveled than her. I clicked my tongue and called out to them.
“Daniel! Switch!”
The Human man blinked as I pointed at Zix who was charging me with an intense fury.
“Kneel!”
He did not come to a halt, let alone drop to his knees. However, there was a brief moment of hesitation. One that allowed me to do the next part uninterrupted. I faced the [Rogue] and Hukba, sprinting forward as I shouted a growl.
[Title Skill: Zealous Call].
Their attention turned towards me. Hukba drew a cross-shaped object and unleashed a whirlwind of frozen snow my way. The [Rogue] danced alongside the oncoming blizzard, their claws trailing with a red glow.
I grinned over at Daniel.
“Hurry!”
[Self Haste] had not recovered just yet. All I could rely on was [Flame Burst] to carry me around the attack. As I did, I watched Daniel rush away from Edithe, charging Zix and leaving her defenseless. However, she was not under threat. At least, not for a moment longer.
In fact, she was emboldened by my Title Skill. She created a ball of fire and electricity and targeted Hukba. The attack blasted the [Cultist], sending her flying back. She was mostly uninjured, however, protected by her enchanted armor and items.
I did not let that distraction go to waste. I engaged the [Rogue], landing a [Barrage of Cinders] combination as his attacks missed me. They whiffed— just barely grazing by my face. I struck with no kusarigama. Only my fists dealing the blow.
And just as he broke out of his enraged stupor, I conjured a pair of chains and threw them around his neck. I tugged at it, forcing him to stumble towards me. With a kick, I boosted off him and leapt at Hukba.
The edge of the chains shone brilliantly. The [Cultist] was still picking herself up, being blasted by spells from Edithe. It almost did not seem to affect the Kobold woman. It was just enough to send her in a daze, but did not penetrate her defenses.
That would change now.
A sickled edge formed on my chains. It was not an ordinary kusarigama. It was my Sickle Grenade. I could not cast it quickly. Not without [Passive - Refined Casting]. But I could still create it. It just took some time.
Time which I had already spent since I first created these chains.
“You Humans dare lay a hand on me? I am Hukba the [Cultist]! One of the foremost guardians of the Scale Sentinels!”
“I don’t care! I know the First Dragonling, and she’s way more important than you!”
I spun the chains and hurled the Sickle Grenade at Hukba. Her eyes grew wide as she  saw the approaching light. She raised a clawed hand— as if that would do anything— to brace herself from the blast.
The explosion caused a ripple on the barrier around her. The aura that had been protecting her from harm's way fizzled out— she was left undefended. Unprotected.
I landed right before her, a grin spreading across my face. I raised a fist—
Only for the [Rogue] to claw at me from behind. It tore through my blue jacket— and that was fine, since it would repair over time. But I still got annoyed about it!
I whirled around, creating a pair of fire daggers in each hand. I traded blows with the Kobold. He was fast, but it seemed some of his Stats went to his attack power rather than his speed. I found my daggers being knocked away, even as I struck him a few times, before I finally could activate [Self Haste].
I dodged away from a furious clawed strike that emitted a red energy. It whipped forward, like a kind of extension to his body, although it was not enough to reach me. That was before I heard a shout from behind.
“Salvos! Watch out!”
Out of the corner of my eyes, I saw Hukba holding a staff. She was not conjuring a spell. Rather, the staff itself was casting a spell. I saw it float— levitate up— overcome with a powerful energy. The strands of mana in the air bent around it, before being pulled into the staff.
A streak of black lightning shot out, coming at me and tearing up the earth. I threw myself to the side, aided by [Flame Burst] before I found myself landing next to Edithe. The two Kobolds regrouped as well— Hukba offered the [Rogue] a hand, pulling him to his feet.
Edithe spoke softly.
“I’m… sorry. I’m not much help here.”
“It’s fine!”
I grinned, ignoring the battle between Daniel and Zix in the background. Was Zix winning? Nah. Daniel was strong! He could handle it just fine… I think.
I bit my lower lip as I saw both Kobolds make their approach towards us. The [Rogue] was stumbling, not as fast as he originally was. And while that made me eager to deal with him first, I noticed how Hukba stood apprehensively behind him. Before, she confidently approached us. But now, she was keeping her distance.
Ever since I destroyed her defenses.
I glanced over at Edithe.
“Can you deal with the [Rogue] for a moment? I’ll take out Hukba and get back to you quickly.”
The red-haired woman hesitated. She chewed her lower lip, thinking about it for a second. Then she nodded.
“Don’t worry about me. Just do what you have to.”
“Thanks!”
[Self Haste] still ran through my body. It propelled me around as I shot straight for Hukba. The [Rogue] moved to intercept me, but Edithe aimed at him, raising her staff.
“Summon Grand Spirit—”
Both their gazes snapped at her. The [Rogue] growled and changed courses. Perhaps it would not have been effective if we were fighting any other opponents. But it was by chance that Edithe was a [Summoner]. And from what I was told by Xidra, Kobolds hated Spirits and Demons.
I did not turn to watch Edithe hold off the [Rogue]. I trusted in her abilities, so all I did was my job. [Ember Core] flared over the front of my body, taking the brunt of the black lightning as it struck at me. I focused the flame armor like a shield. It took the hit as I dashed straight up to Hukba.
She stumbled back, fear in her eyes as I grimaced. The lightning burned my skin. I powered through the attack until I reached her, and landed a kick enhanced by [Barrage of Cinders] on her stomach. I twisted around, creating a spear that flared with the Skill as Hukba raised a hand to block it.
“You shall not—”
I was faster than her. I jammed the spear straight through her chest, forcing her to stagger. She let out a groan, but I was not finished. Another fiery knee knocked her head up, and the spear shifted. It turned into a scythe— still impaled through her body— before I tore it through her side.
Hukba screamed and fell, the life leaving her body as I took a step back. A notification resounded in my head, but I did not waste any time listening to it. I was already running in Edithe’s direction.
She had a barrier of ice up, holding the [Rogue] back for brief moments. The barrier shattered and the Kobold stood over her, eyes flashing with rage.
“You heathen! Your foolishness only brings the end closer!”
Edithe lanced out a spear of ice at the [Rogue], but he clawed through it easily. He reached for Edithe, grabbing for her throat, but I knocked him aside with a strong kick. He went sailing through the dirt, stopping by a tree trunk.
I stood between the [Rogue] and Edithe, a hand held out.
“You did well, Edithe.”
She got to her feet, giving me a small smile. The Kobold man got back to his feet, growling.
“You shall die together.”
He took a deep breath, and let out a cone of flames my way. I narrowed my eyes, before releasing my own [Flaming Breath] his way. Our fires collided. Blue and red mixed together, burning the earth and the grass.
I watched as my fire slowly gave way to his, his flames stronger than mine. Maybe if I changed out of my Mortal Form... I took a step back, almost losing my balance, when I felt a hand catch me and steady me. Edithe nodded at me, holding my back.
“I can’t use most of my Skills, Salvos. But I can still use my magic.”
I was not sure what she meant, but she closed her eyes. She inhaled and let out a small sigh.
“Take it. Use what you can.”
I blinked as power suddenly surged through my body. I felt empowered. The blue flames shooting out of my mouth almost seemed to turn white. It was like I had [Passive - Refined Casting] once again.
I pressed forward as my [Flaming Breath] raged with more vigor than before. It ate away at the [Rogue]’s red flames. He drew back, seeing the wall of white come his way. He was backed up against a tree, his eyes filled with horror. Then he roared.
“Perish, you Human heathens!”
I gritted my teeth, walking forward.
“I told you—”
Another surge of energy shot through me. Edithe let go of me, collapsing to her knees. The cone of my flames grew wider. It completely engulfed his fire, then himself as I screamed.
“I am not a Human, you stupid Kobolds!”
The [Rogue] let out a cry as he was wreathed in flames. His body burned and dropped as I breathed on, until finally he stopped moving. I let out a sigh, smoke puffing out of my mouth.
“That was… awesome, Edithe! What was that?”
The red-haired woman picked herself up, offering me a soft reply.
“Combination casting. Magic from two, not just one.”
“Woah.”
I gasped, looking at her in awe. I was just about to ask her more about it, when I heard a loud grunt from behind me. I turned around, seeing Daniel crash and roll to a stop. He let out a groan.
“Urgh…”
“Aw, you lost? Come on, Daniel!”
I threw a hand up as I ran over next to him. He gave me a half-glare. But he gave up a moment after. I heard the flapping of wings. I glanced up at Zix as he hovered in the air, looking over us.
“Hrmph, it seems Hukba and Dax have failed. So have Gaxo and Vala.”
His gaze turned towards the camp behind us. I spotted the two bodies of the Level 90 Kobolds amongst the myriad of dead Humans that they brought down before they fell. Zix shook a head.
“Truly a shame. We must have underestimated the fighting power of Humans. No matter— that simply means we’ll have to come back stronger.”
“Hey!”
I raised a fist at Zix. I saw his brows raise fractionally.
“You’ve got that right! You called me weak! And I killed your companions!”
“Yes, a mistake is a mistake. Do not worry, Human. I will rectify it.”
“Wait, what do you mean—”
Zix turned in the air and flew off. I blinked, caught off guard for a moment. Then I dashed after him, creating a fire bow.
“You don’t get to run!”
I loosed Refined Blazing Bolt after him. The powerful magic flew unimpeded his way. It would not miss. I had good aim. But Zix spun around, once again overcome with that same image behind him. He swatted away the Refined Blazing Bolt like it was nothing, tearing the ground and the trees up in the process.
I halted to a stop as the attack just barely missed me, and was forced to watch as Zix got away. I sighed, turning around dejected and returning to Daniel and Edithe. I was about to reprimand the [Hero] even more for losing his battle, when I noticed him giving the red-haired woman a weird look.
The pair just stood there, almost unmoving, even as I made my approach. I opened my mouth, but Edithe spoke first.
“I leveled up, Salvos.
She slowly turned around, staring at me with round eyes.”
“I… got a Class advancement.”     




25. Edithe’s Enterprise

[Advancement Available]
It had been a day since Edithe received that notification in her head. It did not hang over her, like an incessant sound that refused to go away. No— it simply sat there, waiting for her to address it, to be ready to make a decision.
She had put it off for a bit. While she aided the people of Ghostlight in recovering what was left of the destroyed town. There had been an important commodity grown here. The earth was perfect for the kale flowers to grow. Their petals had a strong alchemical property— one which would dispel grave diseases like plagues and other such illnesses.
There was also the proximity to the Plaguelands. One which allowed kzoth weeds to be grown and harvested without harming any of the natural fauna. After all, the Plaguelands were more barren than any wasteland in the world.
The citizens of Ghostlight had to be relocated. They were refugees, now heading to the nearby city of Huthwaite. Would they even be allowed into the city? Edithe was not entirely sure. The Vaun Qieur Empire was not the most benevolent country. Unlike the Sunmere Republic which would have seen hundreds of people accommodated in one way or another, the Vaun Qieur Empire might simply leave the townspeople and march to the Kobold lands for war.
“Why must we do this?”
Salvos whined in the background. Daniel sighed, and began to reprimand her, to which she complained even more.
The young man turned to Edithe for help, but the red-haired woman had none to offer him. She was mulling over the options she had been given.
Class Advancement:
Requirements for four Class advancements have been met!
[Battle Summoner]
A [Battle Summoner] is a [Summoner] who fights alongside their summons as a partner. They shall never abandon their Spirits, risking their life and are even willing to sacrifice themselves to ensure their partners’ safety in combat.
+10 [Wisdom]
+5 [Vitality]
+5 [Endurance]
+2 [Strength]
+2 [Agility]
[Fallen Summoner of the Genesis]
A [Fallen Summoner of the Genesis] is a [Summoner] who has broken their oath with the Spirit King. Now barred from summoning Spirits, a [Fallen Summoner of the Genesis] has descended into a pariah. They may never summon again. But they will do whatever it takes to gain power, even if it means working with Demons.
+10 [Endurance]
+8 [Wisdom]
+2 [Strength]
[Mystic Enhancer]
A [Mystic Enhancer] is a [Mage] whose role in the party is to act as a support. They do not confront the enemies themselves, instead fighting from the back, whittling down their enemies and boosting their allies in battle.
+12 [Endurance]
+5 [Vitality]
+3 [Wisdom]
[Risen Elemental Spellcaster]
A [Risen Elemental Spellcaster] is a newly-minted combat [Mage]. Previously of a different, less combat-oriented Class, they have decided to press on a different path than they initially chose, one that is arduous and straining, rather than starting from the beginning. This divergence may make them weaker than those around their level, but they know that this will only temper their spirit, their past abilities will only come back to aid them, making them stronger.
+20 [Wisdom]
There certainly was a plethora of options for Edithe to choose. When she realized the options she had been given, she almost felt a kind of melancholy. There was only one true [Summoner]-type Class offered to her.
When she had gotten her first advancement to a Level 40, Edithe had only been given [Summoner]-type Classes. She had specialized in summoning. All the options reflected that. But now— the options still reflected what she had done, did it not?
Even though Edithe had broken the terms of her contract, she did it only because she wanted to protect Mistshard. That was exactly what a [Battle Summoner] was. Perhaps if she could still summon, she would have chosen this advancement in a heartbeat. Alas, it was not one fit for her.
Next was a [Fallen Summoner of the Genesis]. It… was not a particularly flattering description. Edithe was certain it was meant for some kind of [Cultists]— or an individual corrupted by power. However, she could not deny how true those words applied to her.
Taking the Class would have made her useful. She would be more than just capable in battle— she would actually help Daniel and Salvos while in the Plaguelands. Right now, it was like they were babysitting her. And as much as she appreciated the thought, it was still frustrating for her to be falling so far behind.
Her focus stayed on the advancement for a moment, before she moved on. She was not going to make a decision just yet. She was tempted to. However, she had waited a day. She could wait longer.
Next came [Mystic Enhancer]. While it obviously had the same pros as being a [Fallen Summoner of the Genesis]— even more, in fact, since it allowed her to support Daniel in the high chance that Salvos got lost again— it was not one she wanted.
Being a [Fallen Summoner of the Genesis] might have kept her in a support role, but it alluded to a growth in her abilities as well. The description of a [Mystic Enhancer] did not. It would have relegated her behind the front lines permanently. She would be completely helpless if she was ever caught alone.
There was a flash. Memories. A large [Djinn] loomed over her as she stood helpless. A Platinum Rank adventurer faced her down in an empty courtyard. Edithe felt so helpless once again.
She did not like that. Not one bit.
The red-haired woman dismissed the Class, leaving her with the last option— a [Risen Elemental Spellcaster]. It seemed so… simple. It only gave her a boost to her [Wisdom]. As a [Summoner], Edithe was still a [Mage]. However, there was less emphasis on [Wisdom] as a Stat, with more placed on [Endurance]. They had to sustain Spirits. They could not do that with weak [Endurance].
The higher one’s [Endurance], the larger one’s mana pool was.
Of course, it was not a case of an equal amount of increase for every Class. Non-combat Classes would not have as much of a mana pool as a [Mage] with the same [Endurance]. In a less complicated vein, a [Warrior]’s [Endurance] would give them more stamina to exert physical activity than a [Mage]’s [Endurance] which would conversely give them a bigger mana pool. 
Edithe closed her eyes. Certainly, being a [Risen Elemental Spellcaster] sounded tempting, too. However, she was averse to it because it was clear that Edithe would be moving away from what she had worked towards for her whole life.
Not completely, it seemed. There was a little mention about Edithe’s past abilities. How her old Skills could potentially help her. That piqued her interest. And that made it an even more difficult choice for Edithe.
[Fallen Summoner of the Genesis] and [Risen Elemental Spellcaster]. An [Elemental Spellcaster] was a simple, slightly rare first Class for most [Mages]. Edithe heard that it was not something you got at Level 10, but if you staved off a few more levels, you would get that offer.
She was not sure how true that was. But it did not matter.
These two Classes are almost opposite in name, yet both appeal to me. She shook her head. Edithe opened her eyes, not realizing that it was now night. Camp had been set-up, with most of the refugees from Ghostlight huddled together around a large bonfire.
She looked down at the bowl in her hands. When did I get this? When did we even…? She had just been so focused on her new Classes, she breezed through the day without even registering half of its events.
“I…”
Edithe sighed. And a head poked over her shoulder.
“Hey!”
Salvos beamed as she scooted up next to Edithe. The Demon moved in a little too close, bumping into Edithe and almost spilling the bowl of soup. Luckily, Edithe caught it just in time.
Salvos scratched the back of her head.
“Oops. Sorry!”
“It’s fine, Salvos.”
Edithe placed the bowl down on the grassy floor and faced the Demon.
“Is there something you needed, Salvos? Where’s Daniel?”
Salvos cocked her head.
“He’s off being weird, socializing and other weird stuff. And not really… actually, I was just wondering about how you’re doing?”
“How I’m... doing?”
Edithe blinked.
“Yep! You seem kind of out of it, today. You barely responded to any of my quips! And you didn’t even side with Daniel in any of the stupid arguments I had with him today!”
The red-haired woman narrowed her eyes. Stupid arguments? Quips? Is Salvos actually acting on purpose? Edithe did not comment on that. Instead, she found herself answering the question.
“I just… am considering my options. I’m not really sure which advancement to take, you know?”
“For your Classes?”
Salvos raised a brow.
“Yes, Salvos. The ones I told you about last night.”
“[Battle Summoner], [Fallen Summoner of the Genesis], [Mystic Enhancer], and [Risen Elemental Spellcaster]?”
Edithe nodded, leaning against a tree.
“I’ve already decided against [Battle Summoner] and [Mystic Enhancer]. But I’m really not sure which to pick, between [Fallen Summoner of the Genesis] and [Risen Elemental Spellcaster].”
Salvos made herself comfortable as well. Probably too comfortable. She sprawled herself on the ground and looked up at the night sky.
“Why’s it so difficult? Just pick the one that suits you more.”
“It’s a life-changing decision, Salvos. If I become a [Fallen Summoner of the Genesis], anyone with a [True Appraisal] Skill will know that I’m some kind of… Demon sympathizer?”
“There’s nothing wrong with that!”
“Not if you don’t want to get in trouble.”
Edithe knew Salvos would not understand her plight. It just was a complex situation. And whenever Salvos was in a complex situation, she would simply choose the simplest— but most problematic— option.
“And it’s not really what I want, I guess?”
Edithe admitted.
“I want to become stronger. I want to be able to… rely on myself more. I appreciate you. I appreciate Daniel. And everyone who has ever helped me. But sometimes, I’m just tired of feeling weak. If I advance to a [Risen Elemental Spellcaster], I’d be more independent. I would not just be hiding the back, supporting you, and needing to be protected. But if I’m a [Fallen Summoner of the Genesis], I’d be severely limited without you around.”
She didn't mean to offend Salvos. And clearly, Salvos took none. Edithe expected the Demon to pipe up with some kind of cheerful response. An instant reaction. But to her surprise, Salvos actually took the time to deliberate over Edithe’s issue.
The Demon tapped a finger on her chin, in thought.
“You know, Edithe, it sounds like you’ve already made your decision, haven’t you?”
Edithe glanced down at Salvos. The young, silver-haired woman was still star-gazing, but she did have a confident look on her face.
“I… have?”
“You sound like you prefer the [Risen Elemental Spellcaster] Class. Why don’t you just pick it?”
The red-haired woman shifted, slightly uncomfortable.
“Because it’s not helpful, right? From its description, it tells me that I’ll still be weak. That if I wanted to get stronger, I’d still have a long way to go. How am I supposed to help you and Daniel in the Plaguelands if I chose that as my Class?”
Salvos met Edithe’s gaze.
“But it’s your Class, isn’t it? It’s not mine or Daniel’s. This Class is for you.”
“But if I were a [Fallen Summoner of the Genesis], I’d complement you, Salvos. I can boost your Skills. Like with Mistshard. I can help you fight better. Don’t you want that, Salvos?”
The Demon thought about it, sitting up. She tilted her head towards the sky.
“That’s true… I’d like that very much. Maybe I can go straight up to that Zix’s face and defeat him in one punch!”
She thrusted a fist forward, grinning. Then she shook her head.
“But— that’s not what you want. And neither is it something you need.”
Edithe blinked. Salvos explained, gesticulating
“Even if you take this Class to help us, what happens if we’re not around? If I am not around? As much as I’d love to be with you, Daniel, and all my companions forever, I’ve come to realize that can never be a reality. One day, we’re going to separate, and you’d be stuck with a Class that… helps me? That’s not what you need, Edithe.”
“But if I took [Risen Elemental Spellcaster] as my Class, I’d still be weighing down our party. It’d be difficult— it would take a while for me to even be able to prove myself.”
Salvos shrugged.
“Everything is difficult. Everything has risks. It would take time, but I don’t mind. The question is: do you?”
Edithe opened her mouth. She found no words to say. She knew what she wanted, in her heart. Her mind pointed her to [Fallen Summoner of the Genesis]. But her heart wanted [Risen Elemental Spellcaster]. It would be tough. It would not make much of a change, at first. But…
The simplest— but most problematic— option, huh? Edithe shook her head. A small smile spread across her face. Salvos peered at her.
“Have you decided?”
Edithe nodded, determined.
“I have.”
Advancement Complete!
Class [Summoner of Guardians] -> [Risen Elemental Spellcaster]
Gained 20 Stat Points!
[Wisdom] +20
Gained 2 Skill Slots!
Gained 6 Skill Points!
General Skill [Wisdom of the Valkyrie] Obtained!
Skill [Borrow Skill] becomes [Lend Skill]!
Skill [Combo of Spirit and Summoner] becomes [Restore Skill]!
Skill [Frost Blast] becomes [Storm of Ice and Fire]!
Skill [Quick Summon] becomes [Beacon of Guardians]!
Skill [Arrow of the Flame Elemental] is now available.
Skill [Fiery Riposte] is now available.
Skill [Lightning Orb] is now available.
Skill [Shield of the Misty Lord] is now available.
Skill [Passive - Champion of Thunder] is now available.
Skill [Passive - Will of the Earth Elemental] is now available.




26. Interloot

There was not much for us to do on our trip to Huthwaite. There really were not many threats to the caravan rolling down the gravelly road. Well, it was not much of a road around Ghostlight. But the further we went from the town— the closer we reached civilization— the more well-kept the roads looked.
Vegetation sprouted in a lush, vibrant green. There were flowers here. Flowers! I had seen some flowers around Ghostlight— near the Plaguelands. Maybe there had been a few petals growing between rocks in Unarith. However, these were real flowers. The kind I would see in Nixa.
I picked one off the ground, and deflated when I realized I killed it.
“Aw.”
“What did you think was going to happen, Salvos?”
Daniel gave me a blank look. I shrugged.
“I forgot, ok?!”
“What did you think was going to happen? If I chopped you from your legs, do you think you’d be fine?”
“I was curious— and they looked pretty!”
He shook his head.
“You’re wild.”
“I am not!”
Other than that brief moment of quipping, there really was nothing eventful after Edithe advanced her Class. That was exciting, at least. However, while I had thought she would glow, be overcome with something sparkly, or at least have something happen to her— she did not change.
It was not like an evolution. I noticed some minute differences. The most defining trait that was different about Edithe was not anything physical. Instead, the aura of mana she exuded seemed to increase. It was not something I could definitely measure.
But I saw the way the strands of mana in the air bent around her. Like a powerful force field that would disrupt its surroundings. It would not be something I saw from afar. But as her companion— someone who was familiar and up close with her— I noticed it.
“Do you feel anything different, Edithe?”
I asked her, and then poked a finger on her belly. She took a step back, almost as if she was offended by that action. I cocked my head.
“What?”
“Why did you have to poke me, Salvos?”
“Isn’t that what Humans do? I saw some children doing that with a woman earlier.”
“What? Wait, you mean with Ms Bella? She’s pregnant.”
I blinked. Hurriedly, I tried to bring an ear to her stomach.
“Are you pregnant, Edithe?!”
“Salvos!”
She yelled at me, giving me a glare. I laughed and backed away from her before she could swat me away. Once I calmed down a little, I gave her a serious look.
“So… anything  different?”
“Yes.”
Sighing, Edithe rubbed at her shoulder.
“Quite a few things, actually.”
“What kind of things?”
“Mostly from the Passive Skills I got upon advancing my Class.”
She cast her gaze off to the side. We were walking slowly, ambling through the road with the caravan, as if we were taking a nice view of the scenery rather than rushing to get refugees to a safe city. 
“[Passive - Champion of Thunder] and [Passive - Will of the Earth Elemental]?”
“That’s right. I… don’t know why I got the second Passive, but it increases my [Vitality]. My [Endurance]. Not only that, ever since I got the Skill, my sense of earth magic has been heightened. It’s an all around boon.”
“What about the other one?”
“That’s…”
Edithe trailed off.
“I am not really sure why I got it. Maybe it’s because I kept using Lightning Ball while in the Plaguelands. But… I feel like it’s Hana’s Skill.”
“Hana’s Skill? That was your previous Spirit, right? Before Mistshard.”
I raised a brow. She nodded.
“She was a [Lightning Elemental]. A quirky, electric friend. She would always buzz around with energy— almost like you, but even more stupid at times.”
“Hey!”
Scowling, I crossed my arms. Edithe laughed and placatingly raised her hand.
“That’s a joke. Both of you are about equally stupid.”
“Thank you.”
I nodded. Then I frowned.
“Wait—”
“I just think this Skill was given to me because of her. As if she’s somewhere, out there, watching over me.”
I paused, taking in the somber look on her face. She shifted gears quickly. But I adapted well enough by saying nothing. Humans were weird— they liked it when others listened to them speak.
“I got this Passive Skill, and while it has done nothing for my Stats, I can feel… something different. As if I am filled with more energy. More… power.”
She clenched a fist, speaking the words with a determined voice. I slowly met her gaze. A smile spread across my face.
“That’s good.”
I placed a hand on her shoulder.
“We’ll be able to test out how much you’ve changed when we get back to the Plaguelands.”
“Right.”
—--
“Wait— why didn’t you tell me we had all of this?”
I looked into Edithe’s Bag of Holding. It was strange. It looked almost as if everything inside of it was tiny. A shrunk version of what they were supposed to be. The red-haired woman began pulling things out, placing them before Daniel and I.
It was night now, and camp had been set up. Most of the refugees had already gone to sleep. Since we were supposed to be guarding them, we stayed up a little bit later. Not like I have to sleep.
I shook away the annoyed thought, instead focusing on what was in front of me, peering over the items that had been laid out by Edithe. There were a lot of things. It was a trove of treasure! Whatever that was.
Edithe sighed.
“You never want to deal with loot, Salvos. You always let us deal with the selling and dividing of items.”
“That’s true, but…”
I trailed off, glancing down at all the shiny, valuable objects. It was not as wide of a variety as offered by Adan. However, these were… better quality.
A lot better.
“What is this?!”
I held up a pair of gloves. I quickly identified it and exclaimed.
“Frostbitten Gauntlet? It’s a Medium Grade armor! But it also can work as a weapon by sending a chilling touch to the recipient!”
I held it up, eyes sparkling.
“Where did you get this from?!”
“That [Cultist] Kobold was well equipped in gear. A bit too much gear. To the point where she was over reliant on it.”
Edithe placed down a dagger, shaking her head.
“Why don’t we just keep all of it?”
I excitedly started picking out different items. Daniel slapped my hand, making me drop them.
“We don’t need all of it. We need to sell some of them— keep only what is necessary.”
“Aw. But why?”
“How many times must I explain this to you, Salvos? If we don’t have gold, we won’t be able to do almost anything in a city.”
“Go right ahead and keep explaining it to her.”
Edithe snorted. She pried the Frostbitten Gauntlet from the ground, grinning at us.
“I’ll get first picks.”
“No fair!”
I hurriedly sifted through the pile of items, looking for whatever piqued my interest. I grabbed the dagger and eyed it with an appraising gaze.
[Fangs of the Devouring Deep: Medium Grade Weapon - A dagger made from the tooth of a Sephim Basilisk. It inflicts additional corrosion damage.]
I scratched the back of my head.
“Huh. It looks cool, but…”
“I don’t think it’d be very effective against the undead, that’s for sure.”
Daniel rubbed at his chin as he spoke. Edithe glanced between the two of us. She yanked it from my hand.
“Well, if you’re not interested in it…”
“Hey!”
I scowled. But that was true. She did need something to protect herself with, beyond just magic. My eyes glazed over the other items before us.
There was a Lower Grade necklace with a weak Fireball spell enchanted into it. It would only work once a day, which was not very good. Plus, I could easily cast spells far more potent than it in mere moments. I shrugged and handed it to Daniel.
“Why are you giving it to me?”
“Because I thought you wanted it.”
“Absolutely not.”
He rejected my gift, instead throwing it into the pile of items we would sell. And that pile was a lot. There were a handful of weapons that did not even have a grade. Apparently, Daniel and Edithe kept them because they were valuable? Like they were made of some kind of precious materials.
A few more things caught my eyes. Only three more items were valuable. Of course, they were from the Kobolds. At least, from what I could tell by their names.
[Draconic Scalemail: Medium Grade Armor - Made from the scales of a powerful Drake Lord. It is sturdy and grants an addition 5 to [Vitality].]
[Runic Scroll of Starfall: High Grade Weapon - A one-time use scroll. Summons a shower of meteors over an area to turn it into a desolate wasteland.]
[Greaves of the Wanderer: Medium Grade Armor - Made of mithril. Does not offer any additional protection to its wielder, however it is enchanted to grant +10% in [Agility] for up to an hour once a week, unless it is refueled by a high leveled [Enchanter].]
“I want all of that!”
I greedily gathered all three items in my arms. Daniel frowned.
“Wait, do I not get anything?”
“I gave you that Fireball Necklace!”
“I literally don’t need it, Salvos.”
“But you already got those Bracers of Enhanced Strength! Isn’t it only fair that I get the Greaves of the Wanderer?”
“It is.”
He nodded, before his eyes rested on the remaining two items.
“So, all that’s left is the scroll and the armor. Then we’ll all get two pieces of equipment each.”
“That’s—”
“It’s fair, Salvos.”
He crossed his arms. I sighed.
“Fine…”
I looked down at what was left. There was only the Draconic Scalemail and the Runic Scroll of Starfall. Everything else was being sold.
The former item was not bad. It would be a welcome addition to my [Ember Core]. I could maybe even experiment with the Skill more if I was confident my chest was protected. However—
My eyes drifted to the Runic Scroll of Starfall. It was a High Grade weapon. Even though I could only use it once, there was a certain allure to it. Maybe it was less useful in the long-run, compared to the Draconic Scalemail. In fact, it definitely would not be useful other than in that one tight situation.
But I was reckless. As much as I hated to admit it, my own sense of what was dangerous was skewed from growing up in the Netherworld. Fact of the matter was, I could have died while in the Netherworld at any point in time, and using that as the basis of what was safe and what was not— it just was not a good comparison.
I wrapped my hands around the scroll, picking it up. I spoke begrudgingly.
“You can keep the scalemail…”
“Thank you, Salvos. You’re too kind.”
He rolled his eyes, throwing it over his shoulders. I grumbled as he stalked off to put it on under his gambeson. Grumbling, I opened the scroll and looked at the runes etched on its parchment.
“You’re going to be useful when I get into that situation where I almost die but pull you out and you destroy all my enemies… Daniel included.”
“I can hear you.”
“I know!”
I yelled back his way. Edithe placed a hand on my shoulder, peering at the scroll.
“You know, you don’t have to keep it hidden away until the need for it arises, right?”
I blinked. The confusion was evident.
“Huh?”
“Look at the runes, Salvos. It’s… a bit too advanced for me to completely deconstruct. But you can sort of understand the gist of it, right? How the mana weaves itself onto the paper. How the spell should be cast.”
She traced a finger through the scroll. I stared at her.
“Nope!”
Edithe furrowed her brows. Then she gave me a small nod.
“Well, I can help teach you. You can learn to improve your magic from this. Maybe you might even learn a General Skill if you manage to understand even a little bit of how this spell works. And don’t feel bad that you don’t get it. Most Level 40s wouldn’t, either. In fact, they wouldn’t be able to use this scroll unless they studied an intermediate amount of magic theory.”
“Are you saying it’s more useless than I thought?!”
“No— the opposite. It’s not that hard, especially since I’m here. First, you’ll learn how to activate this scroll, then you can study it and extrapolate on its magic from there.”
She gave me a reassuring smile.
“It’ll refine your magic and make you a better fighter.”
“You’re starting to sound like Saffron…”
I pouted, but she just smiled
“That’s your noble friend, right? I’m flattered you think that.”
“I didn’t mean that in a good way!”
I threw my hands up in the air. Edithe laughed.
“I know.”




Side Story 3: Hadrian

HADRIAN breathed deeply, taking in the alluring stench of blood and death. His eyes snapped open as he drew himself to his feet, no longer kneeling over the man he once called his friend. A Platinum Rank died today. Another one lost to this senseless company war.
“Jeremy, I promise you, your death will not be in vain.”
It was a whisper. One to himself. But someone else heard it.
“It’s a tragedy.”
Gabriel stood behind Hadrian. One of the few Diamond Ranks in the Valiant Dreamers Company. He was an [Alchemist]. Well-known for his concoctions of destruction.
Hadrian was a Diamond Rank, just like Gabriel. However, there was a gulf between their combat prowesses. It wasn’t just that Gabriel was higher leveled— yes, that was a major contribution that factored into their fighting potential. Hadrian was Level 112. A fearsome [Warrior] who reached such great heights at a young age.
On the other hand, Gabriel was a Level 125. Beyond that, Gabriel had a second Class of a similar level. Hadrian’s ‘second Class’ was merely in its 40s. And it hadn’t even evolved yet. The reason was simple: he was trying to get a better evolution. The requirements to receive a truly unique evolution was steep. And Hadrian was far too busy managing the Valiant Dreamers Company to actually go out and accomplish any great feats.
Although, the company war was rapidly changing that fact. But he didn’t see it as a victory.
“We’ve won yet another battle, Gabriel. But for what? To avenge those who have fallen?”
“No.”
Gabriel replied simply, glancing away from the leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company. The battlefield was littered with bodies. This was a victory— but only in a technical sense. Because this battle was not supposed to happen. It was an ambush.
The Iron Champions assaulted the camp of the Valiant Dreamers. They were far from Viechester, all the way at the border of Nixa. A war between companies was not so different from a war between countries. The Valiant Dreamers had hoped to avoid getting citizens involved, so they were targeting the Iron Champions’ supply of armor and weaponry.
It was standard for a company to provide the basic equipment to their adventurers. So, the Valiant Dreamers targeted a smith owned by the Iron Champions. They didn’t harm any of the workers there, simply destroying all the equipment within the forge. But they were followed back to their encampment. And that was where the Iron Champions struck.
Assassins were employed, fighting alongside adventurers. Another bloodshed that could’ve been avoided. Another that happened regardless.
Gabriel shook his head, stalking away from Hadrian.
“We fight to protect those who still live. Not for any other reason. That is why we’re dreamers.”
Hadrian drew his lips into a thin line. He wished he could agree with the [Alchemist]. Perhaps it was because his father wasn’t here to rein him in. But Hadrian found himself doubting.
After all, this was not the cause of an adventurer. This was not why he should fight. Adventurers sought loot and challenges: monsters to slay, towns to save, and gold to make. This was none of that.
—--
“They’re here.”
Hadrian looked up at Celine. The Platinum Rank adventurer nodded at him. The Valiant Dreamers Company had returned to the Sunmere Republic, retreating to an inn in Stanmore. It was here they were arranged to meet with some reinforcements.
“Finally.”
A feeling of relief ran through the man. He got to his feet, leaving his desk full of scattered documents behind, a smile spreading across his face. He headed down the stairs and exclaimed as he caught sight of a bulky figure waiting for him in the common room.
“Noah, it’s good to see you.”
“Hadrian!”
The other man bellowed, rushing over to the leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company. He pulled Hadrian into a hug and smacked him on the back as he laughed.
“It’s been so long, my boy! You look like a man!”
“I am a man. Have been for a while.”
Hadrian shook his head, a soft chuckle escaping from his lips. Noah paused. He took a moment to examine Hadrian. Then he grinned.
“So you are. And you’ve taken over for your old man too! The absolute balls you must have, hah!”
“I was only made leader because my father stepped down.”
“Well, he sure must be glad he did that before the company got into this whole mess. Offload all the stress onto you— I would know. My company got into a war with those Bluefield bastards. It was a much smaller scale than this, of course. But I’ll be damned if it wasn’t the most stressful thing I’ve had to go through in the past decade. Even worse than my kid!”
A boy standing behind Noah frowned.
“Hey—”
“Shush, Nohl. The adults are talking.”
Rolling his eyes, Noah wrapped his arm around Hadrian’s shoulder. Hadrian allowed it. He knew Noah, ever since he was ten years old. This was the kind of character the large man was. Broad chested, and equally as loud of a personality.
Despite how rambunctious he could be, Noah was also one of the most loyal friends one could have. Which was why he brought his entire company, the Northbury Troops, all the way from the Helbir Plains up north.
“Heya, Celine. Lookin’ fine as usual, girlie.”
He shot a wink at the woman standing by the stairway. She clicked her tongue, crossing her arms.
“I’m not interested in men, Noah.”
“Still? You could always give it a shot, y’know?”
“You could always shove this fist up your ass too, but you don’t see me making suggestions.”
The retort only made him guffaw. Wiping tears from his eyes, Noah sat down and ordered a beer.
“It’s been six years, and she still hasn’t changed, has she?”
“Neither have you.”
Hadrian smiled, ordering a drink of his own. He had too much of a headache to have some ale of his own. Instead, he ordered a cup of caethorpes tea.
“Going for that Cyclops drink, eh? Trynna beef up that brain of yours for some strategizing?”
“If there was a drink that could truly help me think better, I’m sure Gabriel would’ve already brewed it up for me.”
“That’s true. But maybe he’s keepin’ it hidden from ya. Can’t have you overtakin’ him like you’ve overtaken me.”
Noah grinned as he downed a mug of beer. He slammed it back down on the table, leaving a beard of foam on his mouth as he let out a delighted sigh.
“They don’t make drinks this good over in Northbury, that’s for sure!”
“How are things going for you? You’ve leveled since I last saw you.”
Hadrian last remembered Noah being at around Level 103. Now, he was Level 107. Not the fastest growth. But once you were past the 100s, leveling was far slower, especially with a ‘second Class’ to siphon away the experience. Also, the scaling of threats was a massive problem. 
Generally speaking, while there were thousands of people hitting Level 100 every decade, only a dozen would ever make it past 150. That was not because of a lack of trying. Those that tried simply died.
Every year, dozens of Diamond Ranks ventured into highly dangerous areas to try and reach their next advancement. They traveled to the Plaguelands, the Rainforest of Monsters, or the Bloodied Gulf to push themselves to their limits. Very few ever returned. Those who did were generally smart, sticking to the peripheries, rather than risking it all by delving into its deepest depths.
It sounded foolish. But these were individuals who had already survived all odds to get to where they were. They thought that if they tested their fate one more time, they would get through it stronger than ever as they did before.
They were wrong.
Baris ingrained that thought into his head ever since he was a little boy. That was why Hadrian, despite being incredibly talented, never became a brash, hard-headed man who’d charge straight at the mythical Lich of the Plaguelands or the horror known as the Matriarch Centinel of the Bloodied Gulf.
In fact, Hadrian was certain that if not for Baris, he’d be one of the poor fools who tried to sail to the end of the world, only to never return.
Being a Diamond Rank was a privilege and a risk. It made you believe that you were invincible. But Baris created a rule, one which Hadrian never forgot. It was the “Ten Times Rule”. It was simple: your chances of surviving to your next advancement, under the condition that you always took risks, was always ten times less likely than it was for the previous advancement.
It wasn’t predicated on any qualitative data, but it got the idea through Hadrian’s head as a boy. If the chances of surviving to your first advancement at Level 40 was 60%, then your chances of surviving to Level 70 was 6%, to Level 100 was 0.6%, and to Level 150 was 0.006%.
Now, 60% was already a high number considering the condition that had to be met. Also, it wasn’t to say Baris didn’t want Hadrian to aim for the next advancement. He simply wanted Hadrian to do it intelligently— eliminate the risk factor by as much as possible.
That was what Hadrian was doing. And the same went for Noah. Despite being slightly less… civilized, as clear from his accent, due to growing up in the Helbir Plains, Noah was not any dumber than Hadrian when it came to leveling and fighting.
“I ain’t got much to do these days. But boy, you’ve gotten yourself in a lot of trouble. May actually make me work up a sweat.”
“It wasn’t our fault, Noah. The Iron Champions Company pushed for this. They wanted revenge for all those times we sabotaged their unethical activities.”
There was a flicker in Noah’s eyes. Then a smirk. A flash of sharp teeth. He leaned closer, whispering.
“You think it was merely greed that made them do this?”
Hadrian narrowed his eyes. Did Noah know something he didn’t? Also— Folding his arms, Hadrian spoke in a hushed voice.
“What are you doing? If someone sees your fangs—”
“Then they’ll worship me, boy. But that ain’t what matters. What matters is that the Iron Champions Company isn’t actin’ like this just out of spite.”
Hadrian pursed his lips. He made it a point to cover his teeth, even though his fangs weren’t showing. Noah receded back into his seat, no longer revealing a hint of his [Vampiric Essence]. That was right. They were Vampires.
It wasn’t something that Hadrian wanted to be made known. There was a lot of history which made his status complicated, but this lineage of his was how he even knew Noah in the first place.
“Then why are they doing this?”
“It’s simple, boy. I actually pay attention to these things. But it’s got to do with Demons.”
Hadrian froze. The world sent a shudder down his spine. Demons? Like the ones who killed the Immortal King Alexander? The ones his kind were sworn enemies of?
Licking his lips, Hadrian met Noah’s gaze and spoke softly.
“How are the Iron Champions Company related to Demons?”
“It all started four years ago, when one of the main founders of the Iron Champions Company, Bulan Dishar, began investigating a Cult that popped up in Nixa. It wasn’t a big Cult or anything like that. I thought he was just doing some cleaning, y’know? Taking out the trash. These kinds of Cults pop up all the time. We would know. We deal with them very often.
“We thought that with all the resources the Iron Champions Company had, the Cult would be crushed rather easily. Instead, the Cult continued to grow in size. It became too big for us to ignore— and then it vanished. We’d have thought it was dealt with. That the Iron Champions Company finally took care of ‘em.
“But at the very same time, the Iron Champions Company changed. They stopped taking jobs to clear out the Cults around their territory, which eventually caused a spike in [Cultist] activities around Nixa. Rar is currently working overtime sending his thralls around Nixa.”
Hadrian frowned.
“Firstly, keep it low. Secondly, didn’t the Iron Champions Company lose many of their own members trying to take down that Demon rampaging through Falisfield a year ago?”
“They did. But they also conveniently sent all their Gold and Platinum Ranks to the Inoria Empire before it happened. The same Inoria Empire which the princess of the Elutra Kingdom is accusing of being run by a massive Cult. Get what I’m sayin’ now?”
Noah waggled an eyebrow. Hadrian rubbed at his temples.
“That’s just hearsay. Has anyone found any proof of princess Faith’s claims?”
“I’ve sent some guys to look into it. But what I’m sayin’ is that it’s not just the Inoria Empire or the Iron Champions. Something big is happenin’. There’s the talk of that Archdemon up in the Brilsum Ruins, and there’s trouble stirrin’ in the border with those Cult-obsessed Kobolds. There’s whisperin’ that the Elves are readyin’ an attack, and the Beastmen are moving weirdly.”
“They can’t all possibly be connected.”
Hadrian stared dubiously at Noah. The other company leader nodded.
“Maybe not. But some of it is. And I’ll bet that the Iron Champions Company is plannin’ something. Not just some revenge plot.”
Abruptly getting to his feet, Noah chuckled.
“But that’s all I have for now. C’mon, let’s just smash some of their Iron Scum skulls in for now.”
Hadrian sagged in his chair, overwhelmed by Noah and what he said. It was a lot to take in. The leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company didn’t want to believe it. The Iron Champions Company was working for a Cult? They were allying with Demons?
He needed to speak with Baris about this. It didn’t make any sense to him. He almost wished he wasn’t a leader for a moment. But— another thought crossed his mind. One that was much smaller, one that seemed to speak to him nonetheless.
If there was ever a worthy cause, then slaying those vile Demons would be one, no?




27. Speed

We arrived in Huthwaite soon after, bringing with us all the treasures we were prepared to sell. I was not sure why, but the refugee caravan was forced to wait outside of the city walls as a representative came out to meet with them. They were told that they could not enter the city. At least, not yet.
Since Daniel, Edithe, and I were adventurers, we did not have those constraints placed on us. We entered without a hitch, finding a place to stay within the city, before heading to  the markets to sell the loot we did not need to keep. I had my brand new greaves on. I wore it with pride as we marched through the bustling city.
It was not like a full, proper city. It was still rather small— probably since it was in the border. I was not sure how that affected its size, but that was what Edithe told me. The architecture here was different from the Sunmere Republic and from Nixa. While those cities were generally large— especially Viechester— they were also well-organized. The buildings were quite uniform, and when seen from far away, they looked no different from the wrinklings of a neat, gravel path.
Meanwhile, this city was a mess. It was like the desolate landscape of the Netherworld. Not in terms of its expansive size or the emptiness of it all. It just reminded me of when I would investigate the rocks on the ground. They were haphazardly strewn about, many of them coming in different shapes and sizes, some were even impeding on each other.
The roads were uneven, the structure of the street irregular, and it was pretty much impossible for me to navigate my way around this city without getting lost.
Luckily, Daniel and Edithe stopped me from wandering around away from them. I saw something sparkly— but they yanked me back by my jacket.
“Aw…”
I pouted, but did not protest. If I ended up losing my way and was forced to use my horn, I was pretty sure everyone in the city would come after me. And it would not be for the same reason Daniel and Edithe would.
It took the better part of the afternoon for us to sell off most of our unneeded equipment. We had to find different vendors, [Traders], and [Merchants] willing to buy used adventurer goods. The local Adventurers Guild had an offer which apparently had them acting as the middleman for the Forsaken Company.
That was the last place we dropped by to relieve ourselves of the last of our useless baggage, before we found an inn for my companions to sleep in. Night came and went as it normally did. When the sun finally rose and the day returned, we packed whatever valuables we had left with us— as well as our newly acquired items— and set off back for the Plaguelands. Our escort mission was over. All that was left for us was to get back to what we were doing.
Daniel was ecstatic. Not over our return trip. His eyes were bulging out of his sockets as he stared down at a bag full of coins. It was everything we earned yesterday.
“Be careful showing that around, Daniel. What if someone sees it and tries to rob us?”
Edithe frowned at him as we paid the [Innkeeper] and started for the doorway. He snorted.
“As if anyone would try to rob Platinum Ranks like us. This is barely worth anything to those who can actually beat us in a fight.”
“Is someone trying to attack us?”
I perked up. The pair ignored me. Deflating, I trailed behind them until we reached the inn’s door. We pushed it open, letting the light of day pour in and for us to get out— only to stop as a group of armed men stood before us.
A Human woman dressed in decorated plate armor stepped forward.
“Are you the adventurers Edithe, Daniel, and Salvos?”
“Uh, what’s this about—”
“Yep! That’s us!”
I spoke over Daniel before he could give a proper response. The woman furrowed her brow, before pulling out a sheet of paper.
“Right. Well, we have a warrant for your arrest. You’ll be coming with us.”
The guards behind her drew their weapons as Daniel stepped back.
“Wait— what did we do…?”
“What did you think happened?”
Edithe sighed. My companions turned to stare at me as I cocked my head.
“What? I didn’t do anything!”
“Funny.”
The guard captain shook her head, reading off the parchment.
“According to this piece of report I have, it seems that while crossing an outpost to enter our country, you three assaulted a guard on duty before fleeing with a Cyclops who had not yet paid the border tax.”
I blinked as she finished.
“Does that sound familiar to you?”
“Oh, um… sorry?”
When you did something bad, you had to apologize, right? That was enough to resolve it, right?
—--
“Our gold…”
Daniel was depressed. He stared down at the pouch in his hand. It was not as thick as before. Not as full as before. It did not seem like it weighed even half as much as before.
“How… it’s all gone…”
I walked happily in front of him, glad that things worked out. I was afraid we would have to end up fighting the Humans there. Luckily, Humans were not wild. They could resolve things peacefully!
They brought us to a dull building before showing us a number, which made Daniel collapse to the ground and cry for a moment. But after he collected himself, we pried the coin pouch off him and paid off the fine. After that was finished, we just had to sign a few paperwork, as well as receive an official document from that lady, before we were free to go.
“There, there.”
Edithe patted Daniel on the back, speaking in a soft voice.
“We still have enough leftover for most necessities. And it’s not like we won’t earn most of it back, anyway.”
“I know… but it’s just that… I thought we’d be financially secure for at least a day...”
He sobbed. I glanced back at him, shrugging.
“But we did have that gold for a day, didn’t we? So, you were right!”
Daniel ignored me. I exchanged a glance with Edithe, and she just gave me a helpless look. There was nothing either of us could do about him. Sometimes, he was whiney. We just had to bear with it.
And we did as the sun crept across the sky, trailing towards the horizon. Because of that brief encounter, we only managed to leave Huthwaite when it was already getting late. If we continued at our pace, we would not reach the Plaguelands anytime soon.
I paused mid-step, and the upset Human man almost ran into me.
“Uh, Salvos—”
“Hey!”
I spun around, exclaiming as I pointed a finger at him. He blinked. Edithe frowned.
“What is it, Salvos?”
Grinning, I clinked the metallic greaves on my shin together.
“We just got a bunch of new items yesterday. Why don’t we test it out now?”
“There… isn’t anything here for us to test on?”
Edithe grew more uncertain as the words came out of her mouth. I waved a hand off dismissively.
“Sure, there is! Here!”
I beckoned her forward. She stepped approached me, casting her gaze around warily. Daniel was more sluggish. His speed was impeded by his dour mood. I beamed.
“You two— you’re my test dummies!”
Before they could even register my words, I picked them both up. I scooped Daniel off his legs, while grabbing Edithe and slinging her over my shoulder.
“What the fu—”
“Salvos—”
“[Self Haste]. [Flame Burst]. And…”
I focused on my legs. Magic flared up, activating the enchantments there.
“Greaves of the Wanderer!”
I took off down the road, carrying both of my companions as I sped as fast as I could. I kicked up a cloud of dust behind me as I ran— my pace even quicker than I had previously been outside of my Mortal Form. It took us almost a week to reach Huthwaite from the ruins of Ghostlight.
I was going to ensure we reached it before the day even ended. I did not have much time, with how late it was. Yet, I believed in myself. I challenged myself and pushed my limits. As I did, my companions screamed, cheering me on. They were excited, obviously. Why else would they be screaming?
“OhfuckSalvosplease—”
“StopitI’mgoingtopuke—”
Daniel was not lying. He left a trail of gross liquid behind on the road behind us, for any poor passersby to see. I eventually came to a stop as I saw the smoking town of Ghostlight in the distance, placing my companions down slowly to regain their balance.
The Human man doubled over and threw once again. I smirked, wanting to laugh at him again for experiencing what it was like for me to eat food, but Edithe fixed me with a glare.
“Do not do that again.”
I shrunk back.
“...yes.”
I quickly recovered— and so did Daniel. I skipped the rest of the way, excited that my companions and I could resume our training.
“Shouldn’t we set up camp first, and start tomorrow?”
“It’ll be really quick! And it’s not like we have any place closeby to stay. We can just take a quick look around— maybe find a good place for you two weird Humans to sleep!”
Edithe raised a brow.
“But isn’t that dangerous, Salvos? We decided the Plaguelands was not a safe place.”
“Nope! At least, it shouldn’t be anymore. Not around its edges. I’m Level 82, you’re Level 72, and Daniel is—”
I glanced over at him. He shook his head as Edithe stared at me, confused.
“He’s Level 81, of course. Yep, definitely Level 81!”
The Human man sighed in relief, however I decided to talk to him about it in private eventually. He could not just keep hiding his secret from Edithe. She deserved to know.
“The Skeletons around this area are around Level 90 to 95. Maybe high 90s at most! As long as we do not stray too far into the Plaguelands, the most dangerous thing we’ll run into are [Skeleton Warriors].”
“You say that as if they aren’t dangerous…”
“They aren’t.”
I spoke emphatically, meeting her gaze. The blight around us grew thicker as we trudged through the landscape that seemed to decay with every step we took. Daniel did not voice too many complaints; it was Edithe’s turn to be whining now!
“Look. Do you see that?”
We caught sight of a few lumbering figures. [Unarmed Skeletons]. Only about three of them. They came charging at us the moment we got too close. Edithe tensed, preparing the spells she had at the ready.
“Just support us.”
I nodded at her, turning to Daniel. The Human man drew his sword without a word. His bracers did not light up with magic— they offered him a passive boost, not anything active like my Greaves of the Wanderer.
The two of us rushed forward as Edithe stood back. She sent a spell ahead of us first, as we got closer.
“[Storm of Ice and Fire].”
A circle— about ten foot in diameter— caught the Skeletons beneath their feet. Fire burst up at them as ice hailed down from the sky. It slowed their movements. It caught them in its fury, whittling away at their defenses.
The spell dissipated, and I was the first to reach the Skeleton. I did not even transform out of my Mortal Form. I created a pair of fiery blades, assailing the first [Unarmed Skeleton] with a [Barrage of Cinders]. The combination of blows caused it to stumble back. It could not even land a single punch on me.
The second [Unarmed Skeleton] rushed after me as Daniel met with the third. I leapt back, engaging the new enemy as I shouted back.
“Edithe, now!”
“[Lightning Orb].”
A furious blast of lightning struck out. It was not a charged ball of energy like before. Now, it was a concentrated sphere of electricity, followed by a streak of lightning that spread out, almost like it was tracking its target.
The Skill landed right at the first [Unarmed Skeleton]. It blew apart its head, turning it to a pile of bones with just that. Edithe’s own eyes grew wide as she saw the power of the spell. That her new Skills were actually hurting them.
Sure, I weakened the Skeleton first. And she had used another Skill just before that. But that took far less time than it did when we first arrived. Daniel disposed of his opponent easily enough, leaving only me in battle.
I took a step back, inhaling deeply.
[Flaming Breath].
The cone of blazing, blue flames engulfed the last Skeleton, incinerating its bones until it was ashes. The gray dust was blown away by the wind as I turned back, a wide smile spread across my face as Edithe stared at me with a dumbfounded expression.
“See? Not dangerous at all! At least, not until we go further into the Plaguelands.”
And I really wanted to do just that.




28. Catching Up

The Plaguelands— or at least, its peripherals— were not dangerous to us anymore. There were no [Ghouls] here. No [Wights]. No [Nightscourers].
Other than the [Nightscourers], most of these other undead were not swarm monsters. That meant that they were stronger than a Skeleton at around their level. It was not as drastic of a difference as with sapient beings like Kobolds and Humans.
For Humans, they got a second Class at Level 100 and above. For Kobolds, apparently they got their evolution. Just like how I would get a Class at that level. It seemed almost like I had more in common with Kobolds than Humans.
Not that I would tell my companions that. Daniel and Edithe were not exactly antagonistic towards me for being a Demon, however they did have a slight bias towards their own Species. However, that did not get in the way of our teamwork.
“Edithe, now!”
I sent a kick powered by [Barrage of Cinders] at the [Skeleton Warrior] it stumbled forward as I circled away from it. The charged lightning strike shot forward— the orb at its head sparkling with an intense energy.
It struck the Skeleton’s back, bursting out into a flash of bright, white light. I waited for the notification to pop up in my head. I watched, patiently, for the undead’s bones to collapse into a messy pile. However, the [Skeleton Warrior] steadied itself as a red aura was exuded off its body.
“It survived? A curse—”
Leaping back, I avoided the expulsion of energy coming from it. It did nothing to its surroundings, almost seeming to dissipate as it traveled further and further in a large sphere. What seemed like flakes of it touched me, and my Ring of Lesser Curse Protection glowed.
I felt nothing. It was too minute to harm me, probably diffusing too much of its effects away. Still, I growled and bared my teeth.
[Ember Core] blazed around me, its solid flames forming an armor of blue. I took a step forward, ready to pounce on the Skeleton. And Daniel cracked his sword on the back of its skull.
It collapsed, no longer undead and back to dead.
“Aw. That was mine!”
“No it wasn’t.”
He snorted.
“You weren’t even supposed to kill it. Edithe was.”
“Then why did you steal her kill?!”
I pointed accusingly at him. He opened his mouth, but Edithe walked over to us, waving a hand.
“It’s fine, Salvos. I still got a level from that.”
She trudged over the bones littering the floor. We had just taken out a larger group of Skeletons. Most of them were unarmed, but a few— like the one Daniel unfairly killed— wielded weapons. They were over Level 100. Barely over Level 100. But still quite high leveled.
“You did?”
I brightened. Then I paused.
“Wait, did I level from that?”
“How should we know? We don’t check your level every single time we look at you.”
Daniel retorted. I glared at him.
“Somebody woke up on the wrong side of the bed today, huh?”
“Of course I did. You literally jumped on me before the sun even rose!”
“You’re still hung up about that? Come on— I did it because you were making weird noises!”
“I was having a nightmare.”
“Then shouldn’t you be happy I saved you from it?”
He gave me a flat stare.
“I was having a nightmare because of you.”
“Aw. Wait— why though?”
“Must I remind you about how you’re the reason why we lost literally half our gold before we even got it?”
The two of us exchanged our quips as we started back to a safer, more secure area. We had ventured deeper into the Plaguelands than we did since we returned over a week ago. Even after I had proven to Edithe that we were far stronger than when we first arrived, she was apprehensive. Rightfully so. She still struggled against the [Unarmed Skeletons]. But I was certain that she could now at least beat one of them without our help.
As long as she attacked it first. From far away. And had healing potions and mana potions to aid her.
Honestly, there was not a lot she could do still. She was stronger, yes. But she definitely was not as strong as I was at her level. Even when I was in my Mortal Form— which I was not in right now.
We reached our cave not long after. It was not anywhere near as large as the cave we first found. We wanted it to be as enclosed as possible, so the likelihood of sneak attacks from undead would decrease. The pair of Humans assumed their sleeping positions after consuming their necessary intake of nutrition, and I looked over the experience and levels I had gained since beating the Kobolds in Ghostlight.
Defeated [Scourge of the Frost - Lvl. 102]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up!
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 80] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 81]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
That was from the first Kobold woman I fought in Ghostlight. The one who had been battling that Human man. What was his name again? Alan? Alan Cougher? It was pretty long, and he was dead. So, I kind of forgot.
After that, I fought a few more lower leveled Kobolds. They did not give me much experience. And I did not level again until the big battle with the other, stronger Kobolds later on.
Defeated [Cult Vanguard - Lvl. 103]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
Defeated [Cinder’s Fury - Lvl. 104]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up!
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 81] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 82]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
After that, I had leveled even more. From fighting in the Plaguelands, I did not gain an exorbitant amount of levels. Especially with Daniel and Edithe’s cautious warnings. And the fact that swarm monsters gave less experience.
However, it almost seemed like too little. I have gained 2 levels since we came back here. Compared to how quickly I leveled from the Kobolds, it was almost odd. A discrepancy.
Defeated [Unarmed Skeleton - Lvl. 93]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
…
Defeated [Skeleton Warrior - Lvl. 102]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up!
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 82] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 83]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up!
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 83] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 84]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Daniel told me that it was probably because we were sharing levels and experience. Which made sense, until I realized I mostly shared experience with others when fighting the Kobolds too. It did not add up. Not unless…
I tapped a finger on my chin.
“Do their evolutions increase the amount of experience they give?”
I did not think Skeletons had evolutions. Or Classes. Or anything of that sort which would be boosted upon hitting Level 100. They just… continued leveling?
I was not really sure how those wild things worked. If that was the case, then I was certain a Level 100 Human would not have too much trouble fighting through the Plaguelands. Or at least they would not struggle more than me.
I was honestly having an easy time, here in the Plaguelands. I could run away from anything stronger than me right now. And I could spot an area with concentrated blight from far away with magic. And looking at my Stats and Skills, I was even more emboldened.
Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)
Species: [Greater Demon of Pride]
Subspecies: [Asura Changeling] - Lvl. 84
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 5
[Identification] - Lvl. 5
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1
[Racial Skill: Mortal Form] - Lvl. 4
[Rest] - Lvl. 4
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 1


[Title Skill: Zealous Call] - Lvl. 3
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 85 (+5)
[Strength]: 66 (+5)
[Endurance]: 85 (+5)
[Wisdom]: 130 (+5) (+5)
[Agility]: 175 (+5)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 3]
[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 30 (Maxed)


[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 12


[Ember Core] - Lvl. 7
[Flame Burst] - Lvl. 10


[Flaming Breath] - Lvl. 5


[Intimidation] - Lvl. 5


[Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 10


[Self Haste] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)


[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 5
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
I had distributed all my Skills and Stat Points pretty evenly. I saw no need to focus on anything in specific right now. All I had to do was level more, and I’d be solid.
Relaxing against the rock wall, I pulled out my Runic Scroll of Starfall. Edithe had been teaching me how to read its runes. The symbols did not have any meaning. What they spoke in was magic.
They were etched into the paper as much as they were woven into the world of mana. Its strands bent as it passed over the scroll, like some great force was distorting the energy there. I ran a hand through one of the strings of mana. My eyes closed as I tried to read it with my fingers.
There was power here. But not just here, it was around it as well. The magic reached out to the world. It was calling for something. Fire. Death. Destruction.
It was a call. It was not answered just yet. And I knew it could be answered. All I had to do was tap its center, and connect myself to it, then I could vocalize its call. And the response would be a spell more powerful than anything I had seen before.
“...I wonder why that Kobold woman didn’t use this scroll?”
Perhaps she was concerned that it would kill her companions. Or maybe it was just that expensive. Kobolds did not care about gold like Humans did, but they still saw value in objects like this. That was why Adan could trade in Unarith.
“Edithe said I could somehow learn things from this spell… what exactly am I learning?”
It was not clear right now. Sure, she told me that. I knew that whatever I could gleam from this would only be helpful in the future. It was the same thing Saffron said.
“But I want to get stronger now too…”
I grumbled, putting the scroll down. An idea popped up in my head. Something that we could possibly do, to level faster. A smile spread across my face as I decided.
***
Daniel woke up not with a terrifying Demon with four arms jumping on him, but from the sounds of excited— but still terrifying— giggling coming from the side. He groggily sat up, rubbing at his eyes, as Edithe got to her feet too.
“Is something wrong, Salvos?”
The red-haired woman was the first to ask the question. Daniel was too busy trying to see where the sun was through the cave entrance. It was not up just yet, but he thought it would be soon.
“Nothing…”
Salvos trailed off excitedly. Daniel raised a brow, knowing nothing good was going to come from what she had to say. Edithe seemed to realize that too, so she took a deep breath, steeling  herself, before asking the follow up question as Daniel readied himself too.
“Why are you giggling so loudly for?”
“Because—”
The Demon beamed and spread all four of her arms out.
“I think we should find the Lich!”
“Absolutely not!”
Daniel snapped, before he even heard what she said.




29. Reckless

I did not get why Daniel was so upset even before he heard what I had to say. I crossed my arms, giving him an annoyed look as he went on.”
“—we don’t even know what level this Lich is, let alone where he is! We’re wholly unprepared for this excursion, Salvos. What made you think this was a good idea?”
Edithe yawned next to him; she had nothing to say, so she was just getting ready for the day. I rolled my eyes.
“I did think this through, Daniel the Grouch! That’s right! That’s your Title now.”
I shook a fist angrily at him.
“And when I said we should find the Lich, I did not mean we should do it immediately. I’m saying we should prepare for it. Level up more. Get proper equipment! Then we can find him, determine if he’s wild, and fight him if he is!”
Daniel went cross-eyed. Almost as if he was so surprised that I was actually capable of planning things. He took a moment to recover, before shaking his head.
“We don’t even know what level this Lich is, Salvos.”
“We can find out.”
I shrugged. He opened his mouth, but Edithe stalked past us.
“The sun’s rising. Let’s not waste any more time. We can talk and walk.”
I agreed with that. I followed after the red-haired woman as Daniel glowered. I crossed two of my arms across my chest as my third tapped my chin.
“Why are you so against this idea, Daniel? It’s not like we will be at this level forever— we’ll keep leveling and getting stronger!”
“First of all, do you even know where this Lich is?”
Tilting my head up, I saw the cloudy, blight-covered sky. I remembered a vague shape. One that was poking through the haze of miasma. I made a sound, snapping my fingers.
“I saw its castle! When I was searching for you two!”
He gave me a flat stare.
“Do you remember where it was?”
“Um…”
I trailed off, scratching my cheeks. I glanced down, and out of the corner of my eye, spotted a flash of white in the distance. I pointed at the group of Skeletons.
“Look! [Unarmed Skeletons]! Get ready!”
We worked as we usually did. Edithe flung spells at them from afar as I loosed the occasional Refined Blazing Bolts their way. When they got too close, I created a Sickle Grenade, tossing it and blasting the forefront of the group.
It was only then did Daniel engage them. I scurried around their sides and flanked the undead. The two of us would deal with as many Skeletons as we could, leaving a handful weakened ones for Edithe. This was clinical at this point.
We had been in the Plaguelands for a while. Of course we could deal with these lower leveled threats without a hitch.
Defeated [Unarmed Skeleton - Lvl. 96]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
…
Defeated [Unarmed Skeleton - Lvl. 95]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
“I’m just being cautious, Salvos. You get pretty reckless at times.”
“I know that! I’m working on it, ok?”
He narrowed his eyes. He was dubious. Just like he always was.
“I don’t exactly remember where its castle was, but I know some people who do.”
“Who?”
“Xidra.”
I replied simply. He raised a brow, and even Edithe glanced over at me disbelieving. The Human man spoke questioningly.
“You expect Kobolds to help us? We’re Humans, Salvos.”
“She’s my friend! And she doesn’t mind Humans— not like a few others, sure.”
“You barely even know her.”
I scowled.
“I saved her life.”
Daniel sighed, rubbing at his temples.
“You don’t just earn someone’s trust because you saved their life. There is no reason for you to believe anything she says.”
I glared at him.
“She helped me find the both of you, so I trust her word because she hasn’t lied to me or anyone I know yet. Unlike someone.”
He glowered, but said nothing else. Edithe blinked, glancing between us.
“Relax, guys. Come on— we shouldn’t be fighting each other. There are plenty of other things to fight here.”
I nodded at her, smiling.
“At least I have Edithe on my side here.”
She hesitated.
“...I’m undecided right now. Let’s focus on what we can first, alright?”
We continued through the Plaguelands, fighting as we always did against mostly [Unarmed Skeletons], a few [Skeleton Warriors], and even [Skeleton Archers]. I focused mostly on using my magic in this fight. I tried to avoid using any Skills, only utilizing them when necessary.
Perhaps I would even level my General Skills this way.
“I leveled again.”
Edithe blinked as we finished off a group of undead. I turned to her, excited.
“You did! Aw, but I didn’t. Although I feel like I’m getting close.”
It was an odd feeling. I did not know if it was just my mind playing tricks on me— perhaps over excitement? I certainly was eager. I acknowledged that.
“Should we go back?”
Daniel asked from the side, not really meeting my gaze. Edithe shrugged.
“If you think you’re going to level soon, Salvos, do you want to stay for a little longer?”
I narrowed my eyes, glancing between my companions. It was not late— not just yet. The sun was not edging towards the horizon. Although it would soon.
“It’s fine. We’ll go back. We’re quite deep into the Plaguelands, anyway.”
We were more daring than usual today. Probably because we did not exactly run into too many Skeletons at once. The groups they were in numbered no more than half a dozen. Whereas in other days, we could fight over a dozen Skeletons— both [Unarmed Skeletons] and [Armed Skeletons— multiple times in a row.
I started in one direction, then paused.
“Too much blight there.”
I could not see the miasma, but I could tell by the concentration of mana in the distance. There was probably a blight flower field that way. Edithe nodded.
“We’ll have to go around. I’m already exhausted as is— the blight would cause me to collapse.”
The only other way was to traverse through a dead forest. It was not that much of a danger to us, since we would be able to spot any [Wights] standing out in the middle of the night.
All we had to do was avoid the occasional traps of Skeletons hiding in the dirt. And with all the dead branches littering the ground, it was not super easy to spot. However, I was here, and I had rather good eyesight.
“There’s a pile of corpses up ahead.”
I frowned.
“I’m… not sure if they’re Skeletons or real corpses. They look real to me.”
We still went around it, not wanting to take a risk. And yet, I held up a hand no more than five minutes later.
“Another pit. I’m pretty sure this is a Skeleton trap though.”
“Do we go around again?”
Edithe asked with a raised brow.
“Yep.”
I spun back, only to see my companions paused, staring at a figure behind us. It was not a Skeleton. Neither was it a [Wight]. It was burly, with dark skin and glowing eyes. I recognized it immediately.
“A [Ghoul].”
I bared my teeth as my companions drew their weapons. But before I could activate any of my Skills, I heard the sound of bones rattling. It was only then I realized what was going on.
“We’re surrounded.”
I glanced back, seeing the Skeletons crawl out of their hole. The [Ghoul] was commanding them. It had lain this trap for us. Or at least, for someone to eventually run into it. They were smart— even if they were wild.
“Salvos.”
Edithe spoke through gritted teeth.
“It’s Level 108. The Skeletons are mostly armed. We have to run.”
I shook my head, stepping forward.
“If we run, we’ll be chased down until we lose sight of them completely. And I’m tired. Trust me. Even if I pick the both of you up and make a break for it, they’ll catch us eventually.”
Daniel gave me a doubtful look.
“What do you suggest we do, then?”
“We fight.”
I felt magic gathering around my legs. But it was not a spell. It was an enchantment.
“We’ll have to deal with the [Ghoul]— it’s controlling the Skeletons. You two hold them off. I’ll take care of it quickly and easily.”
“Wait, Salvos—”
I did not listen to the Human man’s protest. My Greaves of the Wanderer activated in conjunction with [Self Haste] and [Flame Burst]. The combination of my Skills and equipment propelled me forward.
I crossed the distance between myself and the [Ghoul] in an instant. Flames shot out behind me. A cone of smoke trailed at my back. Dead branches and leaves shot up into the air as my claws were engulfed in blue flames.
I slammed the first claw to its chest. It tried to react— it was not slow. Not at all. But I was just too fast. It could not block the attack.
The [Ghoul] stumbled back, making an odd groaning noise. Then I watched as its arm blurred. [Ember Core] flared up, covering my body with a flaming blue armor.
It took the brunt of the [Ghoul]’s strike. If I still had an aura of protection from my Ring of Lesser Protection— but no, it was used up from a previous battle. I stumbled back from the undead as it readied a follow up attack.
I grinned as I watched it leap at me. Then I activated [Flame Burst] again, intercepting it mid air. A voice cried out at me as I met the [Ghoul].
“What are you doing—”
My claws were overcome with black flame. [Radiant Slash] glowed its eerie light as I dug into the [Ghoul]’s body. Its attack was met by mine. But it was not matched.
I sheared through the right side of the undead’s body. It let out a guttural scream. It still sounded like a weak groan, but this time its pain was evident. I landed on the ground, frowning as the [Ghoul] collapsed with a thud.
I looked back at Daniel, seeing him give me a worried look as he held off the Skeletons. I stood tall.
“Daniel.”
My voice called out came out raspy as smoke wisped from my mouth. The [Ghoul] slowly climbed back to its feet, a red glow covering its body. A curse. One that drained me of my health.
I breathed out a brilliant blue fire. The [Ghoul] stumbled back.
“I know that I am reckless. I know that, sometimes, I make stupid decisions. But that doesn’t mean I am incapable. That doesn’t mean I don’t know what I am doing.”
I brought a hand up, creating a bow out of thin air. Another hand began to conjure chains. My remaining two hands began to circle each other, like I was weaving something. And I was. With the strands of mana, I focused on refining a fiery arrow.
“Yes, I am reckless. No— I am not ignorant of that. I am trying to put you and Edithe in less dangerous situations, Daniel. But you can’t expect me to learn overnight. Nor can you always treat me that way.”
I loosed it, and it shot forth. It pierced the left chest of the [Ghoul] as it bumbled forward. It fell to its hands, but it continued, now bounding my way.
“I know how to fight. I know when a fight is too much for me. I know when I am outmatched.”
For a moment, I thought I saw Lucerna charging at me with his enraged, single eye. But no— it was a [Ghoul]. And even if he was here, I could defeat him with ease now. I flipped over the undead, landing on its back as I struck it with a [Barrage of Cinders] from each hand.
“If not…”
The [Ghoul] threw me off, and I crashed onto a tree. I got back up, eyeing the [Ghoul] as I felt the pressure on my body waver. The aura around it flickered. Its body was a mess, barely being held together, failing to stitch itself back into shape.
I yanked on the flaming chains in my hand. The Sickle Grenade came flying at the [Ghoul] in an arc from its back. It tried to dodge, but I bellowed.
“Kneel.”
The [Ghoul] stumbled. It halted for a moment, affected by [Intimidation]. Of course it would feel its effects. Even if minute, it would still slow enough for the attack to hit.
“If not, then how could I have survived all this time?”
And why would it not be affected? It was a [Ghoul]. Not a Skeleton. It was intelligent. So, it stumbled, and the attack crashed into it. The blast engulfed it entirely. The flames shot up above even the treetops. The explosion resounded along with the notification in my head.
General Skill [Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] Level Up!
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom - Lvl. 1] -> [Lesser Enhanced Wisdom - Lvl. 2]!
Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!
General Skill [Advanced Mana Manipulation] Level Up!
[Advanced Mana Manipulation - Lvl. 5] -> [Advanced Mana Manipulation - Lvl. 6]!
Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!
Defeated [Ghoul of Despair - Lvl. 108]
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up!
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 84] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 85]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up!
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 85] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 86]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
I ran straight back to my companions. I was still moving at an incredibly fast speed. With [Self Haste] and my Greaves of the Wanderer, they barely even had time to react before I picked them up and darted away from the Skeletons.
The Skeletons did not give chase. Most of them didn’t, anyway. We avoided a few [Wights] before we finally arrived back at our small cave. It was almost like an alcove, really. But we returned, and I settled my companions down to the ground.
I collapsed with a sigh, completely exhausted. I lay there for a bit, until I saw a potion being held up over me. Daniel stood there, looking slightly reticent.
“Thank you.”
I accepted the stamina potion, downing it gratefully, before moving onto the healing and mana potions. He scratched the back of his head, glancing over at Edithe. She crossed her arms. He sighed.
“No problem— and uh, sorry.”
I shook my head, getting to my feet.
“I’m not asking for an apology, Daniel. I’m just telling you…”
I took a deep breath, explaining.
“I don’t know my way around because I’m unfamiliar with this place. I never had a reason to know in the Netherworld. But after I got lost, separated from you two, I tried to learn. I took measures and bought this horn.”
I tapped the item on my chest.
“I can adapt. I know you think of me as like… a Human child. But I’m not. I can differentiate between what is a game— what is just fun— and what is seriously deadly. That’s all I’m telling you.”
“Right…”
He trailed off, not really meeting my gaze. He steeled himself, meeting my eyes.
“I still think fighting the Lich is a bad idea.”
“You think everything is a bad idea.”
I snorted. Then I smiled.
“But we’ll learn more about it first. And we’ll get stronger. Then we’ll decide what to do from there. It was a suggestion— an idea. Not a final decision.”




30. Blanket

Daniel did not fully agree with my plan to find the Lich and fight or befriend it. I could see where he was coming from, and while I was insistent, it did not actually change our current plans and routine.
That was: get up in the morning, fight Skeletons in the Plaguelands, and return for my companions’ rest at night.
Only when we were confident enough in our levels would we even inquire on the Lich’s whereabouts and his approximate level. I was slightly worried that he might have been so far beyond us that he could kill us with a glance of his eyes, but apparently that was not possible.
Or at least, not possible for him.
“The Lich is said to be the remnants of Zacharius the Quisling, created from the [Necromancer] Lilian. Considering that you can’t store all of your power within a phylactery, he could not be as high leveled as he was in life. Nor can they even level as a Lich.”
“And how high leveled was he?’
I raised a curious brow. Edithe shrugged.
“Not as high leveled as Alexander, that’s for sure. And Alexander was at the peak of Humanity. He is believed to have been Level 206 in at least one of his Classes when he was slain by Regnorex.”
“Woah.”
Even if the Lich was at only Level 100, he was still a danger to be taken seriously. He kept his Class from his life. Meaning, he would still be a [Hero] and have access to his [Hero] Skills. That meant the Lich would be stronger than even Zix who was almost 10 levels above him— by a wide margin!
And 10 levels meant a lot. If a Level 30 Human had a special Class and even a Title, it was possible they would be able to take on dozens of others at Level 20 at once. Perhaps even a hundred. Nothing was certain, of course. It depended a lot on the Class itself. The quality of their initial advancement, as well as the Title itself. Equipment too. However, it was still something that could happen.
“Maybe if they were a [Hero].”
Edithe snorted. I glanced over at Daniel and a thought crossed my mind. He glared at me before I could make a comment, so I just grinned instead.
Days passed. We battled more Skeletons as I focused on practicing my magic. I would stay up all night, looking at the Runic Scroll of Starfall, trying to improve my magic.
I had leveled up in a General Skill— both [Advanced Mana Manipulation] and [Lesser Enhanced Wisdom]. I was certain that the former came from all this studying. Especially with Edithe teaching me how regular, basic spells were formed without a Skill.
The latter came as a surprise. I had no idea if it came from me practicing my magic, or from something else. Just based on the Skill name alone, I assumed it would have been a result of using my [Wisdom] Stat— even if it was done with [Barrage of Cinders]. Yet, I never received the Skill until now.
There was something else to it. It certainly was a rare General Skill, according to Edithe.
“I have heard of individuals gaining such a Skill, but usually it would only be later on in their life. I don’t think the Valiant Dreamers Company had much of a record on it either.”
I perked up.
“Could it be because I’m becoming more wise?”
She exchanged a glance with Daniel. He shrugged. They spoke at the same time.
“Maybe?”
“Perhaps…”
I blinked.
“Huh.”
I did not expect them to give a serious answer. However, if I really was becoming more wise— at least, in the way of how Mortals acted— that was a good thing. Maybe I would be able to blend in better. I could impress Xidra the next time around I visited Unarith!
When I first got the General Skill, I received an addition +5 to my [Wisdom] from it. Now, it was a +6. If I got it up to Level 10, would it get to +15?
That was a major boon, if it was how it worked. But considering that General Skills leveled slower— and had a lower level cap— I was not sure how long it would take me to even get that far.
The single Skill Point did not make a massive difference, but I could tell I was stronger from it. Especially since I was leveling faster now. I could even kill a small group of [Unarmed Skeletons] with a single [Flaming Breath] now.
It would incinerate them. Turn them to nothing but ashes. It was not as devastating as Gexli’s flaming breath. In fact, he had two of them. And both were terrifyingly dangerous. One of them worked just like mine, but the other shot out like an arrow, destroying everything in its path.
I tried to remember how the strands of mana coalesced into that ball of great fire. How it was propelled by some powerful force. If I could do something like that with my Blazing Bolt— or Refined Blazing Bolt… it was something to consider. If I weaved the magic into itself again and again, concentrating it into a denser bolt, I could potentially make it stronger, even if more unstable.
It was something I tried whenever we were not busy fighting the undead. I would create a Blazing Bolt, refine it into a Refined Blazing Bolt, then continue layering the magic on top of itself. Usually, it would burst out into sparks, failing to become anything I hoped it would be.
“Aw.”
“Salvos, focus— Skeletons incoming.”
Defeated [Unarmed Skeleton - Lvl. 99]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
…
Defeated [Ghoul of Dread - Lvl. 106]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up!
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 86] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 87]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
We fought some Ghouls too. There were different kinds of Ghouls. It was mostly their curses which had different effects. A [Ghoul of Dread] seemed to drain me of my mana instead. Which was problematic since that was my main source of attack power.
I would have to attack them aggressively. I bounded on all six of my limbs onto them, unleashing a flurry of strikes that would break their curse. It was more effective the more idle they were being, so such tactics worked even if they were dangerous.
So far, Ghouls were the most dangerous thing we had to deal with. However, it seemed we were starting to tread into more risky territory the further into the Plaguelands we went. We had just finished defeating a group of [Skeleton Warriors] and [Skeleton Archers] when we decided it was time to return.
“Blight flower fields to the left. Blight flower fields to the right. Blight flower fields everywhere.”
I shook my head, turning back to Daniel and Edithe. The latter seemed slightly weary— she had been pushing herself harder and harder with each passing day. She was Level 78 now. Thanks to her persistence, she managed to close the gap between our levels by a significant amount.
I was still almost 10 levels higher than her.
“We’ve made good progress in two weeks, Salvos. But I think it’s time we should think about heading back to Huthwaite. Just for respite.”
Daniel spoke as he wiped the grime and sweat off his face. Smearing a bit of smudge across his cheeks, he grimaced. I tilted my head up to the sky in thought.
“I don’t know… maybe we should—”
“Salvos.”
He sighed, rubbing at his temples. I grinned.
“I’m kidding. Yep. I was just thinking that myself.”
Blinking, he gave me a dubious look. I shrugged and pointed to Edithe.
“She’s looking kinda tired. So, I agree.”
It took a moment for the red-haired woman to be taken aback.
“I… I am?”
She placed a hand on her chest, surprised. I exchanged a glance with Daniel, and he nodded.
“Yeah… you’re exhausted, Edithe. Even Salvos can tell.”
“I’m just a little bit tired. Look, I don’t want to be a burden—”
“Except you’re not.”
I emphatically rejected that statement. Her face scrunched up. Her confusion was evident. But I was defiant.
“You’re not a burden, Edithe. You don’t have to push yourself too hard. We’re doing this for you, not the other way around.”
“I…”
She trailed off. Taking a deep breath, she sagged her shoulders.
“You’re right. I know I’m being too hard on myself lately. We’ll take a break. Hang around Huthwaite— take a look around.”
A small smile spread across her face.
“And since we’re all about that whole changing-growing thing lately, maybe we can even find a food you like, Salvos.”
“Good luck, because I don’t think that’ll ever happen.”
Daniel scoffed. I crossed my arms, agreeing with him.
“Nope! Never gonna happen.”
They laughed, and I giggled too. We needed to relax— it was necessary for the Humans. Not really for me. I grew up in a place exactly like the Plaguelands, but they did not. I had to accommodate them more than I did before.
It was a weird quirk! However, I was probably weird to them. So, it evened out.
Unfortunately, it seemed we let our guard down at a bad time. The thing about the Plaguelands— and about the Netherworld— was that anything could happen at any time. Be it a procession of sapient Demons herding Infant Demons with them, or a sudden attack by a group of [Hellhounds], [Hellbeasts], and [Gadarenes].
Here, in the Plaguelands, there were none of those. But there were still a myriad of dangers lurking about. We were just passing through an abandoned, destroyed town with its mossy cobble foundations left where the buildings once were. The wood had been rotted away, leaving only the framework of what were once houses. Some of them were in better condition than others. Which only obscured the [Wights] even more.
Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted one of those ethereal creatures poke its disfigured head from behind a wall. I snapped in its direction, conjuring a kusarigama at the ready.
“Guys—”
My warning was interrupted as a second [Wight] popped out of a fallen structure. It pointed a single crooked finger at us— and the ground glowed. It shone as a circle girdled us within its perimeter. I leapt back as Daniel and Edithe followed after me, shouting.
“[Wights]!”
“Be careful of their magic!”
The red-haired woman pulled away just in time for a frozen ball to crystalize where we had been standing. My eyes grew wide as I saw even more [Wights] lumber forth from where they had been hiding. That spell was powerful.
[Wight - Lvl 109]
[Wight - Lvl. 112]
[Wight - Lvl. 108]
I did not even consider fighting them. I shouted.
“Run!”
A [Flaming Breath] spewed out at the oncoming [Wights]. The blue flames burned at their blue bodies. It was hot— it blazed more brilliantly than it ever had. I was certain it was at least hurting the undead a little bit. But they did not slow.
They continued forward unimpeded. They were not fast, but their movements were so smooth it was like they were hovering instead of walking. An encroaching chill overcame me as I felt my mana drain from their curses.
I tapped my greaves together, activating its effects and following after my companions who were already fleeing from the scene. I focused my magic on the sickle edge of my kusarigama, altering the threads of mana within it, before tossing it as a Sickle Grenade at the [Wights].
“Kneel!”
I roared. The blast was powerful. It would have sent a Ghoul flying back. And yet, the [Wights] still came. They were not slowed by its attack. I growled as [Self Haste] took over.
“Stupid things! Can’t they feel anything?!”
It seemed that only the Ghouls were even slightly intelligent here in the Plaguelands, even if they were still wild. I swooped my companions up into my arms as I sped past them. I saw a thicket of dead trees up ahead, ready to escape into the shadows from our pursuers. But glowing eyes stopped me in my tracks.
A Ghoul— no, three Ghouls  stepped out from behind the spindly, black trunks. They had [Skeleton Archers] by their side, bows aimed at the ready. The volley of bolts filled the air. I watched their shadows come our way as I spun around.
A group of [Wights] at our rear, coming from the broken town. Ghouls and Skeletons were waiting for us at the dead forest up ahead. To our right and left— fields of blight flowers. I took a deep breath.
“Ready your potions.”
I gave my companions a look. They exchanged a knowing glance, steeling themselves for what was to come.
“Right.”
Daniel pried himself off my arms, giving me a reassuring look as he held onto my hand with one arm, and his sword in the other. Edithe stayed on my shoulders, her staff aimed at the ready.
“Let’s go.”
We broke off to the side, heading for neither the Ghouls nor the [Wights]. Instead, we charged straight for the veil of brown miasma billowing up into the air. It formed a wall. One that had been impenetrable before. Vile magic was being spewed out from these corrupted flowers. It would afflict us like a curse.
And yet, we had no other choice. This was the only way we could run. I saw no figures inside of blight. Perhaps it was because it was so dense here. Too thick for me to see through. Because I knew they were there. They were the less dangerous foe, but they were present. And they were numerous.
They were here, even if I had not seen them yet. The horde of undead. The ones that hid under this blanket, waiting mindlessly, hiding from sight. But ready to swarm anyone who entered at any moment.
Zombies.




31. Zombie Horde

I ran through the brown smog. The blight billowed up from the field of flowers, creating an unending curtain— a vast nebula that spread out in every direction I could see. I tried to send small bursts of flames out, just to help clear the way for my vision. But the blight snuffed out my fire.
It did more than just blot out my sight. It drained at my mana. My health. My stamina. It was like a curse, if a curse slowly ebbed at your very soul. I was certain the reason why my fire was so ineffective was because the blight unraveled the strands of mana keeping the magic together.
“Do you see them behind us?”
I asked Edithe, who was still held over my shoulder. She coughed once before replying.
“No— I don’t know if they’re giving chase to us, Salvos.”
Daniel could not run as fast as me. He followed us, trailing slightly behind. But he did not seem to be in a panic— or at least, I did not hear him shouting and screaming for us to come back to help him.
I was just about to sighed in relief, glad that the immediate danger of the [Wights] and the Ghouls were gone, when a figure appeared before me. I came to a stop, narrowing my eyes and identifying it.
[Zombie - Lvl. 81]
“Yep. Not sure why I expected anything else.”
The lumbering undead snapped its head in our direction. It revealed a green face, with parts of its cheeks eaten away. One of its eyes was missing, and it had no hair. The [Zombie] let out a screech—
And I tore right through it. My claws were engulfed with [Barrage of Cinders] just briefly. I felt my mana drain in an instant. The strain of both the blight and my already low supply of mana was too much. Edithe must have noticed something because she handed me a mana potion.
“Take it!”
I quickly uncorked the vial and downed it in a single gulp. My body felt like it was full for just a moment. Then the drain of the blight returned. I grimaced, wiping at my mouth and tossing the vial ahead of me.
I heard the glass crack, and saw a shadow fall just ahead of me. Apparently I must have struck a [Zombie] by accident. However, the figure picked itself up immediately. Or wait…
I narrowed my eyes. The [Zombie] had not picked itself up just yet. It was slowly getting to its feet, but struggling with that simple task. It was another one of its kind that took its spot. And there were more. They filled the gaps ahead. They popped up, like a wall being sprouted from thin air.
“Daniel! A little help?”
But no. The Human man was too far behind me. His fighting-style relied on closing in on the enemy anyway. Only Edithe could be of help against this oncoming horde.
“Edithe, get ready.”
A ball of charged lightning struck out in a flash. Edithe spoke through gritted teeth.
“Just go!”
I burrowed through the wall of [Zombies]. Green flesh and ichor burst out around me as I once again let [Barrage of Cinders] activate. With a single [Flame Burst] I propelled myself through the ranks of [Zombies].
Defeated [Horde Zombie - Lvl. 79]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
Defeated [Horde Zombie - Lvl. 84]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
Defeated [Horde Zombie - Lvl. 74]!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels below you!
Their gore splattered everywhere. I bounded through them as Edithe flung spells around us, keeping the undead at bay. There had to be dozens of them. All gathered around here. They were closing in on us, and I scowled.
“There’s too many of them! And I don’t have any of my good Skills except for [Radiant Slash]!!”
I felt at my blue jacket. There was something here I could use. But should I really use it now? Edithe grabbed my hand.
“Not yet.”
She spoke simply. She cast her gaze behind us. Daniel was still trying to catch up to me; he was only now just crashing into the first rank of [Zombies]. The red-haired woman raised her staff and pointed at him.
“[Beacon of Guardians].”
A warm glow overcame him. A ribbon of light wrapped around him, shielding him with a yellow aura. Suddenly, Daniel’s speed doubled. Almost tripled. His weapon swings were not faster. His strikes— the arcing slashes— that ripped apart the [Zombies] were no different.
However, when he ran at us, he moved fast. Like he was gliding through the air. A pillar of light streaked through the air above Edithe, and Daniel followed.
“Just keep going, Salvos.”
I blinked, caught off-guard by the Skill.
“Woah.”
I breathed, and a [Zombie] threw itself at me. I growled, flinging it aside and stomping on its head a few times.
Defeated [Horde Zombie - Lvl. 87]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
“Keep them off me, Edithe. I’ll focus on running.”
“Got it!”
[Ember Core] formed an armor on my body. I tried to make it more jagged, with sharp edges that would cut at any undead that tried to touch me. The horde came as we spearheaded through them. At one point, Daniel actually caught up to us thanks to Edithe’s Skill.
He had his [Aura of the Sentinel] active, fending off the [Zombies] at the side. I glanced back at him, speaking through gritted teeth.
“You know, a really powerful Skill would be helpful right now.”
The Human man looked over at me, the hesitation evident on his face. I shook my head, and Edithe pointed.
“Watch out!”
Half a dozen [Zombies] tried to bar my path. My claws were overcome with a brilliant glow, as I lashed out with a dark light.
“[Radiant Slash]!”
All of them fell in an instant. The ones close to them recoiled from the impact. I eyed Daniel, getting annoyed.
“Something like that?”
He did not respond to my prodding. Now was not the time for that, but—
“[Lend Skill: Restore Skill].”
I felt my body tense up; something inside of me became more. It was temporary. I knew it would not remain forever. But my Status was different now.
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 2]
[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 30 (Maxed)


[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 15


[Ember Core] - Lvl. 10
[Flame Burst] - Lvl. 12


[Flaming Breath] - Lvl. 5


[Intimidation] - Lvl. 5


[Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 12


[Self Haste] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)


[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 5
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Borrowed - Restore Skill] - Lvl. 1 (Maxed)
A new option made itself available to me. A Skill I did not previously have. I looked back at Edithe, hanging on my shoulders with a weary face. She downed a mana potion and a stamina potion at the same time, giving me a nod.
“Use it.”
I was not sure how long I would have this Skill available to use. But there was no point in waiting. I clenched my teeth, mentally activating its effects, focusing on the Skill I needed.
[Restore Skill: Radiant—
I paused as another Skill’s cooldown ended. More undead popped up from the side. They filled my peripheral vision. [Zombies]. A horde of them were chasing after us now. I knew we could never take them all at once. Especially not when caught in the blight.
The brown cloud we were caught in seemed unending. I grabbed a charging [Zombie] and crushed its head, before sweeping my gaze around me. The [Wights] and Ghouls were truly nowhere to be seen. We had to have lost them in this thick haze.
While they were undead, probably unaffected by the blight’s effects, they still relied on their vision to see. I think. Shaking away those inane thoughts, I focused not on what I could see with my regular eyes, but with magic.
“Cover me for a moment, Daniel, Edithe.”
I stood still as my companions obliged. The red-haired woman unleashed her [Storm of Ice and Fire] at our surroundings, stalling the [Zombie] horde for Daniel to slice apart. His [Aura of the Sentinel] was running out— I could see the wavering of the glow around him. Wisps of it came off him, vanishing as his Skill depleted.
But I had to concentrate. I had to pick out the strands of mana that was not warped by the blight. The blight flower’s magic was not typical spellwork. Unlike regular spells which were woven intricately with a large amount of mana, the blight simply muddled everything. It was as if a ball of yarn— or dozens of balls of yarn— had been tangled up and tossed to fill a room.
Now all I had to do was find the exit. I came to a stop as my eyes picked out a single thread. One that was uncorrupted by the blight. I followed this string of mana— climbing it like a rope— until I saw the wall of pure, untouched mana.
“There!”
I raised a hand, pointing. Edithe and Daniel stared past my clawed hand, both exhausted. I kicked a [Zombie] back and spoke to the red-haired woman.
“Can you cast [Beacon of the Guardians] again?”
She hesitated, chewing her lower lip. She muttered softly to herself.
“I can now.”
“Huh. That’s a really useful combination of Skills, isn’t it?”
“It is. Now what?”
I turned back to Daniel as more shrieks cut through the veil, reaching for us.
“Just keep up with us. We’ll have to make a break for it.”
He nodded, pulling back from a decapitated [Zombie]. I got down on all of my limbs. Taking a deep breath, my companions and I readied ourselves. Edithe drank another mana potion and activated [Beacon of the Sentinel], while Daniel returned to my side.
“[Self Haste]! [Flame Burst]!”
I was catapulted forward, straight into a bumbling group of [Zombies]. I was about to dig my claws into them when a voice cut me off.
“[Arrow of the Flame Elemental].”
A blazing, golden bolt shot out. It blasted forward, almost like it was going faster and faster with each passing moment. It skewered the forefront [Zombies], with a powerful cone of flames trailing behind it, setting the undead it missed alight. Even the blight flowers burned briefly from the magic. It left an opening— a trail for me to follow.
Edithe pulled out another vial of mana potion as she coughed.
“Go, Salvos!”
And I did. I ran as fast as I could, barely impeded by the few [Zombies] that could catch me. They ran slowly after us, an infinite horde. Some even tried to block my path, but I could dispose of them just fine. At one point, I could use [Flaming Breath] again, and I incinerated a large group of [Zombies] in the inferno of blue fire.
Then [Self Haste] came to an end. My pace slowed, and so did Daniel’s. He was only keeping up with us thanks to [Beacon of the Guardians], after all. But I knew that. I expected that we would not make it far enough to leave the blight infested landscape with a single [Self Haste]. So, I gratefully used Edithe’s Skill.
“[Restore Skill: Self Haste].”
I instantly activated [Self Haste] once again. My body blurred forward as my stamina drained, both from the fighting and running, as well as the blight’s effects. I had to quickly down a stamina potion just to keep up the pace. But with Edithe supporting me, and Daniel watching my back, we were eventually able to break free from the blight flower field.
It was like I had burst out of a burning building. The pressure that was sitting on my shoulder seemed to slowly disappear, with only a lingering effect plaguing me. The horde of [Zombies] tried to give chase, but only a few had followed us this far. We were able to defeat the ones closest to us, halting their advance as we fully carried ourselves away from the undead.
Defeated [Horde Zombie - Lvl. 84]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
…
Defeated [Horde Zombie - Lvl. 81]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up!
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 87] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 88]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up!
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 88] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 89]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
I crested to the top of a nearby hill, overlooking the billowing field of blight flowers. It was night now, and the brown tint of the miasma turned into an eerie green under the moon’s light. Crawling to a stop, I settled Edithe to the ground before me and downed as many potions as I could.
My companions did the same. Edithe spoke through labored breath as she tried to gulp down a mana potion.
“The blight’s.... effects... will remain on us for a while.”
She chugged down on the mana potion as I faced her with a tired look. She paused, tensing up and coughing. I frowned, getting back up to face her.
“Edithe?”
“I’m… fine, I think.”
The red-haired woman shook her head, taking another swig of the potion. Daniel got back to his feet, his sword still held at the ready.
“We’re still deep in the Plaguelands. With how much blight we exposed ourselves to, we’ll have to fully leave the area and rest up for a while. Or else the blight will keep eating away at our abilities.”
“Come on, get on my back. You guys just [Rest] up, I’ll carry us out of here.”
I gestured for my companions to come over. Daniel did so slowly, but Edithe staggered and collapsed to the ground. I stared for a moment, in shock. Then I rushed over to her side.
“Edithe! What’s wrong?”
Her mana potion rolled onto the ground, spilling nothing. She had finished drinking the liquid inside of it. And yet, when I placed a hand on her arm, I realized just how dangerously low her supply of mana was.
She looked up at me with glazed-over eyes. She spoke slowly.
“It seems— I have consumed too many mana potions… and gotten myself mana poisoning. I… urk.”




32. Seeking Help

The red-haired woman clutched at her stomach, bursting out into a coughing fit. Blood splattered out of her mouth as Daniel and I stood over her. We were helpless. Mana poisoning? I had never heard of such a thing.
I slowly held a hand out over her, a worried look on my face.
“Edithe— what…”
I trailed off. Most questions I could ask would be too stupid and pointless for her to answer now. It was blatantly clear she was in pain. There was only one question that mattered right now.
“What do we need to do?”
I stared at her. At the agony she was going through. Her face scrunched up as she spoke through gritted teeth.
“The blight… and I can’t recover my mana.”
She panted, laboriously taking each breath. However, I connected the dots immediately. The blight ate away at your Status. If she could not restore her mana— possibly due to mana poisoning— that meant…
I did not know what it meant. But it couldn’t be good.
I picked Edithe up, hefting her over my shoulders once again.
“Come on, Daniel. We have to get out of here. Now.”
“Right. We’ll have to return to Huthwaite, and get a healer to look at her.”
He nodded, sheathing his sword. I shook my head.
“We aren’t going to Huthwaithe.”
I faced him with a defiant gaze. I knew he would want to argue, so I made sure to let him know I was not going to waste any time discussing it.
“We’re going to Unarith.”
—--
I had a simple and straightforward logic for wanting to go to the Kobold city with my Human companions. First of all, I would not bring them into the city itself. I would keep them a good enough distance away, hidden from sight.
The second and main reason was because of Xidra. She was a high leveled [Herbalist]. She had given me cleansing flowers to cure me from my blight. The most important thing Edithe needed right now was to stop her mana from being entirely depleted. Or even depleted for an extended period of time.
We could put our heads together and try to figure out a way to cure her mana poisoning later. We just had to stop the blight afflicting her right now.
I did not know exactly where Unarith was. But Daniel had a map, and he could read it. While Human maps did not outline the exact location of the Kobold city, it brought us close enough that I began to recognize the familiar landscape.
“Oh, I think I’ve seen this rocky pillar before.”
“Are you sure?”
Daniel gave me a dubious look, which only made me more uncertain.
“Um. Maybe? Well, if not, I’ll remember it now.”
I was trying to make a change within myself; no longer was I going to get lost, worrying my companions. Perhaps they might even trust me to do things on my own if I proved myself competent enough to return to them!
I caught a glimpse of the sprawling city in the distance. Its minarets peaked up, like a beacon for me to see. I left Daniel alone, transforming to my Kobold Mortal Form as I put on some robes, then I started through the tumulous landscape.
Even before I reached the city, I knew I was already being watched. The feeling of eyes clinging to me put me on alert— my [Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] once more proving itself extremely useful. I looked over my Status, ensuring that I had distributed all of my Stats and Skills from my previous levels.
Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)
Species: [Greater Demon of Pride]
Subspecies: [Asura Changeling] - Lvl. 89
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 6
[Identification] - Lvl. 5
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1
[Racial Skill: Mortal Form] - Lvl. 4
[Rest] - Lvl. 4
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 2


[Title Skill: Zealous Call] - Lvl. 3
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 100 (+5) (+1)
[Strength]: 71 (+5) (-4)
[Endurance]: 85 (+5) (-4)
[Wisdom]: 130 (+5) (+6) (-4)
[Agility]: 180 (+5) (-4)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 3]
[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 30 (Maxed)


[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 18


[Ember Core] - Lvl. 12
[Flame Burst] - Lvl. 12


[Flaming Breath] - Lvl. 5


[Intimidation] - Lvl. 5


[Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 12


[Self Haste] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)


[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 5
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
I walked through Unarith, standing out just a little bit due to how dirty I was compared to the Kobold men and women there. However, word of me saving Xidra— or the First Dragonling— must have spread since a few people whom I had never met looked upon me with recognition in their eyes.
Stopping one of the aforementioned passersby, I asked for directions to the minaret of the Risen Dragons. They pointed me to a structure towards the center of the city. I arrived at the entrance of the place of worship, before stopping as I recognized a familiar red-scaled Kobold.
“Nav—”
I started, but caught myself from exclaiming. Clearing my throat, I bowed lightly.
“Nav the [Warrior], it is a pleasure to see you again.”
The red-scaled Kobold stared at me, puzzled. His companions— a pair of Kobolds whom I had never met— fixed me with a suspicious gaze.
“Introduce yourself, [Mage]. How do you know the esteemed Nav?”
I narrowed my eyes. Nav was someone important? I never knew that. But instead of letting that expression show on my face, I bowed once more.
“I am Salvos the [Mage]. I have only met with Nav the [Warrior] once before, after I saved Xidra— the First Dragonling from the captivities of the Scale Sentinels and escorted her back to Unarith.”
“Is this true, Nav the [Warrior]?”
The other Kobolds gave Nav a dubious look. But he slowly nodded, still staring at me in shock.
“She… is speaking the truth. Salvos— Salvos the [Mage].”
He cleared his throat.
“What brings you back to Unarith. I was told by the First Dragonling that you had taken your leave from the city.”
Did Xidra tell him that I was a Demon? I didn’t remember telling him myself, but she seemed to trust him. Perhaps not as much as Hoxle. It was better for me not to assume for now.
I took a deep breath, carefully choosing my words before I spoke.
“I am in dire need of aid, Nav the [Warrior]. I seek the presence of the First Dragonling herself.”
He once again stared at me. Was he rubbing his eyes in confusion? Did Kobolds even have eyelids? I felt the urge to check but instead held still, carrying myself as solemnly as I could. I raised my head slightly and faced him with a pleading look.
“Please. Is this favor too much to ask from you?”
Finally, Nav sighed.
“Very well. I shall take you to the First Dragonling. Come.”
The other Kobold guards watched as I was led through the double doors of the building. When I was through, I smiled softly at Nav.
“Thank you.”
“What do you really want?”
He asked me with a frown. I shrugged, speaking more casually than before as we were led up the spiral stairway.
“I was telling the truth. I need Xidra’s help.”
“The First Dragonling can’t just entertain everyone who requests to meet her.”
I grinned.
“I’m not just anyone— I’m Salvos!”
Nav didn’t respond. We finally stopped at the floor of Xidra's room. The red-scaled Kobold rapped against the door, speaking.
“Xidra the [Herbalist], you have a visitor.”
The door slowly shifted open. A familiar face poked out, peering my way. Recognition filled her eyes and she fully stepped from the room.
“Salvos the [Mage]. What brings you back here?”
She greeted me, and I explained.
“I need your help, Xidra. We were in the Plaguelands when we were forced to run into a blight flower field. Now, my companion is suffering from both the blight and mana poisoning. She can’t restore her mana, and I think it might be bad if the blight continues affecting her when she runs out of mana. Please, I need a cleansing flower. For her.”
Xidra blinked, then waved her hand as if trying to calm me.
“Slow down, Salvos the [Mage]. Explain it again.”
I spoke slower this time, gesticulating as I started from scratch. Xidra asked a few questions, scratching a claw on her chin. I glanced over at Nav a few times, seeing how he would react to the mention of my Human companions. He did not seem visibly surprised. Which was a good thing.
Finally, Xidra gave me a reassuring nod as she placed a hand on my shoulder.
“Worry not, Salvos the [Mage]. Bring me to your companion. I will treat both her blight and her mana poisoning.”
I smiled gratefully at her. Then I quickly stuck my tongue out— that was how Kobolds smiled.
“Thank you, Xidra. This really means a lot to me.”
“You saved my life. It is only natural that I help you in your plight.”
She turned back to Nav.
“Nav the [Warrior], you shall escort Salvos the [Mage] and I to her companions. Alone. Do not tell others of the true purpose of this trip.”
“Yes, First Dragonling.”
He did not protest. Xidra returned to her room briefly, to fetch some ingredients. Then she returned with a satchel slung over her shoulder. Waving a claw to follow, she started down the stairs.
We were just leaving the vicinity of the Shrine of the Risen Dragons when a crowd appeared before us. The streets were not that busy earlier— it was evening, after all. Even if Kobolds did not need as much sleep as Humans, I noticed last time I was here that activity did slightly die down when the sun set.
My gaze focused on the figure moving through the streets, heading our way. It was a familiar figure. I recognized the dark scales anywhere.
Zix.
One of the Scale Sentinels who attacked Ghostlight.
He approached the three of us with his own procession. A dozen other Kobolds— both men and women— followed behind him. They were dressed in luxurious clothing, with intricate designs patterned on their robes.
His eyes fixed on me, and I felt the same feeling of being watched as when I first entered the city. Was that you? I shrunk back slightly, trying to hide myself behind Xidra. If he recognized me— but he couldn’t. There was no way he could.
I was a Human when he saw me near Ghostlight. I was a Kobold now. He couldn’t possibly have recognized me, right?
And yet, he still stared at me. I did not sense recognition in his gaze— only an inkling of suspicion. It was enough to make me nervous.
He bowed at Xidra.
“Xidra the [Herbalist]. I see you have decided to leave your high tower for once.”
“Zix the [Warrior], is there a reason for you to intercept me in the free streets of Unarith?”
The obsidian-scaled Kobold shook his head. He bowed, his tongue sneaking out of his mouth almost slyly.
“I simply wished to apologize to you. I have heard about what happened with Gexli. I can promise you his actions were not orchestrated by anyone but him. He was acting on his own, and we condemn him for it.”
“You can condemn him all you want, Zix the [Warrior]. That does not change the events that have occurred.”
“I assure you, we will punish his family and his followers—”
“Save it.”
She raised a hand, cutting him off. Xidra glared his way, before starting past him.
“There is no point getting the uninvolved hurt just to save your face. Your faction’s failure to kill me and your failure at Ghostlight will not be forgotten simply because you execute a few innocents.”
The whisper crowd grew hushed in an instant. Zix’s companions sputtered in outrage, filling the silence with their angry voices. I followed Xidra, glancing about warily. Were they going to attack us? I didn’t know how Kobold culture worked enough to be sure.
Nav was on guard, so I should be too. I was just about to conjure a fire dagger— just in case— before Zix spoke out. The gathering wisps of blue flame vanished as I gulped.
“Who is that with you, Xidra the [Herbalist]?”
The First Dragonling paused. She glanced back at Zix.
“She is the one who saved me from Gexli.”
“Oh?”
His tongue slithered back into his mouth as he folded his arms behind his back in parade rest.
“A [Mage] of her level was able to best Gexli in combat? And someone as enchantingly beautiful as her? I am impressed.”
I reached to scratch the back of my head— and quickly poked at my scales instead. To seem more Kobold-like. Bowing slightly, I tried to be courteous.
“Thank you, Zix the [Warrior].”
“What is your name, if I may ask?”
He gave me an inquiring look. I opened my mouth to answer.
“I am Sa—”
“She is with me. That is all you need to know about her.”
Xidra glanced at me with a look. I nodded slowly as she continued walking.
“Let us go. And do not bother us any longer, Zix the [Warrior]. I am in a hurry.”
The obsidian-scaled Kobold said nothing else. It was only when we left the city did Xidra speak.
“Zix is dangerous, Salvos. His evolution offers him a sharp intuition. If he figures out your true identity, he will turn the entire city against you. And there will be nothing I can do to save you.”
“What?”
I stared at her, frowning.
“He’ll have me killed just because I’m a Demon?”
I knew the answer even before Xidra spoke. It was one I was used to hearing by now.
“Yes.”




33. Blessing

Daniel stood up abruptly as I approached him with the pair of Kobolds following after me. It was night now— the sun had fully set by the time I returned to my companions. I raised a hand placatingly, glancing back at Xidra and Nav.
“They’re friends.”
“Uh, right.”
The Human man was rightfully apprehensive. He sheathed his sword, although he didn’t let go of its hilt. He stepped away from Edithe who was still lying on the ground, unconscious.
Xidra stepped forward, appraising the red-haired woman’s condition.
“Is this the one afflicted by mana poisoning?”
“She is— I’m Daniel, by the way.”
Daniel nodded warily at her. She bowed back slightly.
“Greetings, Daniel the [Warrior], I am Xidra the [Herbalist].”
He hesitated.
“...I can see that?”
She ignored his comment, instead kneeling over Edithe. I pulled Daniel over to the side, whispering to him.
“What are you being rude for? She’s helping us!”
“Wait, I was being rude?”
I rolled my eyes.
“Are you stupid? Can’t you tell that Kobolds are very formal— geez, and you say I’m bad at reading social cues.”
His face turned red as he glanced over at Xidra. He opened his mouth, as if to apologize, but I stopped him.
“Let her heal Edithe first. You can apologize after.”
Xidra the [Herbalist] inspected the red-haired woman for a moment. Her eyes narrowed before she shook her head.
“Salvos the [Mage], you never told me the extent of the blight’s effects on her.”
“Is it that bad? We were forced to escape through a blight flower field. I thought since I was fine, it shouldn’t be that much worse for her too.”
“Perhaps. However, levels do make a difference when it comes to ailments. Your Stats will help alleviate the workings of even poison, if you are at a high enough level. Well, certain kinds of poisons at least.”
I started forward, a worried look on my face.
“Is that why Edithe is in so much pain?”
“No. The blight will only exacerbate to this extent if it eats away at too much of your health, mana, and stamina. It grows worse if you do not treat it— or at least delay it with potions.”
“But she drank a lot of potions while we were in the blight flower field.”
“Yes. She consumed too much, which is why she suffers from mana poisoning. Just be glad that it is neither poisoning from drinking too much healing or stamina potions.”
I hesitated.
“What is healing potion poisoning? Or stamina potion poisoning?”
“Your muscles begin to rapidly atrophy due to stamina potion poisoning. And as for healing potion poisoning? You will slowly lose your ability to regenerate— heal naturally— over time. The consequences of both can be permanent if not treated soon enough.”
“What?”
Daniel piped up from the side with a frown.
“So, you can’t just be some kind of [Healer] who keeps regenerating your limbs in battle?”
“The circumstances for [Healing Mages] are different. But the result is the same: unfortunately, you will eventually die.”
Xidra produced a cleansing flower from her satchel. She held it out, peeling open its petals almost gently. She did not simply pluck out a single petal, but instead she pinched its center. A small droplet of pure, white sap seeped out, and she poured it into a vial of clear liquid.
It was not water— I peered over, identifying it.
[Elixir Base - A mixture of various ingredients used to form the base of a potent potion.]
The drip of sap discolored the clear liquid. It grew misty, like it was clouding over, until Xidra shook it. The liquid settled into the same white of the sap, and she nodded.
“This will do.”
Squeezing her hand, she crushed the cleansing flower and placed it in Edithe’s mouth. The red-haired woman was no longer coughing, but she still wore a grimaced face in her sleep. Xidra moved her jaw a little, to chew the powder, before tilting her head back and tipping the vial of white liquid into her mouth.
“What’s that for?”
I asked curiously. The Kobold woman explained.
“To cure her from the blight.”
“I thought you just had to eat the flower.”
“For more minor cases, yes. But severe situations such as this require more care. She will recover from the blight when she wakes up.”
Xidra stood back, dusting off her robes. I raised a brow.
“What about her mana poisoning?”
“That is a process that will take more than a day to fix, Salvos the [Mage].”
She backed up, nodding at Nav.
“We shall make our return to Unarith for now. When she is better tomorrow, we shall tend to her mana poisoning.”
—--
The two Kobolds left us alone for a day. Edithe woke up as the sun began to rise, groaning as she rubbed her head. I poked my head from her side with a face full of worry.
“Edithe, are you—”
She screamed.
“Gah, Kobold attack—”
The red-haired woman threw a punch which I instinctively caught and countered with a quick punch. She reeled back from the hit, groaning even louder. Daniel snapped.
“What are you doing, Salvos?”
“I’m sorry! I didn’t mean it! She just struck out at me!”
Edithe winced, pinching her nose to stop blood from dripping out. Then she blinked.
“Wait, Salvos?”
I scratched the back of my head hesitantly.
“Hi. This is my Kobold Mortal Form.”
“Oh.”
She rubbed at her temples, as if she had a headache from the situation. Or maybe I gave her a headache when I punched her in the face. Who knows, really? It could have been from anything!
“You shoulda given me a warning or something. I feel like shit.”
Sighing, she tried to get back to her feet. She winced as she pressed her weight on one knee.
“Nope. Nevermind. That’s not happening.”
She collapsed back to the ground. I hovered over her, arms held out as if to catch her. But…. she had already fallen back down.
“Don’t push yourself, Edithe. You’re free from the blight, but the mana poisoning is still there.”
The red-haired woman nodded slowly.
“How... long have I been out?”
“Not long at all. We had someone cure you from the blight. They said they’ll check back on you again today.”
I sat down in front of her. She glanced down at her hands— they were shaking, trembling ever so slightly.
“For the mana potion poisoning. I see.”
“Yep.”
I watched her as she raised a hand. I sensed the movement of mana around her fingers. It was like she was trying to grab for the invisible strings, but they were too sharp for her touch. Like it pricked her every time she tried to get a proper grip on it.
Daniel plopped himself down next to me too. He held a small bowl in his hand. Passing it to Edithe, he spoke softly.
“Here.”
She accepted it gratefully, hungrily scarfing down her meal. When she was finished, she leaned back with a sigh.
“That was delicious. What was it?”
“Just some porridge. Nothing special.”
“Almost tasted like something I had at a Cyclops town before— how did you learn to cook such a meal?”
“Uh… my mom taught me?”
I crossed my arms, realizing that that was a dish from his world. I still had to scold him for how he endangered our lives back in the blight flower field. His stubbornness would have to be addressed at one point.
Just not right now.
We exchanged small, lighthearted talk while waiting for Xidra and Nav to arrive. I heard the rustling of a bush behind me and stood up.
“Don’t panic, alright Edithe? They’re Kobolds.”
“I know.”
She snorted.
“You’ve told me this a dozen times.”
I stepped forward to greet Xidra who came alone this time. I waved at her.
“Xidra! Wait, where’s Nav?”
I looked around for the red-scaled Kobold, but didn’t see him anywhere.
“He did not escort me today.”
The Kobold woman stuck her tongue out in her usual smile. Except, it seemed almost playful today.
“So, you came alone? Isn’t that dangerous—”
I was cut off as a shadow zipped past me from above. My eyes grew wide at the realization of what was going on. I slapped my palm against my forehead as I made an exasperated noise.
“Oh no. It’s that weirdo!”
Daniel and Edithe exchanged a glance.
“Weirdo?”
I conjured a fire bow and drew back an arrow. I aimed it slightly up, trailing at the figure that was rapidly approaching us.
“Watchh—”
“No you watch out!”
I shouted, loosing the Blazing Bolt at Hoxle. The [Diviner] stared at the oncoming attack for a moment. He was dumbfounded. Then he sputtered and swerved out of the way.
“Oh, flaking scales—”
He crashed into a tree instead. And since the foliage here were pretty sparse— it meant the trees were thin, and there was not much to shield his fall. He tumbled through a bush, shouting curses until he came to a stop.
“Ouch…”
Xidra didn’t bat an eyelid his way. She spoke with the same regal voice she usually carried as she walked up to Edithe.
“Hoxle the [Diviner], when you told me you wanted to meet these Humans, I did not believe you intended to make a fool out of yourself in front of them.”
He hopped up to his feet, snarling.
“That was not my fault. I didn’t think that crazy Demon would try and shoot me down!”
“Hey!”
I raised a fist.
“I have a name!”
“Fine. That crazy Salvos just tried to kill me, aunt. Isn’t that, like, bad or something?”
He corrected himself, and I gave an approving nod. Xidra ignored him, much to his chagrin.
“Hey— aunt!”
He whined, and she instead reprimanded him.
“You are disgracing our  family and the Risen Dragons with the way you are acting, Hoxle the [Diviner]. Behave.”
“But…”
Edithe watched on with round eyes. She drew her lips to a thin line, facing me.
“These are… Kobolds? The ones you talked about?”
“Yep. What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
She shook her head, turning back to the scene of Xidra lecturing her nephew. Her gaze was fixed on it as she continued.
“I just didn’t think they would be so… Human.”
“We are not Human, [Mage].”
Xidra drew herself from Hoxle, who was scowling with his arms folded. I stuck a tongue out at him, forgetting that was how Kobolds smiled. He harrumphed.
“How many times must I tell you? I am not interested— oh, hey, a Human man.”
He stalked up to Daniel. My companion was taken aback by the Kobold with large wings almost shadowing over him.
“Wait, what are you—”
“You’re a [Warrior], huh? Nice sword. Looks kind of brittle though. Do all Humans use such weak equipment? Wait, is that a…” 
I giggled at the sight of Hoxle pestering Daniel. But my attention was pulled towards Xidra, who had kneeled before Edithe.
“Greetings, companion of Salvos. I am Xidra the [Herbalist], First Dragonling of the Risen Dragons.”
The red-haired woman blinked, taking a second to gather herself.
“I’m Edithe… the [Mage]. Member of the Valiant Dreamers Company.”
Xidra accepted her introduction with an almost-pleased look. She was certainly not as apathetic as she was when meeting Daniel.
“I can understand why you hold these sentiments, Edithe the [Mage]. Especially for a Human who has never met a Kobold before. But I can assure you, the resemblance you see lies not in any shared culture between us. It is simply because we are people too, although your kind prefers to see us as monsters.”
The [Herbalist] spreads a few ingredients out on a piece of cloth. She seemed to be concocting something. First she grabbed some bright rocks— gemstones— and crushed them into dust. She set them aside as she churned a few dull-colored mushrooms into a sludge.
Edithe hesitated, chewing her lower lip.
“S-sorry. I didn’t mean any offense. I just meant that you guys aren’t all that different from us. I mean— I should know that now because of Salvos. She’s…”
The red-haired woman trailed off. Xidra spoke affirmingly as she mixed more ingredients together.
“Yes. You are friends with a Demon. How peculiar, as I was under the impression that Humans and Demons did not get along. Of course, we both hold our prejudices against each others’ kinds. But I do not take offense.”
Sprinkling the gemstone dust into the now-glowing liquid, whatever concoction Xidra made puffed up with smoke. The color from it suddenly disappeared, and all that was left was a transparent drink. She held it up for Edithe.
“Drink this.”
“This is…”
My companion made a disgusted face. But Xidra was insistent.
“It will help with your mana poisoning.”
Steeling herself with a deep breath, Edithe held up the drink against her face. She looked at it for no longer than a mere moment before quickly downing it. When she was finished, her entire face was scrunched up, lips puckered together like she was on the verge of throwing up.
“T-thanks…”
She barely managed to choke out.
“You will begin to feel better in two days. When you do, you will have to consume these berries. They are rich in mana, but they are not designed to restore your reserves. Rather, it does the opposite. It will flush out the excess corrupted mana in your system. After all, mana poisoning happens when your body tries to produce mana from a potion even when it can no longer be sustained. So, the mana in your body becomes corrupted.”
“Wait—”
I piped up from the side.
“Isn’t that like the blight?”
“In a way, yes. However, it does not continuously corrode your mana supplies, Salvos the [Mage]. Not in the way the blight does. It works as a… reset. To your flow of mana.”
Edithe stared at the rainbow-colored berries on her hand.
“These are sageberries, aren’t they? They’re incredibly rare, aren’t they?”
“Yes.”
Xidra spoke simply. Edithe snapped her gaze up at the Kobold woman, the disbelief on her face evident.
“W-w-what? But… why would you give this to me? If you just leave me be, I can probably recover in a month or two.”
“Hm, perhaps. However, Salvos asked me to cure you, and I owe her my life.”
I beamed as Xidra glanced my way. When she continued, expanding on her reasoning, I lost some of that pride. You could’ve just stopped right there, you know? There’s no need for you to give another explanation! You could just say ‘it was because of Salvos’ and that’s it!
But, no. There was always more.
“Also, many of our kinds hold contempt against each other. Is it not better for us to sit together as friends?”
“Friends?”
Edithe worked her jaw.
“But didn’t we just meet?”
“Indeed. So, accept that as a token of my friendship with you. Hoxle the [Diviner] and I came out here to learn more about Humans. We do not wish to wage war with your Species, but to make peace.”
“I-I think you misunderstand.”
The red-haired woman raised her hands, almost defensively.
“We’re not diplomats from the Vaun Qieur Empire. We’re just ordinary adventurers, here trying to level in the Plaguelands.”
“And the fact that you are in the Dead Zone working with a Demon shows that you are not ordinary adventurers.”
Xidra produced a cup from her satchel, pouring herself a drink. She held up a second cup and offered it to Edithe.
“Tea?”
“Oh, thanks.”
“And you, Salvos?”
“Gross, no.”
I stopped her from giving me any drink. I was fine with just sitting down and talking. Although, I didn’t really get to do much of that as Edithe and Xidra both seemed engrossed in their conversation.
“I do not misunderstand anything, Edithe the [Mage]. All I wish is to earn your goodwill. Because I know that you will return from the Dead Zone back to your lands, and when you do, you will not fade into obscurity. But instead, you will rise up into something greater, like a Dragon hatching from an egg.” 
“That’s… Salvos for sure. And maybe Daniel. But me? I’m not really anyone special.”
The red-haired woman shuffled uncomfortably where she sat. Xidra sipped from her drink, craning her neck slightly towards me.
“On the contrary, from what Salvos told me of you, I believe you are the most special one here, Edithe the [Mage].”
“Hey! What about me?”
I frowned. Xidra smiled, but not in a Kobold way. Her lips curled up, revealing her pointed teeth.
“Certainly, you are special too. However, Edithe the [Mage] is the one risking her life every single day just to keep up with you, is she not? The fact that she is lower leveled than you, and a Human, speaks volumes of her worth.”
“Huh. That makes sense.”
I looked over at Edithe. She was confused. Like she did not understand what was going on. I grinned.
“You’re pretty amazing, aren’t you, Edithe?”
“What? I—”
That snapped her out of her stupor. She blushed furiously as she shrunk back.
“I think you guys are giving me too much credit. The only reason why I’m even alive right now is thanks to Salvos.”
“It does not matter whether you accept it. I have lived a long life and I have seen many different characters. Even if you are a Human and not a Kobold, it is all the same. Take my nephew, for example.”
We glanced over at Hoxle, who was not trying to grab for something on Daniel’s neck. The Human man was barely able to fight him off, barely keeping the necklace on. Xidra turned back to Edithe.
“The others in our family rejected him when he was a young adult. They believed he was too immature— too childish— to ever amount to anything. Now, he is the highest leveled member of our family. One of our greatest prides.”
The Kobold woman finished her tea and stood up.
“And even if I am wrong about you, you can simply take this as a blessing. That I made a mistake, and you are rewarded for it. So, accept this gift and my words.”
“Yeah!”
I nodded eagerly behind Xidra. Edithe opened her mouth. She held the sageberries in her hands. Then she pocketed it.
“I… thank you. Again.”
Xidra bowed her head slightly.
“Of course. It was a pleasure talking to a Human for the first time. Now, Hoxle the [Diviner], it is time to go—”
She turned around and stopped. She stared at her nephew who was now on the ground, wrestling with Daniel. She spoke flatly.
“What are you doing, nephew?”
The weirdo struggled, speaking in grunts as Daniel swatted him back.
“This Human doesn’t want to remove his Necklace of Obfuscation! What is he even trying to hide his Class for? Doesn't he know it's rude?!”
I snickered as the [Hero] kicked him back.




34. Overzealous

“Are you feeling better now?”
“A little bit.”
Edithe held up a hand, conjuring a small candle-like flame. The fire danced in her palms, almost like it was locked in battle with the air. She banished the spell and turned to me.
“I can start to cast more complex spells now— the sageberries really are helping.”
She smiled, and I nodded eagerly.
“They’re expensive, right? Xidra was so nice for giving it to you.”
“Well, more rare than expensive. [Mages]— especially ritualistic and experimental ones— tend to hoard them for themselves, so it’s kind of difficult to find anyone selling it. But if you can find a seller, it’s not going to be super costly like a Medium or High Grade artifact.”
“Wait, I thought rare things were expensive.”
I cocked my head. Edithe shrugged.
“That’s not how it always works— anyway, just know that it's complicated, alright?”
“Huh.”
I had always known Humans were weird, but this just confused me more than anything. I sat back down on the ground, deciding to focus on studying my scroll. Edithe had taken her sageberries a few days ago. Xidra checked up on the red-haired woman back then, and was optimistic about her speed of recovery.
“A few more days.”
I heard Edithe mutter from the side. I glanced up at her.
“A few more days until what?”
“Until we can get back to it. Return to the Plaguelands, no longer wasting more time here.”
“We’re not wasting time here, Edithe.”
Daniel spoke up from the side.
“This is a reprieve for all of us— it’s important that we get proper breaks, unless we get ourselves killed… wait, why am I telling you this? You’re not Salvos.”
“Yeah! You're not me! Don’t steal my lines!”
I nodded eagerly, agreeing with the Human man. As much as I hated to admit it, Edithe was being a bit overzealous right now. Especially after we had nearly died, and she was nearly crippled from magic.
While I enjoyed and preferred to remain active, I could understand when the situation called for otherwise. Just like right now.
“Xidra’s going to take a look at you again today. So, don’t do anything stupid until that happens!”
I waved a clawed finger at her, as if I was talking to a… me. I was still in my Kobold Mortal Form. It was better to remain this way until we were back in the Plaguelands. Or the Dead Zone, since I’m supposed to pretend to be a Kobold right now.
Edithe chuckled, making herself comfortable as she lay back down.
“Of course not. It’s like you said: I’m not you.”
I crossed my arms, nodding. Then I blinked.
“Hey, wait—”
Sure enough, Xidra the [Herbalist] returned after the sun had set. Each time she had visited, it was after evening had come and gone. But before morning arrived.
While Kobolds did not need as much sleep as Humans, I assumed that they still spent most of the day busy with activities, slowing down only when night came. I could have been wrong— that was what I had seen from the very few times I had been in Unarith.
Daniel stood on guard as Xidra made herself known to us— he glanced about warily, as if he could be attacked at any moment. But the Kobold woman waved a hand off placatingly.
“Hoxle the [Diviner] did not follow me today. You can be at ease.”
The Human man’s shoulder sagged. Nav, the red-scaled Kobold, followed behind Xidra. He had a bored look on his face, leaning against his spear as he stopped by a tree.
Xidra settled herself before Edithe, laying out her belongings in a neat pile.
“Take this, Edithe the [Mage]. This drink will help your mana flow ease back into normalcy.”
“Thank you.”
“Have you been practicing your magic?”
“I have…”
The two broke off into a conversation which I wasn’t really interested in. I sidled over to Nav, peering over at him.
“So… how have you been?”
“I have been doing my job, Salvos the [Mage].”
His voice came out almost like a hiss. He stared at me with a frown.
“And I can see you are back to being your normal self.”
“Yep! Trying to be a proper Kobold is hard.”
“I do not believe it takes much effort to be more reserved.”
“Perhaps.”
I tilted my head up. Then I grinned.
“But it’s not fun!”
I could almost see Daniel give Nav a sympathetic look. However, the red-scaled Kobold did not seem too enthused to receive any kind of pity from the Human man. He kept his gaze pointedly turned away from my companion, only facing me.
I crossed my arms.
“Do you not like Humans?”
“I am indifferent about his kind. However, I was informed by Hoxle the [Diviner] of your friend’s disrespectful use of artifacts to hide his true Class.”
“Is that a bad thing? Aren’t I technically hiding my Subspecies when I transform to my Mortal Form?”
Nav shook his head.
“It is a different case. A Skill like you have does not truly alter your identity. It simply matches your Subspecies to your closest Class equivalent.”
“Huh. But I always thought I was more of a [Rogue] than a [Mage]?”
“You mainly fight with magic, do you not?”
“I guess I do.”
The red-scaled Kobold cast his gaze back towards Xidra. He spoke softly.
“And I know your true Species. Your Subspecies even. So, it matters not.”
I scratched the side of my head. Truth be told, I did not quite understand this Kobold fixation on addressing people by their Class. I could obviously tell it was some kind of formality thing— and I did see my own Subspecies as a part of my identity— but I wouldn’t care too much if someone hid their Class from me.
Not unless it was someone I was close to. Or if it was directly detrimental in dire circumstances. I glanced over at Daniel, glaring. He wasn’t even looking my way, but I did so anyway.
Maybe that’s it? Kobolds have a different kind of social boundary from Humans— lying in such a blatant way is considered bad to them? It was something I probably should keep in mind when getting to know other Kobolds.
My thoughts were interrupted as Xidra stood up. I turned my attention to her, blinking.
“Are you finished?”
“I came here today solely to administer the necessary treatment to Edithe the [Mage]. Of course, we have exchanged some idle conversation with each other. And that is why I would like to request your presence, Salvos the [Mage].”
I straightened, pointing at myself.
“What do you need me for?”
“Your companion has made her intentions clear. She wishes to return to the Dead Zone to continue growing stronger. However, it is dangerous. Especially with the blight. As such, I have advised her to seek out the only thing capable of staving off its effects.”
She gestured for me to follow. I stared at her back as she spoke, raising her head to the sky.
“You will have to seek out the treasures of the Scale Guardians: the Totem of Incense and the Herald’s Brush.”
—--
Xidra led me back through Unarith. I was caught off-guard by her proposition at first, but she elaborated on what she meant on the way to the Shrine of the Risen Dragons.
“I will not guide you to these artifacts myself, nor will I give them to you for free.”
“Oh, uh, I don’t think we have enough gold— wait, do you Kobolds even use gold?”
“It is not for you to buy, Salvos the [Mage]. It is a trade offer.”
She stopped right in the middle of a small bridge, right over a stream that ran down in between fertile land growing with crops. The [Herbalist] looked past me, straight at the tall minaret of the Scale Sentinels.
“I have realized how dangerous that Zix and his faction truly are now. They will not stop at anything to bring us to war with the Humans. One such way they intend to do this is with the Totem of Incense.”
“It removes the blight, right? How does that lead to war?”
“If the Scale Sentinels get their hands on the Totem of Incense, they will be able to cleanse the Dead Zone of its blight. The buffer between the lands will be gone, and an invasion from either side can easily be waged.”
Xidra continued on, and I followed her. I felt a tingling in the back of my head as Nav looked around.
“Before the Dead Zone was formed by the [Necromancer] Lilian, war between Kobolds and Humans would occur almost every other decade. Of course, the severity of such conflicts varied quite greatly. But since the Dead Zone came about, it was reduced to once every century— and now, there hasn’t been a war for hundreds of years.”
Taking a deep breath, she clenched her clawed hand.
“If the Dead Zone truly were cleansed and war broke out—”
“Then we’ll be able to put an end to the Human problem. They will be wiped off the face of the world, once and for all.”
A deep voice cut her off. Three figures stood before us, cutting us off. Zix stood at the front, his arms were folded, but his single wing was spread out wide.
“Would that not be for the best, Xidra the [Herbalist]?”
Nav immediately took a step forward, placing a hand over the Kobold woman. She narrowed her eyes, and she did not back down.
“The extermination of an entire people is not the solution, Zix the [Warrior].”
“Would you prefer the end of all things, then? Because I do not see any outcome otherwise.”
I glanced between the two of them. Was this about that whole Apocalypse-thing again? This seemed like something maybe Edithe or Daniel would be interested in— not me though.
“You are too set in your ways.”
Xidra snapped back. She glared daggers at the obsidian-scaled Kobold.
“You do not believe there is any other solution beyond yours. I believe. And that is why I am trying.”
She started around him. Nav cautiously walked by her side, while I slowly slipped behind them. Zix scoffed.
“And that’s why you’re asking this outsider of yours to go on a fetch quest?”
She paused mid-step.
“Yes.”
Xidra spun around to face Zix. Their gazes clashed— the tension was almost electric.
“And when she finds the treasures of the Scale Guardians, I will ask her to do the only thing that should be done.”
“And what, pray tell, is that?”
Her eyes slide off of Zix, turning slowly to me. She faced me with a solemn look.
“I will ask her to destroy them.”
The obsidian-scaled Kobold stared at her dubiously.
“You think someone of her level can destroy some of the greatest artifacts our people have ever made?”
“No.”
Xidra continued forward, speaking softly.
“But Dragon’s flame can.”
His eyes widened as we left him behind. It took him a moment to gather himself, and when he did, he barked after us and pointed an accusing finger.
“You’re going to waste such powerful magic for that? You’ve truly lost your mind Xidra the [Herbalist]—”
None of us turned back once, even when we reached the Shrine of the Risen Dragons. I could no longer hear Zix’s angry shouting, but his rage had been almost palpable— I felt like I could still feel it lingering over me.
I looked over at Xidra, raising a brow.
“So… you want us to find both the Totem of Incense and the Herald’s Brush just to destroy them?”
“Destroy only one of them.”
She corrected me.
“The Herald’s Brush is far weaker. Its effects are only temporary, and it cannot be used to transport an army through the Dead Zone. However, the Totem of Incense will have to be destroyed.”
“Got it.”
It was really none of my business. And if we had something that could help us fend off the blight, it was better for us. I turned inquisitively towards the Kobold woman.
“Where are they at, anyway? Are you going to give me another magic compass to show me the path?”
“No.”
Xidra spoke simply, shaking her head. I frowned.
“Wait, then how are we supposed to find it?”
“Hoxle shall use his magic to illuminate a path for you. A vision of the way to go. And with those directions, you’ll have to search for the treasures yourself.”
I stared at Xidra. My jaw dropped, mouth hung fully open. Then I sighed.
“Oh no… I’m so going to get us lost, aren't I?”
***
The glamorous double doors of the Shrine of the Scale Sentinels were smashed open. Zix stormed in, followed by his two bodyguards. Bodyguards? As if he needed them.
However, he was glad they were with him today. If not for them, no one would have stopped him from killing that cursed Xidra there and then.
“That fool!”
His shout drew the attention of more than one [Cultist] praying off to the side. They were bowed over a golden fang— it was said to be the teeth of the last Dragon, given as a gift to Koboldkind before he departed to fight off the corruption.
A young Kobold woman— one of his servants— hurried over to him. She lowered her head, bending over almost parallel to the ground as she addressed him.
“High Zealot, how may I be of use to you?”
Zix turned his fury towards her. Did she not realize that he did not need anything from her right now? She was just like his bodyguards— utterly worthless. He was just about to snap when he stopped himself. He placed his clawed hand on his chin, speaking slowly.
“Yes, Iblo. You can be of use to me.”
His tongue slithered out in between his teeth as he smiled.
“Gather anyone above Level 90. Anyone who wishes to be of use to the Scale Sentinels. Tell them that I have a job for them.”
He glanced back at his bodyguards. He couldn’t have sent them both— one of them would insist on following him around. So, he chose the higher leveled one.
[Rogue - Lvl. 103]
“And Tarba. You shall be in charge of them.”
“What am I to do, High Zealot?”
“You shall follow that girl— the one with Xidra— once she leaves Unarith.”
Zix spun around, walking to another doorway guarded from either side by [Warriors]. She was familiar. He thought she was familiar, although he couldn’t place it. But it didn't matter.
“Follow her until she finds the treasures of the Scale Guardians. I want you to take it for the Scale Sentinels, and— kill her.”
“Yes, High Zealot.” 




35. Northeast… or Southwest?

The world spun around me— I could feel the wind grazing against my scales. The still night was unusually bright, as if some sort of magic limned the shadows creeping in every corner, revealing anything hidden from sight.
I flew higher and higher, away from Unarith. I saw the minarets disappearing below me. Those tall towers which dared to reach for the stars were now nothing but specks in the ground. I was spinning, falling, soaring.
I could not move. I was stuck in place while the skies and the earth that shifted, moving me towards the Plaguelands. I saw the blight billowing up— it covered the vast landscape like a blanket of green. Such vile magic, produced from the flowers planted by Lilian.
Craning my head back, I took note of the direction I came from. Unarith was to the… southwest? That was right, right? So, I had to head northeast.
I continued sailing through the air, carried through the Plaguelands, seemingly empty of its previous undead inhabitants. That was because this was not real. It was not a representation of reality. It was a vision.
What do you see? a voice asked me. It almost sounded like my own voice— as if it were my own thoughts. But I knew the real speaker behind it.
Xidra the [Herbalist].
“I see… dead forests. Hills, as far as I can see. They look like rocks wrinkling the ground from this height.”
Pay attention. Look at your surroundings. Make out anything unique— anything you can use to lead you to your destination.
I nodded. Sweeping my gaze through the landscape, I tried to discern anything I could, a sharp and distinctive feature, piercing through the veil of blight for me to see. I spotted a small town. It was run-down, half of it eaten up by a blight flower field. Beyond it was a plateau— its cliffs were steep, running down its sides in an inverted angle.
What else, Salvos the [Mage]?
“There is a valley. The same place where we confronted Gexli. And… a fallen city.”
The city I first met Xidra in. Where the blight grew thin— its pressure almost entirely alleviated.
I was flying faster and faster. The magic sustaining this vision was coming to an end soon. I could see the mana threads holding it together dissolve, begin to fall apart. I had to get to the Scale Guardians’ treasures before that happened.
Zipping between the broken buildings, I began to lose track of where I was, or where I was even going. I found myself being tugged along, like I was wrapped in chains, being whipped around sharp turns, yanked further and further into the city. I glanced about, trying to reorient myself. What was in my surroundings? There was a tower. Was it a part of a temple? The rest of the structure around it lay fallen, however it could have been a grand place of worship once. Slightly to its left, right at the edge of the city, was a mountain. It stood tall— taller than any hills I had seen so far. But just as it seemed to reach its peak, it had a depression digging down into its center. Why was that?
I didn’t have any time to ask questions. Because, suddenly, I was falling. I descended— through rubble and earth, straight down into darkness. I couldn’t see anything. Everything was blotted out. It was not just dark. There also wasn’t anything to see.
It was just dirt and stone. This was not a tunnel. I was simply going through the ground. My body was not physical— not in a vision.
Everything was a blur. I had no idea what direction was up or down anymore. I just let it bring me to my destination. I burst through a wall, finding myself in a massive cave chamber. It was damp, with visible moisture filling the air. There was a thin layer of mist, coming from the pool or lake that comprised more than half of the floor.
Most of the land stuck to the left, towards a tunnel that led up. And to the right was the water, with an island in the very middle of it. There, in the center of that small piece of earth, lay a body.
The remains of a Kobold poked out of the earth, most of its body buried under the sand and dirt. It clutched onto something at its chest. It was like a spear, except it had long, white feathers sticking out where the spearhead should be. Its color was pure, unsullied from the Plaguelands and from time itself. The long handle was golden, decorated with gemstones and runes.
It was the Herald’s Brush.
Do you see it? Xidra asked.
“I… think so? I don’t see the Totem of Incense though.”
Find it. It should be with—
The woman’s voice was interrupted as more words popped into my head. Gah! I don’t think I can keep it up any longer!
Hoxle—
I desperately looked around the cave chamber. The Totem of Incense was supposed to be large. And yet, I saw nothing. There was nothing else here.
Sorry, aunt. I’m ending the spelll!
“No—”
I reached a hand out as I tried to protest. But the world was slowly shattered around me. It fell like a curtain of glass, each shard tumbling down into darkness as reality took the place of what was gone. I blinked, rubbing at my eyes.
And I found myself at the very top of the Risen Dragon’s Shrine. I was at its roof, under the decorated domed ceiling. I sat up, glancing over at Hoxle. He was panting, bent over and clutching his knees. 
“Bring me back!”
I exclaimed, pointing at him. He shook his head.
“No can do. You already pushed me to my limit.”
I glanced over at Xidra who had her arms crossed. I gave her a pleading look.
“Can you get him some mana potions? I couldn’t find the Totem of Incense!”
“I’m sorry. That spell is not constrained by his mana reserves. No— he had projected you to a far away location. Somewhere he has never been before. He has no connections to it. It is the distance and the unknown that strains him. Even if he tries again, this time you may not even get to the treasures of the Scale Guardians.”
“But—”
Hoxle straightened and adjusted his robes. His exhaustion from before was almost gone. He held up a hand, clearing his throat.
“Nope. Sorry. I’m not using that Skill again. And even if you somehow convince me to use it, you’ll have to wait a day.”
My shoulders sagged.
“Aw.”
“It matters not, Salvos the [Mage]. You have seen where to go. You have laid eyes on what you needed to. The Totem of Incense should be close. I trust that you will not fail your task.”
Xidra spoke placatingly, placing a clawed hand on my back. I scowled, instinctively poking at the scales on my neck out of frustration. Certainly, I had made sure to pay careful attention as the vision progressed. I just had to relay that information to my companions, then we would reach the treasures just fine!
I faced the Kobold woman, scratching the back of my head. There was no hair there— just rough scales.
“So… Daniel, Edithe, and I will grab these treasures. Then we return and give you your Totem of Incense, which you’ll destroy?”
“That is right.”
She nodded, explaining.
“Once you return with the Totem of Incense, we will destroy the totem in front of all to see. A grand ritual will have to be held. Dragon bone will be crushed, grounded to dust, and turned to a blaze which captures the former glory of the Old Gods: Dragon flame.”
“Dragon bone?”
I cocked my head to the side. She smiled, glancing up.
“Yes.”
I followed her gaze. I didn’t see anything. Just the gilded ceiling, patterned with gemstones that almost seemed to glow, even in the dark. It limned the mural for me to see— I had previously thought it was a nonsensical design just to look aesthetically pleasing, but I now realized that the mural was incomplete. Before I could say anything, she turned around, gesturing for me to follow.
“Come, Salvos the [Mage]. It is time for you to leave and return to your companions. Take your time. Gather yourselves. And when you are ready— when all of you are recovered and prepared for another adventure— you may venture into the Dead Zone, in search of our lost treasures.”
Xidra did not escort me all the way out of Unarith. She simply brought me out of the shrine, stopping at the double doors at the front, bidding me farewell. I focused my thoughts, repeating the directions from the vision to myself.
“Ok, first go northeast— no, southwest. Wait, no, I was right the first time. I think? Maybe it’s southwest. Yep, southwest. Alright, then when I reach the Plaguelands, look for a dead forest…”
My murmurings stopped as I glanced up. I narrowed my eyes, feeling the same sensation of before. That of being watched. [Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] warned me that someone was not-so-sneakily trying to tail me. Was it Zix?
I looked back, past the few other Kobolds filling the street. None of them seemed to be the culprits. Their colorful scales were quite clear during the day— and it was morning— so most Kobolds wouldn’t exactly be the most inconspicuous unless they had a Skill of sorts.
Pretending to know where I was going, I slipped down in between some houses and walked over a wooden bridge. I passed by some scarcely grown crops, stopping to gaze at some odd-looking plants. The Kobold man who owned the land came out of his house to greet me, and I respectfully inquired him about what they were for.
He told me that they were cyric cacti, for attracting the Jerker Locusts away from their other crops. I listened intently until I saw a flash of green bending over and entering a small hut-like building. I excused myself and hurried after the figure.
I pushed aside the drapes hanging over the doorway, entering the shop. A Cyclops man stood over a counter, turning to face me at the slight jingle of the bells loosely held by a thread at the curtain-tips.
“Adan—”
Pausing for a moment, I corrected myself.
“Adan the [Trader], it is a pleasure to see you again.”
His one eye blinked as I walked up to the counter. He peered at me curiously, as if he had many questions. But eventually, he decided not to ask any of them.
“Salvos the [Mage], how may I help you today?”
I placed my hands behind my back as Xidra would, sweeping my gaze around the shop. The feeling of being watched was still there. I ignored it, focusing on what I could see. The display behind his counter was gone. It was the rows of hooks that held the Horn of the Caller I bought when I previously came here, right next to a side door leading further into the building.
The countertop was clear of goods too. In fact, most of Adan’s wares had been emptied— his stock was running low, and I was pretty sure he would leave Unarith soon. What was left were mostly generic goods. Potions you would find being sold by other [Traders].
I picked a healing potion off a shelf, as if inspecting it.
“I was planning on leaving the city soon— perhaps in a week’s time— to  return to the Dead Zone. I am soon reaching my evolution, and I am afraid that my excitement may drive me to recklessness. Do you have anything that could possibly offer me extra protection in this shop?”
I shot him an inquiring gaze. The Cyclops man bowed slightly, speaking apologetically.
“I apologize, Salvos the [Mage]. As you can see, most of what I have brought to your wonderful city has been bought off me. All I can offer are the potions you see before you.”
“I see.”
I raised a brow slightly.
“Very well, I shall take them.”
Digging into my robes, I stopped myself from pulling out my coin pouch. That was definitely not what would be used by Kobolds to pay for goods. They did trades and bartering, not transactions.
My companions and I were running out of potions, so I did want to buy them off Adan. However, there was nothing I could give him. Nothing but what I had on me. And there was nothing I was readily willing to part with. Definitely not my Greaves of the Wanderer. Maybe my Ring of Lesser Protection. Or my Necklace of Obfuscation. There is also the Horn of the Caller, but that’s—
I paused as I felt at something else around my neck. It was a lesser-used artifact, thanks to it not being very useful, and not being able to be used a lot of the time too. My Amulet of Strength.
I produced the artifact for Adan to see, and gestured at the potion rack.
“I will take however many this Amulet of Strength can buy.”
He took a few moments to look at it, perhaps using a Skill to discern its worth, before he nodded and closed his hand around it. He gave me a number which I didn’t dispute, before grabbing an even spread of healing, mana, and stamina potions for me to keep.
I let him gently store it into my sack as I made ‘small talk’.
“I very much adore your wares, Adan the [Trader]. Doing business with you is always a pleasure.”
“Why, of course. It is my delight to be of use to you.”
I nodded, smiling as I stuck my tongue out.
“However, I was wondering if there was really nothing else you can offer me. Perhaps a kind of Draconic Scalemail? Armor that would greatly boost my defenses?”
“I apologize again, Salvos the [Mage], but—”
I glanced slightly to the back, the front door right at my peripherals.
“Surely there is something more here. Perhaps… in your back room?”
I glanced at the door, almost hidden behind the counter. He frowned and rubbed his chin. His mouth opened, but I spoke over him insistently.
“There has to be something valuable, no?”
His single eye lit up. He finally got what I was saying. He stuffed the last of my potions into my sack, finally amicable to my suggestion, as if he remembered a High Grade artifact he had been saving to sell at a later date.
“Certainly, there is more for you to see. If you, ah, just follow me to the back—”
***
“Tarba the [Rogue], don’t you think we should follow after her?”
The gray-scaled Kobold glanced back. He saw a younger man peering at him, the uncertainty evident on his face. He was Level 91— a high level for his age. But that also meant a lack of experience.
“Our target has disappeared into the back room. If we lose sight—”
“Silence.”
Tarba held up a clawed hand. He felt at the dagger hanging by his waist— the poison already coated on its tip. He faced the younger man— the others behind him shrinking back at his gaze.
“Holdo the [Warrior], do you wish to compromise us by revealing ourselves to her?”
“No, that’s not what I meant—”
The younger man started, but Tarba glared his way. He was the one in charge of this mission— he had to prove himself to the High Zealot. How could he let a foolish youngling’s mistakes cause him to fail?
“We cannot follow after her. We simply stay put and continue to observe her.”
Hesitating, Holdo glanced back at the shop.
“But what if she already knows we’re here? What if she realized we’re following her?”
“That is nonsense.”
Tarba shook his head, looking back into the hut-like building. His keen sight allowed him to see clearly everything that was happening there.
“She cannot possibly know we’re here. She is too low leveled. Look, the Cyclops is returning—”
He paused. His eyes grew wide, and Holdo blinked.
“What do you see, Tarba the—”
Tarba did not respond. Instead, he burst into action.
“Follow me!”
In a single jump, he crossed the distance to the shop and circled around it. He felt the woman’s presence growing weaker and weaker. The others following him were not as fast, barely able to keep up with him. He was fast, after all.
He had been confident in his speed, which was why he decided his evolution at Level 100 should make him stronger instead. He would catch this woman before she even turned another corner. At least, that was what he thought.
How? Tarba turned corner after corner, his sense of where she was going growing fainter and fainter. I am Tarba, [Shroudstalker] and [Enforcer Wyrm]. A low leveled [Mage] shouldn’t be able to— He ran as fast as he could, finally deciding to activate his Skills. Shouldn’t be able to escape from me!
But it was too late. His footsteps slowed and he came to a stop, realizing he had lost her. She was gone.
***
I skipped my way out of Unarith, glad to have gotten rid of that uncomfortable feeling of being watched. The city was far behind me now— the potions I had bought from Adan filling my sack.
I found my companions where I had left them. Daniel was scribbling in his diary, while Edithe was casting a simple fire spell. The pair turned to face me as I arrived. They opened their mouths— and I exclaimed.
“It was northeast! I was wrong, it was definitely northeast!”




36. Growth

I stared down at the Runic Scroll of Starfall, trying to decipher the intricate workings of the mana that weaved its spell. I now understood how it worked— or at least, its effects. It would summon… a hail of stars? Balls of blazing fire. Ones that would come down with a fury that would ravage the land.
Something that was truly befitting a High Grade artifact.
Placing the parchment down on the ground, I straightened and raised a claw up. I was still in my Kobold form— the hand was more Human-like than my regular hand. It was scaly, up until my palms where it grew softer. I focused on the spell, on trying to replicate it. I knew I couldn’t cast the same magic just yet— it was beyond my level, and beyond my understanding of magical theory.
Edithe had been teaching me. But even if she was truly a master of magic— some kind of [Archmagus]— that didn’t mean I could learn it all at once. It was not long ago that I didn't even know what rocks were!
Wisps of flame blinked themselves into existence over the palm of my hand. They danced in a circle, chasing after each other, lighting a blue halo in the darkness of night. I slowly lowered my hand, letting the spell carry itself up, floating higher and higher.
It hovered nearly a head above me, combining into a single ball of fire. It was shaped almost like a flower petal— about the size of my hand. I pointed forward, releasing the magic.
And it dissipated.
“Aw.”
I stared at the bits of cinder flaking down to the floor. The magic within it was mostly gone. I scowled.
“I don’t think it’s powerful enough to launch out like small stars.”
I had to ask Edithe about it when she woke up. I looked over towards the horizon— I couldn’t see the orange ball poking its edges out. But I had a feeling it would be rising soon.
“No need to rush to wake them up. They’ll get up on their own soon enough.”
They didn’t like it whenever I did that. So, I let them sleep some more.
—--
“That’s the thing about these scrolls, Salvos. They’re designed for a very specific purpose and outcome. You can break it down, try to learn from it. But you can’t just copy its magic— not even when you’re transcribing another scroll.”
Edithe spoke as she hefted her Bag of Holding over her shoulder. It had been a few days since I returned from Unarith, and now she was fully recovered, ready to tackle the Plaguelands once more. I nodded slowly, back to normal, no longer a Kobold.
“Huh. That makes a lot of sense.”
“It’s a similar thing with enchantments— although they can be copied. But not with scrolls. Those can have their effects replicated, but not if you use the same runes and magical weaving as the original scroll does.”
I conjured the same wisps of flame.
“So… this can’t launch out like mini-Fireballs?”
“Not in the same way the Runic Scroll intended.”
My shoulders slumped over. That sucked. I glowered as I followed after my companions. However, Edithe must have noticed my disappointment. She smiled as she gave me a reassuring look.
“Well, I think it’s impressive that you managed to even create this. Who knows? You may find a different use for this spell.”
“...thanks.”
I couldn’t lie and say that didn’t lift my spirits just a little bit. Daniel held up a compass, pointing northeast.
“Are you sure this is the way, Salvos?”
“Yep! I made sure to pay attention to where the sun was!”
I tilted my head up, seeing its current location in the sky. It certainly looked like we were heading in the right direction. I gave him a thumbs-up.
“Yep! We just have to keep going until we enter the Plaguelands. There’ll be a town that’s half-eaten by a blight flower field, a valley we have to cross, and a few other things we’ll spot to know if we’re going the right way.”
We returned back to the Plaguelands, greeted by the green-ish mist that covered the sky, and an arrow to the ground before us. A group of [Skeleton Archers] caught sight of us as we walked in, attacking us immediately before we could even react.
They were not the most dangerous undead, however it was still odd to see them so close to the peripheries of the Plaguelands. Was it because we came in from a different side? It was possible.
I charged the Skeletons, supported my companions from behind. Edithe blasted them with her [Storm of Ice and Fire], while Daniel engaged them with his [Aura of the Sentinel].
I had to leap quickly, closing the distance between us, using [Flame Burst] to snap away from the arrows that curved after me. Some of them even exploded or set the ground on fire. They blurred all around me— some even nicked my skin. But I eventually reached them.
I took them apart quickly. The dangerous part had been avoiding their volley of arrows. Each one not so effective at close range combat. I kept mostly to my [Barrage of Cinders], striking for the Skeletons’ limbs. Their joints were brittle— it was like fighting Golems.
And I could beat Golems relatively easily.
Defeated [Skeleton Archer - Lvl. 100]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
…
Defeated [Skeleton Archer - Lvl. 101]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
“No Ghouls were leading them, huh?”
The ivory bones crunched under my feet as I returned to Edithe, walking alongside Daniel. The red-haired woman shrugged.
“It’s better this way. We’re back here to find the Herald’s Brush and the Totem of Incense. And, um, destroy one of them?”
“The Totem of Incense. But they’ll destroy it themselves. We can keep the Herald’s Brush for ourselves.”
“It’s a good thing too—”
Daniel sighed, rubbing at his shoulders as if they were sore.
“I’m getting tired of this blight.”
Reaching into my sack, I produced a single cleansing flower for my companions to see.
“The blight isn’t going to be too much of a problem for now. Especially since Xidra even gave me this. To avoid… situations like last time.”
Edithe shook her head, speaking in a determined voice.
“It’s fine, Salvos. There’s no need to worry about me. I feel better than ever.”
I eyed the red-haired woman. Usually, I would be dubious of her words whenever she said something like that. But now, I could see that meeting with Xidra had changed something in her. It wasn’t a drastic change— however, it was enough to reassure me.
“Then let’s continue.”
—--
“Huh.”
“Don’t copy me! That’s my line!”
I folded two of my arms and pointed accusingly at Daniel with one of my free hands. He blinked a few times, before ignoring my comment.
“You really were telling the truth.”
His gaze was fixed on the town. It wasn’t even really much of a town anymore. There were a few decrepit buildings scattered about. It made it quite clear that it was never really a massive population living here— perhaps it was some kind of farming town like Ghostlight had been.
Either way, there was a large wall of green gas cutting halfway through the town. It was like a curtain had been pulled over, abruptly blocking half the stage from view. The blight blanketed over whatever other remains of the town there was, with blight flowers clearly growing on the rotten wood of collapsed houses.
I narrowed my eyes, picking out a few figures lurking within.
“I’m never going back in there.”
Edithe spoke defiantly. I glanced back at her and nodded in agreement.
“Me neither.”
We tried to give the blight flower field a wide berth, warily keeping away from its perimeter so that nothing inside could just launch out and attack us. Unfortunately, that meant we didn’t pay attention to the dead forest to our back.
A Ghoul, leading a group of Skeletons, charged out and attacked us from between the spindly trees. I caught sight of the undead— the thudding footsteps of the bounding Ghoul, as well as the clacking of the Skeletons— before calling out a warning.
“Daniel, Edithe!”
I looked back at the both of them. They were readying their weapons—  but behind them, I once again saw the shadows lurking in the blight. I remembered what happened the last time around. It was a bad series of events that led us into the blight flower field. We had been flanked from multiple sides.
It was the Plaguelands. A place that was above our level. Anything could happen. Even if we could have won this fight— it was only a single Ghoul— we might get attacked by something else. So, there was only one smart option to do here.
“Run for it!”
My companions were caught off-guard by what I said. They stopped to exchange a glance, only for me to exasperatedly gesture past them.
“Hello? Are you listening? Run!”
They made a dash away from the charging undead. I spun around, facing the Ghoul down. It moved fast— it had to be at least Level 105. If I used my Greaves of the Wanderer, I could have been able to outrun it. But my companions wouldn’t. So, I just had to distract it for a bit.
Raising a finger, I pointed at the Ghoul as I let out a growl.
[Title Skill: Zealous Call].
I focused only on the Ghoul. Not on the Skeletons or the [Zombies] hiding within the blight. I was not going to call down a horde on me. No— I knew better than that. I just had to draw the Ghoul’s attention. Its Skeletons would bumble after it, and it would leave the other undead in the area out of this.
Activating [Self Haste], I just barely dodged a savage swing from the Ghoul. I circled around it, backing up as its Skeletons came to its side. Then I released a [Flaming Breath], engulfing them in the cone of blue fire.
The Skeletons faltered, but the Ghoul charged right through. It tore through the flames. But I was no longer there. It spun around, seeing me getting further and further away from it with each [Flame Burst]. The Ghoul let out a terrifying shriek— a ring of gray energy shot out towards me, slowing my pace.
I scowled, realizing that the Ghoul would catch up to me at this rate. I grabbed for the strings of mana in the air around me, immediately weaving it into interlinking chains. A scythe’s edge ran down one side of the chains— the Sickle Grenade was far easier to form now that I was used to creating it.
It was just as I had expected. Sure, [Passive - Refined Casting] was useful for the short-term. But in the long-run, I would be able to cast magic at the same level of efficacy as it with time, practice, and experience. Swinging the Sickle Grenade above my head, I tossed it straight at the Ghoul leading the charge. [Title Skill: Zealous Call] was no longer afflicting it, but I was the only visible enemy within its surroundings.
The first blast only sent it stumbling forward, killing a few of its mindless minions. But the second knocked it off the ground— I had quickly created another Sickle Grenade, and threw it at the off-balanced Ghoul. More Skeleton bones went flying through the air as the Ghoul was knocked back.
I felt the curse leaving my body. The Ghoul was slightly hurt— maybe I could finish it off if I continued fighting it for a little longer. However, I didn’t intend on staying separate from my companions for too long. I took the chance I had and made a break for it. After all, I did level up from that encounter.
Defeated [Skeleton Warrior - Lvl. 102]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
…
Defeated [Unarmed Skeleton - Lvl. 96]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up!
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 89] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 90]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
—--
I returned to my companions not long after. They were glad to see that I was safe, and our journey continued with not many other interruptions. The Plaguelands were dangerous, yes, but it was also vast, and we knew how to avoid unnecessary fights, especially when they hindered our goal.
It was night by the time we found the valley I had seen. I recognized it immediately— since it was where I rested with Xidra before confronting Gexli. With the blight’s effects weaker here, we thought it was a good place to set up camp.
They ate their Human foods and exchanged light conversations. Then Edithe retired to bed, while Daniel wrote for a little bit in his diary. I was studying the Runic Scroll of Starfall, messing with the flame I could conjure, and trying to figure out a practical use for it when the Human man snapped his book shut.
“I’m going to head to bed, Salvos. Please don’t wake us up in the middle of the night with some kind of explosion.”
“Of course I won’t.”
I snorted, letting the dancing fire— now more like a twinkling star than burning wisps making a halo— dissipate.
“You Humans need your sleep, and that’s fine. But if something attacks us, I’ll shout and scream until you’re awake even if you don’t want to.”
He smiled.
“You’ve grown quite a lot, haven’t you? Not only have all your directions been right so far, but you didn’t get lost when you went to draw that Ghouls attention.”
I beamed and raised my chin up.
“I have!”
I eagerly agreed with him. Then I paused. I stared at the Human man, remembering recent events. He raised a brow as I addressed him.
“And you should too, Daniel.”
“Uh, what?”
The Human man was puzzled— or was he only pretending? It was hard to tell. But I turned my gaze towards Edithe, who was sleeping soundly in her bed roll over at the corner of the alcove. I shook my head.
There was nothing I could tell him that would change his mind. I had already made my opinion on the matter clear. So, I just spoke the truth.
“I can understand your apprehension, Daniel. It’d be like if I were to reveal my nature as a Demon to someone like Saffron or Hadrian. I don’t know what will happen.”
He opened his mouth, but I cut him off.
“However— Edithe is your companion as much as she is mine. The both of you have fought alongside each other against a Greater Demon 20 levels above you, and have survived the Plaguelands alone together. It is not like she is someone you can’t trust.”
Hesitating, Daniel shifted on his feet. He chewed his lower lip, speaking softly.
“...I know that, Salvos.”
He sighed, glazing over at the sleeping woman with a sad look. Then he averted his gaze.
“The problem isn’t her, but me. I’m just… afraid.”
Getting to my feet, I placed a hand on his shoulder. A shadow was cast over his face, his gaze now resting on the palm of his hand.
“I know you are.”
I remembered what he told me about his past. About his world. It really was not fair for someone like him to be thrust into this situation. Unfortunately, that didn’t matter.
“However, if you keep hesitating— especially in the most dire of moments— eventually, you will make a fatal mistake. Someone might die. You might die. Do you really want that to happen?”
He was still uncertain— I could see it in his face, in the way he moved back away from me. But at least, this time, he didn’t just avoid the issue.
“I’ll talk to her about it. Not right now. But I promise, I will do it.”




37. Straight Down

More days passed as we traversed through the Plaguelands, getting closer and closer to our destination. While we did prioritize speed by avoiding unnecessary fights, we were still heading to a nebulous location. The fact that I knew of some landmarks to keep an eye out for didn’t mean that we were traveling in the exact direction we were supposed to go. Also, we couldn’t run from every fight, even if we really tried.
The Ghouls proved themselves to be rather problematic, chasing us with a speed that I could barely even match at times. We made an effort to avoid Ghouls to the best of our abilities, because if we saw them, we knew we would be forced into a prolonged chase or even a battle.
There were other undead in the Plaguelands that were not as fast as the Ghouls. Skeletons, [Wights], and these [Flesh Scum]— it was the first time I had seen them, and they were like walking corpses if you only removed their skin, each around Level 110— were relatively slow moving, so we didn’t have to fight them. The only other impediment we had to face came from the [Nightscourers].
We didn’t see much of them, but when we did, they came in a swarm. A large flock of [Nightscourers] harassed us for over a day, until we wiped them out entirely. Because of this, I leveled up twice.
Defeated [Ghoul of Fright - Lvl. 106]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
...
Defeated [Nightscourer - Lvl. 101]
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up!
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 90] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 91]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up!
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 91] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 92]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Perhaps it was because we were deep within the Plaguelands now— the undead we were facing were tougher, each giving more experience. Especially the Ghouls, since they weren’t swarm monsters. So, I felt like I was leveling faster.
The drawback was that each battle was more dangerous than against a group of brittle Skeletons, because not only did we still have to deal with the Skeletons, we also had to deal with the other undead in the Plaguelands. It was a trade-off— increased risks for increased rewards.
Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)
Species: [Greater Demon of Pride]
Subspecies: [Asura Changeling] - Lvl. 92
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 6
[Identification] - Lvl. 5
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1
[Racial Skill: Mortal Form] - Lvl. 4
[Rest] - Lvl. 4
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 2


[Title Skill: Zealous Call] - Lvl. 3
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 100 (+5)
[Strength]: 80 (+5)
[Endurance]: 85 (+5)
[Wisdom]: 133 (+5) (+6)
[Agility]: 183 (+5)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 1]
[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 30 (Maxed)


[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)


[Ember Core] - Lvl. 12
[Flame Burst] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)


[Flaming Breath] - Lvl. 5


[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)


[Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 13


[Self Haste] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)


[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 5
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
I raised [Flame Burst] to its max, considering that it was one of my most useful Skills right now. The same went for [Barrage of Cinders] and [Intimidation]. I also progressed in my own magical abilities— not just through leveling, but with what I could do with the spell I had learned. It hovered around me, like some kind of twinkling star.
It was not entirely useful just yet. But I eyed it— its potential— and I knew there was a lot more to learn about it. Dismissing the flaming orb, I turned my attention towards the city before us. Broken buildings jutted out of the ground like dangerous spikes. It had been a proper city once, with a wall that girdled its perimeter, and maybe even a castle’s keep somewhere within.
Maybe it had streets bustling with life, a rich market full of thriving merchants, and an Adventurers Guild where young men and women pursued their dreams of glory and triumph. It might have even had temples scattered throughout it— worshipping the Spirits that were summoned into this plane.
The people living here might have even relied on the adventurers and Spirits to help protect them in the case of a Kobold invasion. The odd-shaped mountain neighboring it would have served as a good natural defense against an attack. Monsters might have lived there, but how was that anything adventurers couldn’t deal with?
Regardless, that was all gone now. What lay before us was a husk of a city. It was in an even worse shape than the towns Lucerna had rampaged through, razed down to nothing but ashes. I had been here once before. However, I was alone and lost. I didn’t really pay much attention to its state back then as I was busy trying to find a way back to Ghostlight.
“This is it.”
I spoke simply, drawing the attention of my companions. The pair exchanged a glance before facing me.
“Are you sure?”
Edithe asked, looking back at the city. I was certain she could see what I saw— the way the blight almost seemed to disappear around the city’s edges. She knew. She just wanted to make sure that I did too.
“I’m certain.”
Stepping forward, I gestured for the two Humans to follow after. They walked at my back without protesting, proof that they trusted my directions, no longer dubious of my navigational skills. Well, I wasn’t exactly all that confident of myself. However, in this case, I knew I was right.
We reached the outer edges of the city undisturbed. No undead lurked around this area. Did it have to do with the lack of blight? Edithe told me that Skeletons and Ghouls and other such undead could exist outside of the Plaguelands. It was just that they were drawn to a blight, like wild Demons to their prey.
I felt the pressure of the unholy magic leave my shoulder— it didn’t make me move slower or make me weaker— it simply made it more tiring for me to do most things. Which wasn’t much of an issue as long as I had a supply of potions. We walked through the empty, broken city, tracing the steps I had taken during that vision. Or… the direction I had flown.
“You said you went underground, didn’t you?”
I turned around as Daniel asked the question. He scratched a hand on his chin, staring down at the stone and debris scattered across the dirt ground.
“Why don’t we just use magic to burrow down?”
Edithe shook her head.
“Firstly, neither Salvos nor I are [Geomancers]. And even if we were, we wouldn’t know where to go. We may just dig straight down and fall off the world.”
Daniel raised a brow. He said nothing. Although I knew what he was thinking— from what he told me about his world, Earth, it was spherical. Meanwhile, the Nexeus was not, and he found it stupid. I didn’t really care either way.
Shrugging, the Human man kicked a pebble aside as he trudged behind us through the desolate streets.
“I just think it’s better than searching through every fallen building for a hole that goes straight down to an underground cavern.”
“I didn’t go down a hole, Daniel.”
I shook my head, stopping right by a still-standing home. I poked at its side— and it collapsed, crumbling into a pile of dust.
“Why do old things always do that?”
“Because they’re old.”
Daniel crossed his arms. He glanced around, sweeping his gaze through the city.
“So, if you didn’t go down a hole, what happened?”
“I was snapped around buildings until I was pulled to the ground. I simply went through— it was a vision, not reality.”
We continued searching, scouring the entirety of the broken city until night fell. When morning came the day after, we finally found the spot I was sucked down.
“This… temple structure… this was what you last saw?”
I glanced around the ruins— there was a pillar standing in one corner. It probably made up one of the foundations of the structure before it collapsed. And the tower I had seen was there too. It reminded me of a minaret, except the architecture was slightly different.
Tilting my head up slightly, I found myself staring at the mountain with a deep depression at the top. The sun was peeking over it, still rising as it was morning.
“Could this have been a Kobold city? Why do they have minarets here, anyway?”
“That’s not a minaret, Salvos.”
Edithe shook her head. She gestured at the tall tower.
“It’s an obelisk. It belongs to the Den of Souls— every one of their temples have an obelisk dedicated to the Spirit Lord. Although, this one seems worn out. The carvings on it too faded. If it wasn’t, you’d be able to see the Spirit Lord in all his majesty on each side.”
“Huh.”
I glanced about.
“Well, this was what I last saw before seeing nothing but darkness. This fallen temple, that obelisk, that weird mountain—”
“Volcano.”
Daniel felt the need to correct me too. I nodded.
“Right. Volcano. And that fallen part of the city’s wall there…”
I continued listing other things that were around us. I only paused as I realized Edithe was no longer listening, her attention fixed to the rising sun. She spoke softly.
“...that’s not a volcano, Daniel.”
The Human man blinked.
“It’s not?”
“Look at its peak— that’s not a caldera nor a crater. That’s a hole.”
She glanced back at him.
“That was done by magic.”
—--
Sure enough, we scaled to the top of the mountain and found a massive pit, falling straight down to total darkness. The three of us glanced between each other. I took a step forward.
“If you guys are too scared, I’ll go down first.”
I conjured the fiery orb, letting it hover by my side as I started climbing down the cliff face. Following my lead, Edithe created a ball of light while Daniel was forced to rely on her magic to even see. He grumbled as he almost slipped, losing his footing.
“Gah— I need my own magic. Or a torch.”
“You know a basic Light spell is easy to learn, right?”
Edithe peered at him, climbing at a slightly slower pace than me.
“You could always pick up a tome and spend a month or two learning it.”
“Or I could use a torch.”
“I wish I had wings.”
I sighed as my companions held their conversation above me. I felt the patter of dust and the occasional pebble hitting my head, but it never was more than a minor hindrance. I paused, having an idea. My body was lit ablaze, and Daniel faced me suspiciously.
“What are you doing, Salvos?”
“Trying something out with [Ember Core]!”
The armor slowly receded from most of my body as I focused it on my back. I molded its shape into that of wings— the same ones Hoxle had.
“You can do that?!”
Edithe stared at me, aghast. I looked at my wings.
“I guess so? The question is— do they work?”
“Wait, Salvos no—”
My companions called out at the same time. But they were too slow. I let go of the protruding rocks I had been grabbing onto, leaping down into the deep pit. I tried to move the fiery wings. And they did. But they didn’t flap like the wings of a bird or… wings. It was like they were flailing instead.
Also, they did nothing to slow my descent.
“Huh.”
I felt myself falling faster and faster, the light from Edithe’s spell almost vanishing as only my surroundings were lit up. I quickly created a kusarigama as the hole opened up around me into a larger cave chamber. I tossed the sickle edge of the weapon at the rock wall, grabbing tightly onto the chains with my four arms.
The kusarigama wedged itself deep into the stone as I clung on, pulling myself closer to the sloped earth. I slid down the rest of the way before letting the fire weapon dissipate, landing with a roll.
“That didn’t work.”
Scowling, I let the winged [Ember Core] vanish, returning back to the armored form it usually took on. I waited for my companions to reach the very bottom as well. The pair said nothing, just giving me a judging stare.
“What?”
I looked between both of them. I spread my arms out defensively.
“It was an experiment! Also— I’m Level 92! I never would’ve died from that!”
“Let’s just continue.”
There was only one way to go, and that was through a large passageway leading further down. I was feeling optimistic about it— I remembered seeing a tunneled entrance to the cave chamber that held the Herald’s Brush.
My companions took the lead, to which I begrudgingly allowed. They were too cautious sometimes! Experiments required risks!
Eventually, we found ourselves entering the same massive cavern I had seen in my vision. There were stalactites hanging off the ceiling, with a thin layer of mist filling the cave, almost blocking our vision. We waded our way further in, until we could make out the island sitting in the middle of the lake. I spoke softly.
“There it is.”
“How are we going to make it across?”
Daniel hesitated, shuffling his feet. Edithe and I looked over at him as he averted his gaze.
“I, uh, can’t swim.”
“You can’t?”
The red-haired woman shot him a piercing gaze. He shrunk back.
“I can’t swim well. Maybe I can waddle over— but that’s…”
“Embarrassing.”
Her words cut straight through him. He stumbled back.
“Look— I just never had to learn how to, alright?”
I rolled my eyes, dipping a hand into the water.
“It’s not even that deep, Daniel. It’s kind of shallow, actually. We can just walk across—”
I paused, feet raised and about to step into the lake. My eyes grew wide as my companions turned to me. The words resounded in my head as I took a step back instead, scratching my cheek almost shyly.
“This lake… is going to be a tiny bit tough to cross.”
The pair didn’t even manage to get a word out as the chill ran over us. A kind of frost that cooled at our skin, but didn’t actually freeze our bodies. Instead, it cursed us.
Now Entering [Lair: Haunt of the Wights ].




38. Haunt

Now Entering [Lair: Haunt of the Wights ].
I grabbed my companions, leaping back away from the pool of water ahead. The words resounded in my head once again, this time telling me that I was leaving the Lair as I felt the curse’s effect dissipate. Daniel and Edithe drew their weapons as I placed them back on the ground, although the confusion was evident on their faces.
“Uh, what’s going on, Salvos?”
“There was a curse, Daniel. But I’m not sure what it was from.”
The pair looked at me, waiting for what I had to say. I fixed my gaze on the lake— there were figures moving in the water, slowly rising up and forming ripples on its surface. I created a Sickle Grenade and pointed at them.
“[Wights]. Look. I’m not sure how many of them are there, but…”
I glanced back at my companions. They were Level 90 and Level 85. We were certainly higher leveled than when we last ran into a group of [Wights], however if memory served, these undead were around Level 110. And it was an entire Lair.
“We need to get ready. They’re coming!”
I hurled the Sickle Grenade forward as the first of the blue creatures dragged itself out of the lake. It had a twisted neck— a disfigured Kobold’s face that hung loosely off its body. It was smaller than even Edithe, and its clawed hands almost dragged on the floor as water dripped from a twitching finger.
The explosion didn’t knock it back, although it sent a pillar of water bursting out of the lake. I could see more of the [Wights] now. None of them looked like the corpse of a Human, each of them bumbling forward almost meticulously towards us.
These were not the first undead Kobold I had seen. However, their size and their original Species mattered not. They were [Wights]. And they had their sights set on us.
[Wight - Lvl 107]
[Wight - Lvl. 110]
[Wight - Lvl. 113]
“Edithe, Daniel!”
The Human man’s [Aura of the Sentinel] flared up, and Edithe blasted the approaching [Wights] with her [Storm of Ice and Fire]. I stepped forward, engulfing the forefront undead with a [Flaming Breath]. However, it walked through the fire like it wasn’t even there and brought a hand out to touch me.
I felt its curse pressing on my shoulders, trying to ground me to the earth. It slowed my movement, a different one form before, not draining my mana. So, they can use different types of curses then? Before it could touch me, I managed to stumble out of the way with [Self Haste] and a proceeding [Flame Burst].
Just as I hit the ground with a thud, the [Wight] swiped its hand at where I stood. The oppressive feeling bogging down my movements vanished. I felt like I could move at full speed again. And suddenly I felt a clawing at my chest. The light from the Ring of Lesser Curse Protection turned into a glare— shining even more so than before— as deep scars formed across my flesh. Black blood trickled down my leg as I grimaced, clutching at the wound.
“Stupid curses!”
I fumbled for a healing potion from my sack and downed it as Daniel stepped forward, engaging that same [Wight]. His blade curved around the undead, avoiding the slashing claws and striking straight at its blue flash. His [Aura of the Sentinel] dissipated for a moment as the weapon blurred, slicing off the undead’s head.
Defeated [Wight - Lvl. 110]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
“One down— and that’s one of my better Skills used!”
The Human man called out as he leapt back, only managing to land a single cut on one of the other approaching [Wights]. I growled, creating a fire bow and a Refined Blazing Bolt from the back.
“There’s over a dozen of them!”
It was a Lair. What else did I expect? I loosed the arrow at one of the lumbering [Wights]. The flames splashed over the undead’s head. Its movements were not slowed, although I could see its neck snap back from the impact.
A second arrow shot out, cutting through the thin layer of mist, setting the ground alight as it sped to the [Wight]. It didn’t come from me. Edithe lowered her staff as her Skill struck the undead, glancing over at me and calling out.
“Salvos— they’re too powerful for our individual Skills!”
“I can see that!”
I yelled as I fired another Refined Blazing Bolt out. The [Wight] actually moved out of the way in time, and the attack blasted another undead behind it. I clicked my tongue, creating another Sickle Grenade instead. That would have hit its mark, even if it did less damage total.
The weapon— my grasp over its magic— vanished. It flickered out of existence as multiple curses struck me at once. It wasn’t the same painful, clawing sensation of before. This one simply messed with my control over magic. It undid the threads of mana weaving together, untying the ribbons that made up the Sickle Grenade.
A [Lightning Orb] blasted the foremost [Wight], followed by Daniel running it through with his sword. The undead crumpled over, dead for good. But its companions pressed on. Edithe ran up to me, grabbing me by the arm as Daniel once again drew away from the [Wights].
“Back up! We’re faster than them— we have to take advantage of what we got!”
“And what is that?”
I narrowed my eyes, facing the red-haired woman. I felt a surge of energy run through me— my mana was not just replenished, but it felt invigorated. As if I could cast spells even beyond my level. Edithe drew her hand back as she spoke.
“Combination casting.”
“Huh.”
“Now hurry!”
The three of us continued to back away from the [Wights], keeping a good distance away from them as Edithe and I hurled spells their way. Every time they got close enough to inflict their curses upon us, we relocated much further back. It was almost simple; the [Wights] couldn’t move fast. It was like they were Infant Demons, slowly crawling towards us.
The problem was that they were relentless. Only one fell each time they caught up to us. It was like the darkness of night, it encroached on the day, no matter what we did to try and stop it. The [Wights] came, even as we fled back down the tunnel.
Edithe supported me as I loosed Refined Blazing Bolts down at the [Wights]. These ones didn’t just shine brilliantly, lighting up the cavern as they soared at their targets. They cut through the air, their white light bouncing off the walls, revealing their almost jagged edges. And unlike previous iterations of the spell, this one didn’t just pierce my enemies. They combusted— setting them ablaze with white flames.
Another [Wight] fell. I downed mana potion after mana potion— and so did the woman. We were careful not to push ourselves too hard. Neither of us wanted to get mana potion poisoning. Especially Edithe. Not again.
“Dead end, coming up!”
I called out as I glanced back. The [Wights] had pushed us all the way back to where we started. Right at the bottom of the pit, where I had landed. Enough time had passed that I was able to send another [Flaming Breath] down the tunnel. With all the undead clumped up together, I could catch them all with one single attack.
They were starting to falter. Their numbers were down to the single digits. But we were exhausted. I couldn’t even escape the blunt strike from one of the [Wights] after I used my Skill.
It knocked me back, tearing straight through my Ring of Lesser Protection. Then I felt the after effects crush my body— another kind of curse that broke one of my arms. My Ring of Lesser Curse Protection was no longer active. All my protections, apart from [Ember Core], were gone.
And even then, I was struggling to keep up that Skill. Once it broke, I would have nothing left. I staggered over to my companions, popping a healing potion open and pouring it over my wounds. Daniel covered me as I did, swinging wildly at the trudging [Wights].
Edithe ran over to my side, helping me back and raising her staff.
“Get back!”
She called out to the Human man. He was quick to follow her orders. Hurrying after us, he exited the stone passageway to the cave opening. What awaited us was a cliff’s face— a long way up through a vertical incline. We’d have to climb to even get out of here.
Edithe let go of me, keeping her staff aimed at the tunnel. She closed her eyes as icy wisps gathered around its tip. The entire room grew cold. A chill crept down her arm, covering it with a thin layer of sleet. The spell finally coalesced as she shouted its name.
“[Shield of the Misty Lord]!”
The [Wights] progress was halted. The tunnel was blocked by a thick wall of ice. It took the shape of a badge, the same kind the Adventurers Guild would give out for each rank. A glow left its center, red light branching out to the edges like a spider web crack.
Edithe glanced over at Daniel and I, panting heavily.
“That won’t hold them off for long. We have to flee, climb out of here before they break through.”
“But the Herald’s Brush—”
I started, but was cut off as Edithe shook her head.
“We’ll just have to return later. When we’re more prepared— fuck, how many [Wights] were there?”
“Too many for us to handle. It’s a Lair. Salvos, Edithe is right. There’s no point in taking unnecessary risks now.”
I hesitated, looking over at where the [Wights] were. Edithe’s Skill was still up. It would hold for a moment longer. However—
“They won’t stop coming. They’ll give chase. We’ll keep fleeing. And we might run into more undead.”
“We have no other choice, Salvos.”
Edithe placed a hand on my shoulder. But I was adamant. I placed a hand on my sack, pulling out a thin object.
“There is still a way.”
She blinked as she saw the rolled-up piece of parchment.
“You’re going to use the Runic Scroll of Starfall… here?”
“That’s right. There’s no point in keeping this scroll if I’m never going to use it when it’s needed. And right now—”
A crack— a proper crack formed on the surface of the ice. The red glow flickered, wavering from the banging by the [Wights].
I looked up at the far climb, then back ahead of us. I unfurled the scroll as the glyphs and sigils in it lit up.
“Now’s the time to use it.”
Edithe wanted to protest. I wasn’t sure why she was so against using the High Grade artifact.
“Even if you use it now, there may still be more [Wights] in the Lair!”
I shrugged.
“And there may be more [Wights] waiting for us aboveground. Everything has its risks. I’m taking mine.”
The [Shield of the Misty Lord] shook. The flailing of the [Wights] did more than just chip away at its exterior. Their powerful blows sent a trembling through the earth, chipping off pieces of the rock wall along with the ice.
My Runic Scroll of Starfall shone with a scintillating light. The sketchings on its paper began to overlay themselves into reality, forming a complex, almost lattice-like pattern in front of me. The ice wall broke, its glow vanishing as tendrils of mist poured in with the [Wights]. I opened my mouth—
And Daniel sighed. He stepped past me before I could cast the spell. His sword was drawn, held out at his side. I quickly stopped the scroll from doing anything as he rested his palm on his forehead.
“You know, Salvos, you really like to embarrass me, don’t you?”
“What are you doing? Are you crazy—”
I paused as he held my gaze. The [Wights] came slowly at him from behind, but I said nothing. I realized what he was doing— why he stood before me.
Edithe didn’t get it. She tried to rush forward. I stopped her as Daniel spun around, taking a deep breath and raising his blade.
“Salvos, let go of me— what is he…?”
“Edithe. There is something I must admit: I haven’t been completely honest with you. It’s a lie— a white lie, perhaps. But one that has nearly cost our lives many times. I lied because I was scared. Because I was afraid of what could happen. However, I will not run any longer. Because—”
His sword was wrapped in an incandescent sheen that could be seen from even the top of the mountain. It wasn’t just some fancy aura. It exuded power. One that even my greatest Skills couldn’t match. Closing his eyes as the first [Wight] reached for him, Daniel let out a deep breath.
“Because I am a [Hero].”
He blurred forward as Edithe’s eyes grew wide. A grin spread across my face as he swung his glowing blade, striking three of the mighty undead at once.
“[Hero’s Slash]!”




39. The Hero

A brilliant light overcame Daniel’s long sword. Its silver edge was wreathed by ribbons of a glowing aura. It coiled up to the tip of the blade, radiating power as it covered the weapon in its entirety. With a single swing, the [Hero] sliced apart three [Wights].
The powerful, mighty undead that had pressed us this far. The ones that moved like an indomitable and relentless force. They were killed in an instant.
There was a ringing in my head. The notification that the undead were slain tolled like a bell, marking their true deaths. It resounded with an echo as the streak of white light slashed forward, its energy dissipating from the initial attack, but still reaching out and pushing the other [Wights] back.
The scattering specks of glowing aura tore into the skin of the undeads. They reeled from the attack— more than they ever had from my [Flaming Breath]. Edithe stared on, mouth hanging agape at the onslaught unleashed with a single Skill.
The Skill of a [Hero].
I took a step forward, creating a Sickle Grenade. However, as the blue embers coalesced into my hand, Daniel leapt back and raised his sword.
“[The Will of the Hero]!”
His voice boomed throughout the cavern. He sounded different— like he was not the same person I knew. There was something in his words that drew me forward. It empowered me, giving me a surge of strength and determination.
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 100 (+5) (+10%)
[Strength]: 80 (+5) (+10%)
[Endurance]: 85 (+5) (+10%)
[Wisdom]: 133 (+5) (+6) (+10%)
[Agility]: 183 (+5) (+10%)
I moved faster— my magic wove together as if I were some kind of master seamstress, working the threads of mana delicately and efficiently to create the explosive weapon. It blazed with the fury of the stars itself. I didn’t even realize that I hadn’t just created the Sickle Grenade by itself. I pulled the flames from the orb hovering around me— stealing its wisps to create something new.
The vigor I felt was electric. A hand rested on my shoulder. Edithe straightened, giving me a nod as I held the Refined Sickle Grenade above my head. My visioned fixed on the [Wights] before us. There were still half a dozen of them left. I hurled the projectile at them, not letting go of the chains. The sickled edge detached from the fiery links, launching at the undead.
A powerful blast engulfed the [Wights], swallowing them in the blue flames like it was the deepest depths of the ocean. As the inferno raged before me, I held up the chains still clung onto in my hand. It morphed, shifting forms, as if it were growing another blade at its end.
This second Refined Sickle Grenade formed itself far faster than the first. However, just as I was about to toss it at the undead once again, I saw Daniel stepping forward. He met the [Wights] in battle, [Aura of the Sentinel] shining brighter than it ever did. This was his Skill. The Skill of a [Hero].
I let go of the Refined Sickle Grenade. I didn’t want to catch him with my attack. So, instead, I let the spell disperse. It receded back into the small, twinkling orb of flame it came from. It hovered around me, circling me slowly as it took on another shape. I dashed forward, leaving Edithe behind to support my other companion.
The dancing wisp expanded— it grew longer, into the vague shape of an arrow. The Refined Blazing Bolt hung in the air above me, following me as I leapt into battle. It had no bow to guide it. The bowstrings that normally held it were replaced by the mana twines, suspending it in the air as I manipulated it with my fingers.
The Refined Blazing Bolt snapped around me as I tugged the magic forward. It lanced out at a [Wight], boring a deep gash on its side before it flew back, spinning around my shoulders and launching forward again like a slingshot. I didn’t even have to get close to the undead. I could keep them at bay with the spell— it zipped around me like a fly, striking at anything that got too close.
At one point, one of the [Wight]’s managed to close the gap between us. I raised a hand and called the Refined Blazing Bolt back at me. It flew back to my hands, already changing shape back into a kusarigama. But it was not an ordinary kusarigama— its flames were white, the same as the Refined Blazing Bolt. I swung the weapon at the undead’s head. It didn’t even leave behind a cut— it was like it burned straight through their skin.
However, that didn’t stop the [Wight] from inflicting me with its curse. I leapt back, feeling the mana rapidly drain from my body. Before the feeling could sink in for long, I saw a tendril of fire snap forward and actually knock the [Wight] back. 
“[Fiery Riposte]!”
Edithe nodded at me, and I grinned. Daniel ran his sword through the falling undead, leaving only a single [Wight] left in the battlefield. He stood across from it, holding his long sword out to the side as he glimmered with a golden aura. There was only one enemy left.
And I was not going to let him get that last kill. The Human man stepped forward as I charged it from behind.
A black light overlayed itself on top of my white flames— the darkness that shone with a violent intensity formed a blade as I leapt at the [Wight]. [Flame Burst] brought me next to it in an instant. I bared my teeth at it, bringing the kusarigama down straight at its head.
“You’re mine— [Radiant Slash]!”
The undead made a hollow noise as it died. It sounded like air escaping from a small tunnel. With that final breath, it collapsed to the ground, sheared completely in half. I grinned, spinning the kusarigama in my hand as I turned around.
It was just Daniel, Edithe, and I now. The [Wights] were defeated. They lay dead all around us. There was nothing left— nothing but an eerie silence. I glanced between my companions, realizing that neither of them were looking at each other.
Daniel shuffled his feet uncomfortably as he sheathed his sword. He opened his mouth as if he had something to say, but nothing came out. Edithe drew her lips into a thin line, wiping the sweat off her brow. Finally, she sighed.
“Well, that was dramatic.”
—--
Defeated [Wight - Lvl. 112]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
…
Defeated [Wight - Lvl. 108]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
Skill [Star Forge] Learned!
Experience is awarded for learning a Skill!
Cleared [Lair: Haunt of the Wights]!
Experience is awarded for clearing a Lair!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up!
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 92] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 93]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up!
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 93] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 94]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up!
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 94] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 95]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
After a brief [Rest], I got back on my feet and inspected my Status. I had leveled three times from this encounter— it wasn’t the most dangerous fight I had ever gotten in. However, it was certainly difficult due to how resilient they were, and how powerful each strike they landed was. We managed to avoid their curses and their chilling touches— which, according to Edithe, was very deadly.
Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)
Species: [Greater Demon of Pride]
Subspecies: [Asura Changeling] - Lvl. 95
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 6
[Identification] - Lvl. 5
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1
[Racial Skill: Mortal Form] - Lvl. 4
[Rest] - Lvl. 4
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 2


[Title Skill: Zealous Call] - Lvl. 3
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 100 (+5)
[Strength]: 80 (+5)
[Endurance]: 88 (+5)
[Wisdom]: 136 (+5) (+6)
[Agility]: 192 (+5)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 0]
[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 30 (Maxed)


[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)


[Ember Core] - Lvl. 15
[Flame Burst] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)


[Flaming Breath] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)


[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)


[Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)


[Self Haste] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)


[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 5
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
I maxed out [Flaming Breath] and [Radiant Slash], while raising [Ember Core] up to 15 Skill Points. As for my Stats, I distributed my available points to [Endurance], [Wisdom], and [Agility]. With that settled, I focused on the Skills I had available.
I had two. The first was [Horror’s Flare]. I already knew I had that Skill from when I leveled up. But I had another Skill now. A new one I learned, which came about from studying magic and experimenting. It was [Star Forge]— or the orb hovering around me.
I brought a clawed hand up, tapping it against the blazing wisp of ember. It didn’t feel hot— it was almost like a liquid, with sparks splashing off as I pressed my finger through it. It was interesting that I was awarded a Skill for something I was able to create by myself. Although, that was how it worked with [Fire Strike], wasn’t it?
Maybe if I had available slots, I’d have added it to my array of Skills. Unfortunately, I did not. So, for now, it remained an unused Skill. Just like [Horror’s Flare]. I wonder what it even does. I probably would never find out.
I approached my companions who were seated across from each other, backs resting on the opposite rock walls of the tunnel. Plopping myself in between them, I listened to their soft conversation.
“So… you’re a [Hero]?”
Daniel shifted slightly as Edithe asked the question.
“I am.”
He met her gaze as he spoke. I glanced over at Edithe too. She had heard him call out his Skills— she had experienced the incredible boost to our Stats from one of his [Hero] abilities. And yet, it was only starting to sink in for her.
“I see.”
The red-haired woman drew her knees into her chest, wrapping her arms around them. She said nothing more, and I turned back to Daniel. He opened his mouth, trying to work his jaw. He managed to fix its hinges as he steeled himself. With a deep breath, he spoke out.
“I didn’t mean to lie to you, Edithe. I know I should’ve said something sooner— however, I was used when I first came into this world. Because I was a [Hero]. I thought that… that if I told you, you’d start to see me differently. That you’d use me too.”
His explanation seemed to fall on deaf’s ears. Edithe didn’t visibly react. Her face was shadowed over. The Human man bit his lower lip.
“I know you wouldn’t do that. It was just an irrational fear I had. And even after Salvos kept prodding me about it, I… I was just scared.”
That was it, really. Daniel might have been a [Hero] now. But he was not born one. From what I heard of the Immortal King Alexander, the Oracle of Light Melissa, and the Quisling Zacharius, they were brave, they were mighty, and they were an unwavering force even in the face of their enemies.
Daniel was… nothing like them. Not right now. Perhaps he could be like them in the future. Right now though— he was a coward.
No. I shook my head, correcting myself. He’s an ordinary Human, out of his depth in another world. That was why I made that contract to bring him home.
Nevertheless, he was a [Hero] with powerful Skills. I never knew he had more Skills than just his [Hero’s Slash]! And he endangered our lives on more than one occasion by not using them, just because he was scared. Sure, we made it out of those situations— debatably— just fine in the end. However, there was always the possibility that one of us died, and he could have done something about it.
Daniel realized this as well. I had spoken to him about it, and he knew the consequences of his inaction. Gritting his teeth, he turned away from Edithe, almost shame-faced.
“I know it’s not any excuse—” 
And Edithe sighed. It was not a heavy sigh— not one of disappointment. Instead, it was one of relief. She swung her head back, resting her palm on her forehead.
“You’re really a [Hero], aren’t you?”
The Human man blinked. He gave a hesitant answer..
“I am.”
She chuckled, shaking her head.
“All this time I thought I was— but I’ve actually just been competing with a [Hero] and a Demon. Honestly… Xidra was right, wasn’t she?”
Edithe stood up, back straighter than it ever was before. Wiping a single tear from one eye, she fixed a confident look on the Human man. A smile spread across her lips as she spoke.
“Thank you, Daniel. For telling me the truth. And for saving our lives back there.”
She placed a hand on his shoulder, giving him a nod. Daniel stared at her. She just laughed once more.
“A [Hero] and a Demon. And I’ve been keeping up with them…”
“You’re not… mad at me?”
He was perplexed. I was too! I eagerly agreed with him.
“That’s right! You’re not mad at him?!”
“Why would I be?”
She glanced between us, genuine confusion on her face. I exasperatedly gestured his way.
“He’s a [Hero]! He has super [Hero] Skills! But because he’s scared you might find him out, he decided to hide it from you even when we needed it, like with Lucerna and the [Zombies]!”
“Uh, actually I did use [Hero’s Slash] during the fight with Lucerna—”
“Not the point!”
I glared at him before facing Edithe.
“He could’ve just used his [The Will of the Hero] Skill from the very beginning! There was no need for us to exhaust ourselves, risking our lives just because he was scared!”
“We’d still be risking our lives, Salvos. We might’ve been overconfident if he had just given us that boost right from the start. In every battle, any of us can die, even if we have a [Hero] on our side.”
I shrunk back a little bit.
“I know that, but… but he could’ve reduced that risk.”
Shrugging, she started down the tunnel, headed for the cave chamber ahead.
“Maybe. But what’s passed has passed. We didn’t die— sure, there were some close calls. Now though, he has told me the truth. And I’m just glad that I haven’t actually been falling behind. No— not to you, and not to him.”
I watched her as she disappeared in the shadows up ahead. Daniel and I exchanged a glance. The Human man made a sound of relief.
“That… went a lot better than I expected.”
I scowled.
“I’m still mad at you.”
“You can give me an earful later— let’s hurry after her.”
—--
We cautiously made our way through the cloudy water, making sure that there were no [Wights] left hiding in wait for us. The Lair was gone— although we already knew that— and the mist filling the massive cavern was starting to subside.
“All this means is that you could have told Edithe about it earlier!”
“I know, I know.”
“And what even was that Skill, [The Will of the Hero]? We could’ve used it when we were in the Brilsum Ruins!”
“I only got it when I hit Level 70, Salvos. With each Class advancement, I get a new [Hero] Skill. I can’t change them once it’s been chosen, but they also don’t use up a Skill slot.”
I threw all four of my hands up into the air.
“Seriously? That’s so unfair!”
He glowered.
“You’re not one to talk— you’re a Demon.”
“Both of you, shush.”
Edithe glanced back at us, rolling her eyes.
“I swear, you two argue like children sometimes.”
She waded her way out of the water, onto the island at the center of the small lake. I followed right after her, feeling my wet feet sink into the white sand. I focused on the object protruding from the earth just ahead of us.
“There it is.”
The treasures we came for. What was left behind by the Scale Guardians. The thing that could rid the land of the blight plaguing it.
“The Herald’s Brush—”
My eyes narrowed as they settled onto the ‘corpse’ grasping tightly to the first artifact.
“And the Totem of Incense.”  




40. Skills and Stuff

[Totem of Incense: Mythical Grade - ???]
“Is this really the Totem of Incense?”
“It has to be.”
I grunted as I pulled the statue-like figure of a Kobold out of the ground. The sand and dirt covering it fell to the side in a deluge— it had been buried deep into the earth, and it took a bit of effort to yank it out.
“I mean, I identified it, and it’s called the Totem of Incense.”
I propped it up so that it would stand upright. It was about the size of a Kobold, meaning that it was just about three quarters of my height. About a head or two shorter than Daniel. However, that didn’t mean it wasn’t still heavy.
It probably had color once. Now though, it was all faded away, leaving behind a white figure with stains that came from time and erosion. Yet, I could sense the powerful magic within it. I knew— beyond just the fact that I couldn’t see what Grade artifact it was— that it was what Xidra said it was.
The Totem of Incense held the Herald’s Brush in its hands. It was clutched tightly to its chest, almost like a spear. I pulled the second artifact out, identifying it clearly this time.
[Herald’s Brush: Epic Grade Item - A brush that will cleanse the earth, the sea, and the sky from any impurities. Its effects are not permanent, however it does not require an exorbitant amount of mana to wield.]
“This is much lighter.”
I waved it around— the feathers at its tip swaying gracefully about, despite my rough handling of it. I spun it around my back, before jamming its dull edge into the earth.
“Yep— I’ll be carrying this. Daniel, you’ll carry the Totem of Incense.”
The Human man blinked. I crossed two of my arms as the other two held onto the Herald’s Brush.
“You’re a strong, [Hero], aren’t you?”
“Yeah, but—”
“Didn’t you get a Skill just for that at Level 40?” 
He scratched his cheek.
“Uh, that’s [Passive - Hero’s Strength].”
“That’s right! You get some huge bonus to your [Strength]! So, you carry it!”
He sighed, reluctantly picking up the Totem of Incense. It didn’t seem that heavy when he hefted it over his shoulder. I nodded smugly as I watched him take a step forward.
And the entire Kobold figure disappeared. I stared at him.
“What?”
“What?”
He looked back at me, perplexed. I opened my mouth, trying to wrench some words out of it, but Edithe spoke up first.
“You have a Dimensional Storage Unit?!”
She took a step forward, her eyes lighting up. The Human man hesitated.
“Uh, yeah. It was given to me by the Elutra Kingdom when I was first summoned. I use it to keep anything important.”
“What is its capacity? What Grade is it? Wait, is it anchored onto that necklace around your neck?”
“That’s my Necklace of Greater Obfuscation. The Dimensional Storage Unit is this pen here.”
“This is… and what is its capacity?”
“It can hold up to 200 individual items at a time, although—”
He held up the object for Edithe to inspect, and the red-haired woman gushed over it. I watched on for a while, feeling my annoyance build up.
“Aren’t you supposed to be mad at Daniel, Edithe?”
I glared at the [Hero] as I spoke. I gestured at the pen, then vaguely behind us where the dead [Wights] lay. The mist filling the cave chamber had slowly dissipated. I could see much more clearly now.
“Not only is he a [Hero], but he hid all these cool things from us! Our life could’ve been so much easier up until this point!”
Daniel shrunk back. Edithe drew her lips into a thin line.
“Well, that’s definitely true.”
She glanced between Daniel and me.
“Look, we’ll scold him later. For now, we should just leave this place.”
“Fine.”
I scowled, turning around. I paused as my companions began after me. Then I doubled back and loomed over Daniel. He apprehensively met my gaze.
“Y-yes, Salvos?”
“Here!”
I pushed the Herald’s Brush into his arms. He stared at the golden, gleaming item.
“Store it in your stupid thingy! I’m not going to carry it!”
“...that’s fair.”
He didn’t protest any further.
—--
We returned back up to the top of the mountain, where the crater was located. It was now night. The sun had fallen, and my companions needed to rest and set up camp before we could traverse through the Plaguelands once more.
Daniel talked about his world, Earth, telling Edithe all about it as I listened to the side. I had heard most of this before. So, I wasn’t impressed. Meanwhile, the red-haired woman was fascinated by almost all facets of his old life.
“You mean that everyone owns an artifact that can double the speed of a [Beast Master]’s horse in their homes?”
“Well, not everyone— and only a few cars can travel that fast. But yes, that’s right.”
She stared at him with round eyes. It was like when Rachel found out Daniel was a [Hero]. Even though Edithe was an adult, their reactions were not much different. As if they were caught in some kind of a spell.
Daniel went on to list out all the things his world didn't have, which seemed to break Edithe from the illusion she was in. I rolled a few rocks around on the ground as I snorted.
“See? His world isn’t that amazing. I think the Netherworld is much better.”
The pair turned to face me, giving me a blank look.
“You don’t actually believe that.”
“You’re right, I don’t.”
As much as I hated to admit it, I was curious about this world of Daniel’s. I would like to visit it one day. Maybe once I reached Level 100 and received my Class, I’d be able to just cross worlds whenever I wanted. I could check out Earth for a bit once I dropped him off, maybe take a trip in one of these “planes” Daniel talked about— the ones that could fly across the seas.
“If you’re able to cross worlds, wouldn't you probably be able to fly by yourself at that point?”
“Yep, so?”
I stared at Daniel who seemed bewildered for whatever reason.
“Uh, nevermind.”
“It would be cool to have wings, but I also think it’s cool to fly on a plane! What don’t you get, Daniel?”
I scoffed, tapping a clawed finger on a rock. He didn’t say anything in return. After both Humans had their fill from dinner, Daniel went on to scribble in his diary with a relieved look on his face, while Edithe sat next to me as I played with my Star Forge. Or rather, it was just an orb of fire right now.
“Can I see that?”
The red-haired woman peered curiously at the magic. I beamed, showing it to her proudly. It floated next to her, not changing shape, but remaining an inert sphere for her to study.
“Interesting. It’s far more condensed than before. It’s almost like a ball of cloth— one which you can unravel and change into any shape you want.”
Nodding, I poured some magic into the orb, making it change shape. A ripple ran through the white surface. Spikes jutted out in all directions before it receded into a smaller ball. Then finally, it expanded.
A white scythe landed on my open hands. It felt solid in my fingers, but the flames wisping off it ran like water. It dripped blazing embers from the tip of the blade and the butt of the pole. The fire did not touch the ground. It simply vanished the moment after it fell. Just like the cinders from a campfire.
“Ta-da!”
I presented the weapon to Edithe. She ran a finger down the scythe, closely inspecting it.
“This is… a Lesser Grade Weapon.”
“It is!”
“You can create Lesser Grade Weapons now. Out of magic.”
“It’s amazing, right?”
Edithe drew back, placing a hand on her chin.
“That is certainly incredible. And the flames are white, even though your Passive only lets you create blue flames.”
“I’ll be honest, I don’t know what that Skill even does.”
I paused, and quickly amended my statement.
“Other than the obvious, of course.”
“Right. Well, from what I’ve learned, magical flames have different tiers to them. It’s in the same way adventurers have different ranks. Red flames conjured by magic are usually considered to be the weakest from starting [Mages], with white flames being the kind used by Diamond Ranks.”
“What about golden and black flames?”
“There are some exceptions, and those are two of them.”
“Huh.”
I never really thought about it that much. They just looked colorful and pretty to me! I let the Star Forge dissipate. It wasn’t a Skill, so keeping it up for protracted periods of time was a little difficult. Also, since I no longer had the Stat boost from Daniel’s [The Will of the Hero], I found it more taxing to maintain than before.
“What should I do with this Skill, anyway? Should I try replacing one of my lesser-used Skills with it?”
“I think you should just keep it for now.”
Edithe replied after a moment’s thought.
“Unused Skills do advance with Class advancements, almost like your regular Skills. Of course, it’s not guaranteed. You’ll always have to meet some kind of criteria to have a Skill change into something similar and better.”
I tilted my head up slightly, facing the night sky, twinkled by the stars above.
“So, both [Star Forge] and [Horror’s Flare] could become useful Skills I could use in the future?”
“Possibly.”
“Why didn’t anyone tell me this?!”
I sputtered, realizing how many Skills I tested and wasted. Edithe shrugged.
“Again, it’s a rare thing. But for something you’ll likely be using as often as Star Forge, I’m sure it’ll advance along with you.”
Scowling, I grumbled about the wasted potential. Well, sure, most of the Skills I discarded were not nearly as good as any of the Skills I had now. But they could be! Edithe smiled, looking at me weirdly.
“Honestly, Salvos, there’s still so much for you to learn. Magic has almost no limits as long as you keep practicing and improving. While you can grow faster with Classes or evolutions, they make you complacent, reliant on their abilities. Take your Runic Scroll of Starfall for example. While it is good that you have a scroll on hand that could cast magic above your level, wouldn’t it be better if you just knew the spell yourself?”
“I know that! All you [Mages] keep saying the same thing. First Saffron, then you, and then you again.”
She rolled her eyes, although she didn’t grace the quip with a response.
“While you’re growing really quickly, you need to slow down eventually. Otherwise, all your faults and your flaws will catch up to you. Look all around us.”
I stared at Daniel. The Human man was yawning, looking like he would fall asleep at any moment. Edithe grabbed my head and pivoted it around.
“I meant this crater. What do you think caused this?”
“You said it was done by magic.”
“That’s right. But it’s not done by just any magic. It was done by a Skill.”
She ran a hand through the rocks. I narrowed my eyes.
“How do you know that?”
“It’s too uniform. You can sense the mana in the air. The remnants of its blast. It was not spread out, in some kind of haphazard blast. That’s what magical Skills do. They regulate the outcome of the spell. However, with magic of this calibre, how long do you think it will take before whoever who caused this could use the Skill again?”
“A day?”
I wagered a random guess. Edithe shook her head.
“It could be a day. Or it could be a week, or a month, or maybe sometimes even a year.”
“That’s a thing?”
I felt my jaw drop.
“They’re rare. But the Immortal King Alexander was said to have a Skill that could level an entire country. And it was one he could only use once a year.”
She stood up, starting in the direction of her bedroll. Daniel was already in his, cozily tucked in, passing out the moment he closed his eyes. The red-haired woman glanced back at me.
“Sure, this Skill, whatever it was, managed to destroy the top of a mountain. According to Xidra, it was the Lich who killed the Kobolds transporting the Totem of Incense and the Herald’s Brush, and he was also probably the one to turn them into [Wights]. However, what would have happened if that one Skill wasn’t enough to defeat them all? What, then?”
I opened my mouth, but she cut me off.
“You don’t have to give an answer. I don’t have one either. However, it’s a delicate balancing act, and while you’re doing fine so far, what happens if you make a mistake in the future? It’s just something for you to think about.”
With those words, Edithe went to sleep, leaving me alone, the only one ever awake at night. What she told me made sense; I believed that was why I could still beat Daniel in a fight, even when he was close to my level. I fought him twice, and I won twice.
Daniel. A [Hero].
He was inexperienced, and his Class gave him too many advantages to properly gain those natural abilities and instincts when it came to fighting. Even with his current Skills, I was certain I could beat him in a fight if we were ever forced to do battle again. And if we removed both our Skills— I knew I could kill him easily.
As for Edithe, even if she had no Skills, she was still a dangerous fighter. She had proven it not long before, when she hadn’t advanced her Class yet. I should slow down eventually, especially with how risky it was to fight monsters and undead far above my level.
“...maybe I should go to magic school.”
I mused to myself. I glanced around— at my sleeping companions, then at the sky and the blight in the distance.
“But only after we return from the Plaguelands.”
All we had left to do was bring the Totem of Incense to Xidra, and we were done, right? 




Side Story 4: Jaakko

THE Adventurers Guild, as always, was bustling with life. Men and women rushed in and out of the building to start their next adventure, or turn in after an adventure is over. The sea of Human faces was not an odd sight to an ordinary person living in the Eastern Kingdoms.
Jaakko, however, was not an ordinary person. He was a Cyclops. Big, burly, his kind was a common sight near coastal cities. However, in cities further inland, the presence of a green man alone was enough to draw stares. And the single eye on his face was what they all fixated on. They didn’t even notice his four, bulky arms.
He’d learned to ignore it, at this point. When he was a young and brash adventurer, he would have often picked fights with those who looked at him the wrong way. That was not really the way Cyclopes lived— they tended to be more pacifistic. However, the fact that Jaakko was an adventurer attested to the fact that he wasn’t averse to combat.
“Jaakko, Gold Rank adventurer.”
He approached the receptionist. A young woman, maybe in her twenties. Possibly even thirties.
“Oh, welcome—”
She glanced up and blinked.
“I, uh, you’re…”
“He’s a Gold Rank adventurer.”
A snappy voice came from behind the Cyclops. He glanced back, looking disapprovingly at the brown-haired [Mage].
“Zack, please be respectful to the receptionist. Yes, we are Gold Rank adventurers.”
Glancing back at the young woman, Jaakko offered her a kind smile.
“Please, we’re looking for some jobs around the area.”
“Uh, right.”
The receptionist hurriedly sifted through some documents as Zack scowled, crossing his arms. The man rubbed a finger over his nose and sniffed.
“Respect should be reciprocated.”
“Then no one would ever be respectful, Zack.”
Jaakko shook his head and turned away from his teammate. The receptionist glanced up a moment later, an apprehensive look on her face.
“This is for… independent adventurers, right? Or are you a part of the Remembered Order Company?”
“We are independents, yes.”
“Alright, these are the, uh, jobs available for you and your team. Thank you for coming to Trepus’ Adventurers Guild. Do you need help with anything else?”
She smiled nervously at Jaakko. He simply nodded, accepting the stack of sheets.
“Thank you, that is all.”
The pair of adventurers left the guild hall. A blonde woman waited for them just outside, her brows raised as she glanced between the both of them.
“Did Zack cause some trouble again?”
“Helen, you…”
Jaakko chuckled as both his teammates began to bicker. Helen, the brash but kind woman. Zack, the also brash but more practical man. Both were Human, and both had no qualms with Jaakko, a Cyclops, as their leader.
“Come on, both of you, let us return to our inn.”
It was not a long distance away. The place they were staying was only down the street from the Adventurers Guild. In the first place, Trepus was not a large city. It was one of the smaller cities in the Traith Kingdom. It was the westernmost country in the Eastern Kingdom Alliance. They mostly dealt with trade, with merchants bringing exotic spices and textile goods from the west to the east, while those in the east brought rare minerals and wood back to the west.
Sometimes, the few merchants who made it to the Dwarf lands and back alive would return with great inventions. Things that would sell for hundreds of platinum in the Human lands. They were an interesting Species, Dwarfs. Jaakko thought that they bore many similarities to his own kind. Not only did they tend to stay out of conflicts, they were also known for their abnormal strength, and unusually large size.
Although he heard that Dwarfs were even taller than the average Cyclops.
The party of adventurers returned to their room where they began to sort through all the jobs availabilities they had been given. They could’ve done it in the Adventurers Guild— it wasn’t a small branch, and the hall even served food and drinks, something atypical of the ones in smaller cities. However, they chose not to.
Frankly, Jaakko did find the stares to be slightly intrusive. And so did his teammates. As such, they were far more comfortable waiting in their room, where no one was likely to start a fight with them. It wasn’t something that happened often, however when it did, it never ended well for anyone involved.
Zack scoffed as he set down a piece of paper.
“These are all terrible jobs. Look— exterminate the Lair of Warp Wasps just five miles north for 5 gold coins? They’re Level 60! That’s far too little pay for that kind of a job.”
Helen nodded, pursing her lips.
“I hate to agree with Zack, but these are just… bad. Slay the Arctic Boar terrorizing the nearby villages? Escort a noble family through the Elutra Kingdom? These kinds of jobs are almost Platinum Rank, but the rewards are below average for a Gold.”
Jaakko narrowed his single eye as he picked up a job of his own.
Request: Investigate the Brilsum Ruins and slay the Archdemon that is said to be hiding there.
Reward: 100 gold coins.
That was the highest paying job they had been given. But it also was not a job for a Gold Rank.
“I heard a few teams of Platinum Ranks have already gone up to the Brilsum Ruins. None of them have returned.”
Helen spoke as she peered over the Cyclops’ shoulder. Zack sighed.
“Of course not. What level are Archdemons— 70, 100? A single team of Platinums won’t be able to take one down. We need Diamonds to do it.”
“Diamonds can’t just take a risky mission like this at a moment’s notice, Zack.”
She rolled her eyes.
“You spoke with Hadrian back in Viechester, didn’t you? The Valiant Dreamers only have a dozen Diamonds within their company. The Iron Champions may have more, but not much. These are some of the most powerful companies in the world.”
“Not as powerful as the Three Honorable Companies.”
“You’re right about that.”
Helen nodded as Jaakko neatly piled up the sheets of jobs into a stack. These kinds of back and forth between the Cyclops’ only two teammates were not uncommon. Especially when they mostly agreed, with some minor nuance separating their final conclusion.
“None of the Honorable Companies are that transparent about their numbers. However, do you really think each of them has more than a hundred Diamonds? The Vaun Qieur Empire is the largest country in the world, right now.”
“Human country.”
Jaakko coughed, his only input. He didn’t want to get involved, of course. Helen paused.
“Right— the largest Human country. But their Elite Swordsguard Forces barely number in the hundred, Zack. And I’m pretty sure that most of them are only in the low 100s. If this is what the Vaun Qieur Empire can muster up, then I highly doubt that the Honorable Companies could have that much more than them.”
Zack folded his arms.
“Well, the Vaun Qieur Empire has dozens of other Level 100s. They’re just non-combatants. I hear they have the highest leveled [Librarian] and [Gardener] in the world.”
Once again, Jaakko coughed. Zack didn’t correct himself, although he harrumphed, as if he got Jaakko’s point.
“That’s true, Zack.”
Helen leaned back on her chair.
“But that doesn’t make a difference. Finding a Level 100 anywhere in the world is rare. We’ve only seen three Diamonds before, even after a decade of adventuring.”
“We might see four Diamonds soon, if that girl keeps leveling as fast as she does.”
Zack didn’t say a name, but they all knew who he was talking about. Salvos. The silver-haired woman they met in the Silkfall’s Crevice Dungeon. She was barely Level 40 then, but she was over Level 70 the last time they spoke.
Jaakko found her rate of leveling to be admirable. Others would feel insecure— threatened that a random girl could possibly achieve in half a year what others take decades to accomplish. But there was no reason for Jaakko to feel this way. It simply motivated him to work harder.
Helen continued.
“And even if we count all the combat and non-combat Classes combined in the Vaun Qieur Empire, they most definitely don’t have more than a thousand Level 100s. The highest leveled known individual— Human, Jaakko— right now is the Watcher, and he’s in his 180s, the last I heard. Risking the life of a single Diamond Rank is not something a company, even if it’s the Forsaken Company or the Rising Veterans Company, is willing to do.”
Zack grumbled, sinking into his seat.
“That doesn’t mean they should just sit around and do nothing. If they’re so scared of dying, they should’ve just chosen another job. Pick a non-combat Class or something.”
Shaking her head, Helen spoke softly.
“Honestly, I do envy them. Fighting is… honestly tiresome. Yes, non-combat Class are harder to level, but that’s because it’s just safer, and doing new and different things for your Class is a lot simpler if you just have to fight a stronger monster.”
She tilted her head back slightly, crossing her arms.
“However, that’s the danger that comes with being an adventurer. That’s why we’re independents, right? If we’re in a company, the leaders will never risk a high level member in a risky mission, even if it means others could get hurt. No Diamond will go up to the Brilsum Ruins, just like no Gold will kill that Arctic Boar that’s terrorizing the nearby towns.”
Zack frowned.
“What are you saying?”
Jaakko smiled, getting to his feet.
“She’s saying that we have found our job.”
The Cyclops placed down a sheet of paper on the table, taken from the stack he had piled up.
“Kill the Arctic Boar.”
“For only 50 gold. Really?”
Zack stared at Jaakko. The Cyclops nodded.
“Yes. After all, we are independents, not members of a company, aren’t we?”
—--
Zack didn’t protest, although he begrudgingly followed after the two as they left the inn.
“At least let us stock up on some equipment before we do something so breathtakingly stupid.”
“We will—”
Jaakko paused right outside of the building as he spotted a crowd gathering just down the street. Zack blinked, and Jaakko furrowed his brows.
“What’s going on?”
“There’s a [Merchant]— not from around here. He looks like he came from further in the east.”
There was a collective groan, and those gathered around the [Merchant] slowly trickled away. Jaakko approached the caravan, followed by Helen and Zack. A passerby glanced up at Jaako, then snorted.
“Don’t be a fool, Cyclops. Your kind can’t possibly afford what’s being sold.”
Jaakko ignored the comment, although Helen and Zack glared at the man as he stalked away.
“Silvers.”
“They seriously have no respect, do they?”
Coming to a stop, they saw a young woman gesturing at a laid out mat full of gray weapons. A material Jaakko had never seen before. He wasn’t even sure if they were made of metal. There were all kinds of weapons— swords, spears, sickles, daggers, even kusarigamas. Bows made of similar materials were set down next to the blades, and staffs and wands too.
The [Merchant] smiled.
“Welcome, Gold Ranks. I am Ivonne, a humble [Merchant] who has returned from the northeast. I come bringing news and wares from the Elf lands.”
“News and wares?”
He exchanged a glance with Zack, and she shrugged.
“I’m not aware of anything that’s happened recently.”
“Oh, but there is. For the first time in a hundred years, Elves have appeared at our borders. They have clashed with the greatest [Warriors] of the Eastern Kingdoms, and their weapons have been salvaged, brought here by me.”
She spread a hand over the lain items.
“These were all crafted from the very fine eldergreen wood. Tall trees that are said to reach hundreds of feet in height, inhabited by the Elves living in their tundra. The material is durable, rivalling even the craft of Dwarfs. As you can see for yourself, everything here is of Medium Grade, even before enchantments.”
A smile appeared on her face as Jaakko peered down at the wares. Certainly, everything was as Ivonne said. He heard about such items before. It would definitely be useful to have such weapons on them.
“How much do these cost?”
“A hundred gold. Everything here is priced the same. Except for the arrows, of course. Those are merely 10 gold each.”
Zack sputtered.
“We barely even have a few hundred gold! That’s ridiculous! We should just leave!”
Helen nodded, turning around as well.
“Yeah, let’s look somewhere else, Jaakko… Jaakko?”
The Cyclops didn’t budge. He placed a finger on the kusarigama, so finely crafted, he thought it was the work of a master smith. There was a story he was told about the Elves. They were just like Humans. They often squabbled amongst themselves, rarely ever banding together to accomplish anything.
When Humankind was brought together under the banner of the Immortal King Alexander, the Elves were thoroughly defeated by the Humans. However, despite this, Jaakko was told by his parents that if Elfkind had a figure similar to Alexander, they’d have defeated even the combined strength of Humans.
And it was for a simple reason: eldergreen wood.
“I will take this.”
He produced a bag of coins, and Ivonne grinned.
“Why thank you, dear customer.”
She accepted the coin as Jaakko lifted the kusarigama up into the air.
“Solid. It’s real.”
“What are you doing, Jaakko?”
Zack stared at him, aghast.
“I simply used my own funds to purchase an item, Zack. One which I believe would be useful for taking down the Arctic Boar.”
“Yes, but…”
The man trailed off, and Helen took over.
“You’re not really one to exactly spend money often, you know? That’s just unusual. That [Merchant] didn’t use a Skill on you, did she?”
Jaakko paused.
“She did not.”
He spoke simply as he started past his teammates. There was a flash in his mind. Something that had stirred within him from earlier. Zack mentioned Salvos. How she had leveled so quickly— it drove the Cyclops. He wasn’t like the rest of his kind. He enjoyed competition. He was never a pacifist.
“I simply wish to reach Platinum Rank before the next time I see that girl, that is all.”
Helen and Zack looked at each other. The man leaned over and whispered.
“Does Jaakko have a crush or something?”
She elbowed him on the side.
“What is wrong with you? It’s none of our business!”




41. Pricks

“Take this!”
My voice was carried with the wind as I swung the Herald’s Brush with all my strength. It created a gust, a powerful whirlwind which amplified my words, creating an echo that resounded in my ears over and over again.
“Take— this— take— this—”
The fan-head of the artifact was overcome with an ethereal light. The air current spiraling wildly began to sharpen its path. What was nothing more than a blur before became more defined— I could see the strong gust cutting apart the distorted strands of mana that was the blight. And slowly, they wove back together in place, being restored back to what they once were.
“Ha! Take that!”
I pumped a fist in the air, repeating my cheer. The pressure on my shoulder slowly dissipated. My actions were no longer hindered by the foul spell that had corrupted the land. Glancing back at my companions, I grinned.
“Did you see that? I beat it up!”
The pair exchanged a look.
“We did, yes.”
“Good job, Salvos, you defeated nothing!”
“It’s not nothing!”
I sputtered and crossed two of my arms. I waved my remaining two hands through the air, tugging at the mana strands as if it was something he could see. He couldn’t.
“I cleared the blight.”
“And the blight isn’t a living thing. Also, you didn’t do it, the Herald’s Brush did.”
Daniel wore a straight face as he made his retort. I glared at him, but Edithe started past the both of us.
“You two can bicker as we walk. Come on, we have a long way to go.”
I followed after her with a scowl, sticking a tongue out at Daniel. He pointedly ignored me as we settled back into the Plaguelands, traversing through the dangerous, blight-filled zone of the dead. Except, now we had a way to combat its invasive blight.
I grinned as I clutched the Herald’s Brush tightly in one hand.
—--
Our journey back to Unarith was not as long or arduous as our trip to retrieve the treasures of the Scale Guard was. Not only were all of us higher leveled now, we also had two distinct advantages we didn't have before: the first was the obvious use of the Herald’s Brush to clear the blight whenever we fought, and the second was Daniel the [Hero].
“[Hero’s Slash]!”
The Human man sliced the bounding [Ghoul] in half. Its tough skin was sheared through ,just like that. Previously, I had thought that maybe my [Radiant Slash] was comparable to his [Hero]’s Skill, but I realized now just how much more powerful his was to mine.
I ripped apart a [Skeleton Warrior], and with a [Flame Burst], landed next to a group of [Skeleton Archers]. I spun around, [Barrage of Cinders] active as I sent the undead flying. An arrow whizzed past me. I barely ducked under it, only to see it flying straight back at me at thrice the speed.
I brought a hand out as an orb hovered into my palms. It shifted, morphing forms into my own bow and arrow. I danced around the oncoming projectile as it continued trailing after me, before firing a Refined Blazing Bolt back at it.
The two arrows clashed mid air. There was a spark— a flash of light from the collision. While my Refined Blazing Bolt was a powerful spell, these were Level 105 Skeletons. They were no pushovers.
I still managed to finish off the last of the [Skeleton Archers]. With Edithe’s help, I managed to get out of the battle taking little damage from them.
Defeated [Skeleton Warrior - Lvl. 105]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
…
Defeated [Skeleton Archer - Lvl. 104]!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up!
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 95] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 96]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
“Here you go.”
I handed the Herald’s Brush back to Daniel. The Human man placed a hand on it, frowning.
“Are you sure you want me to store it? It’d be a hassle, summoning it every single time we get into battle.”
“I already expended all of its uses today, so it’s fine.”
Waving a hand off, I gave him a reassuring nod. He shrugged, and the artifact vanished a mere second later.
While the Herald’s Brush was an Epic Grade Item, it had its limits too. I found that out a few days ago, when I tried to use it to clear a blight flower field, but its magic ran out. It wasn’t a per-use thing— rather, it depended entirely on how much blight it would have to clear.
Perhaps that was why it was considered inferior to the Totem of Incense. Its effects were temporary. Even if I purified a certain area now, the blight would slowly encroach back on it. It wasn’t the same with that fallen city we came from— that was likely the result of the Totem of Incense.
We pressed on, making our way back towards Unarith. It had been a week, and I only leveled once— mostly due to Daniel hogging all of the experience. The Human man no longer wore his Necklace of Obfuscation, and I finally got to see his level.
He was… lower leveled than me, as I expected. But much to my surprise, he was not that much higher leveled than Edithe.
[Hero - Lvl. 93]
In fact, considering Edithe’s currently level, he was right in the middle of Edithe and I.
[Mage - Lvl. 89]
Her progress since we arrived in the Plaguelands had been tremendous. However, especially recently, she was leveling at a rate that even I found impressive. That was unlike Daniel, who despite all his advantages, could barely keep up with me.
Since Edithe now knew that Daniel was a [Hero], I didn’t have to hold anything back when admonishing him.
She just laughed as she watched us exchange quips. Shaking her head, she muttered under her breath.
“A Demon and a [Hero]. Honestly…”
—--
We finally reached Unarith a few days later. I transformed back into my Mortal Form, taking the shape of a Kobold once more. I wrapped my tail around my waist, putting on the robes I had been given over my ripped Cloak of Shadows.
Well, at this point, it was no longer even a Cloak of Shadows; it was just some rags with a bit of residual magic left inside of it.
“This is… heavy.”
I held up the Totem of Incense, feeling my sharp teeth bite into my scales.
“Do I just carry this in?”
“Use this.”
Edithe handed me a Bag of Holding. I blinked.
“Can this even fit inside of it?”
“It can. I’ve emptied out most of everything I kept inside of it. Trust me.”
Dubiously, I tried fitting the Kobold-like totem into the mouth of the sack. Much to my surprise, it sank right in. It stretched unusually large before shrinking back to its regular size. I picked up the Bag of Holding, feeling its weight.
“Huh, it’s light.”
“If you study dimension magic, this is something you’ll be able to do too.”
I beamed as I hefted it over my shoulder.
“It’s a good thing that’s exactly what I’m planning to do then. I’ll be back soon!”
I left my companions, walking back to the small city. I saw its peaking towers, even from this distance. It was daytime. The vast, sprawling fields were lush, greener than when I had last been here. Was it because of the season? Daniel and Edithe told me crops grew better at different times of the year.
I roamed through the streets, searching for the Shrine of the Risen Dragons. I knew it was close to the center of the city, but I got distracted as I thought of Adan. I wanted to show him the Totem of Incense— maybe get his opinion, as a [Trader], of its worth.
It was a Mythical Grade artifact. I wanted to at least know what that meant. Alas, he left the city since I last saw him. So, I found Xidra no wiser than before.
Nav the [Warrior] led me to her. When I saw him, I greeted him respectfully, as a Kobold woman would. However, he needed a moment to gather himself first.
“I-Impossible. You’ve surpassed my level?”
He stared at me, almost cross-eyed. I bowed respectfully, keeping my voice neutral.
“I have risked my life and been through numerous life-and-death situations to carry out this task for the First Dragonling. I implore you, Nav the [Warrior], please let me speak with her.”
Sighing, he let me into the shrine. He brought me to Xidra’s room, although no one was there.
“Wait here.”
He spun around, leaving me alone. I had been here a few times before, however I never had the chance to properly poke about, investigating whatever I found interesting. When Xidra arrived, she caught me holding up a pendant, mid-[Identification].
I quickly placed it down and scurried back into my seat.
“Hi.”
I tried to act normal, although Xidra just let out a soft laugh.
“It is good to see you again so soon, Salvos the [Mage]. Although, it is slightly worrying too. How are your companions?”
“They’re fine— well, mostly fine. I think they were getting hungry when I left them. But once they have a stew cooking, they’ll be happy.”
“That is certainly reassuring.”
Xidra gave me a Kobold smile— tongue out, thin and long with a forked end. I returned the gesture, before holding up the Bag of Holding. 
“Here.”
Her eyes grew wide as I gestured at it.
“The Totem of—”
She quickly cut me off.
“Yes, your… haul.”
Xidra glanced warily around the room. There was no one else in here. I could tell— I think.
She walked up to me, placing a hand on the sack, lowering it back down. She spoke in a softer voice than before.
“May I take a peek, Salvos the [Mage]?”
“Sure.”
I nodded, a bit uncertainly. She opened the Bag of Holding, although she took nothing from it. She stared with round eyes at the object held within and gasped.
“You really have it.”
“That’s what I said…?”
Xidra closed the Bag of Holding shut, pushing it back into my arms. She held onto my clawed hand tightly.
“You have done well, Salvos the [Mage]. However, if I may make one more request from you, I would like you to keep it.”
“Keep it?”
“Yes, for now.”
She turned back, walking to the pendant I had been looking at. She picked it up, before handing it to me.
“Here.”
I accepted it— I was bewildered, but that didn’t stop me from just taking the item.
[Pendant of Greater Protection: High Grade Armor - A pendant enchanted with a Greater Protection spell.]
“Take this. It is your reward.”
“Wait, wasn’t our reward the Herald’s… the other thingy?”
I finally asked her, perplexed. Xidra nodded.
“That was your reward for completing your original task. However, now, I have a second one to ask from you.”
“To keep the Totem of Incense with me? But that’s easy!”
“It is not.”
Xidra took a deep breath.
“While you have been gone, Zix has spread word of your mission to the other shrines. He is trying to cause unrest, accusing the Risen Dragon’s for desecrating the legacy of the Scale Guardians by destroying their treasures.”
“Why don’t you just destroy it now then?”
“It is not possible— the Totem of Incense is a powerful artifact. It was crafted by some of the most gifted men and women of the past. Only Dragon flame can destroy it.”
“I know! You told me that before. And the Totem of Incense is Mythical Grade!”
I crossed my arms.
“Mythical Grade? Hm, perhaps it is even greater than I thought.”
The Kobold woman pricked a claw on her scales.
“Nevertheless, we cannot simply call upon Dragon flame at any time. A ritual needs to be carried out. We have to make the preparations necessary to do so.”
She spoke slowly, her gaze turned towards the ceiling.
“As such, I am asking for your help to keep the Totem of Incense safe. If Zix finds out it has been recovered, he will use any means necessary to acquire it. Even if it means calling upon all of the Cult of the Old Gods.”
I narrowed my eyes.
“So, what do I do?”
“Did anyone take note of your return to Unarith?”
I tried to recall if I felt anyone keeping an eye on me when I arrived. No such memories came to mind.
“I don’t think so?”
“Then that is good.”
Xidra placed a hand on my shoulder, speaking in a low voice.
“Return to your companions, Salvos the [Mage]. Leave the city discreetly. Do not be seen or followed. Lest Zix will realize that something is amiss.”
She ushered me to follow her, and I did. We left the room and headed down the spiral staircase, going further down until we were beneath the ground.
“May the Nexeus be saved— Salvos the [Mage], it is of utmost importance that you are not caught. Once we have the ritual prepared, Hoxle will find you. He shall lead you back to Unarith, and at that point, there will be nothing left Zix can do.”
We stopped as we reached a decorated double door— it was large. Almost too large for a Kobold to walk through. Maybe if it was used by Cyclopes, I would understand its size. But as a Kobold, I couldn’t see what the point of such a massive set of doors were for.
Xidra nodded at the guards standing adjacent to it, and they pulled it open.
“This is a secret exit, used by the Risen Dragon’s in the case of an emergency. Follow the tunnel, and it will bring you to a house closer to the edge of the city. We have [Cultists] stationed there at all times. They shall aid your escape.”
I stepped through into the tunnel, glancing back at the Kobold woman one last time.
“Just leave the city and wait. That’s it?”
“Yes.”
“And I get to keep this Pendant of Greater Protection?”
“Yes.”
She repeated herself. I tapped a finger on my chin, then grinned.
“Well, that’s simple enough.”
“I wish you the blessing of the Dragons, Salvos the [Mage].”
“Thanks, but I won’t need it.”
I waved at Xidra as she headed back up the stairs. When she was gone, all that was left for me to do was take my leave. I quickly equipped the pendant while I could, spreading a rippling aura through my body. The guards began to pull the doors shut, and I entered the tunnel. I took a step forward confidently— and felt a prick on my neck scales.
I frowned.
“Wait—”
But the double doors were slammed behind me. There were no handles for me to push— no way for me back into the shrine. I narrowed my eyes. Was that my imagination?
I shook the feeling off. The prickling sensation was gone. It was only for a brief moment, but I felt like….
Like I was being watched.
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I watched my back as I made my way out of Unarith. That sensation from before— the brief feeling that I was being spied on— did not return. I left the tunnel and found myself in a rather large house, surrounded by a small field. They gave me some directions— some robes to remain inconspicuous.
I gratefully accepted their help, and left the city without an issue. I hurriedly made my way through the rocky hills, until I saw the green forest canopy ahead. There was no one following me, I was almost certain of it. So, where did that feeling come from?
I met my companions as they were eating their meals. Edithe was having a stew made from some plants and mushrooms, while Daniel decided to eat some of the rations he had on him. And by rations, I meant a literal dish served in a restaurant.
“Where did you get that?!”
I pointed at the filleted fish, seasoned with a brown sauce. He gestured at the pen on his lap, and Edithe sighed.
“Apparently, he has a dozen fresh, expensive meals kept in his Dimensional Storage Unit. In case he ever craves some good food, he can just summon one and have it right away.”
I blinked.
“Huh. That is convenient.”
“It is. Yet he doesn’t want to share any with me.”
“Why not?”
I shot him a questioning look as I sat on my knees, kneeling as Kobolds did. If I wanted to pretend to be a Kobold, I had to get used to acting like one.
Daniel scowled.
“Don’t do this to me right now, Salvos. I don’t have much left, and I am starving, ok? Using my [Hero] Skills isn’t as simple as you think— it’s very draining. And the Plaguelands isn’t really the nicest place to be in. Everywhere I go, I smell rotting flesh. I just want a nice, decent meal to relax.”
“You could share some with her, at least.”
He drew his lips into a thin line. Glancing over at Edithe, he hesitated for a moment. The red-haired woman tried to avert her gaze, pretending to be apathetic to the food. Finally, his guilty conscience won out and he offered her a slice of the fish.
“Here.”
She gobbled it down without saying a word. I stared at her in disgust, and Daniel blinked. She lightly covered her mouth with a hand, letting out a soft cough.
“Um, thank you.”
“Right… you're welcome.”
With that settled, I explained the situation to my companions. They were surprised to hear that I still had the Totem of Incense on me. I showed them the Bag of Holding, nodding.
“Yep. She asked me to take care of it for now. While she sets up the ritual for Dragon flame.”
“Dragon flame, huh?”
Edithe rubbed her chin. Daniel and I exchanged a glance.
“I’ve only heard about Dragons in my world as a… mythical creature. As in, it doesn’t exist.”
“The first time I heard about them was in Unarith.”
I shrugged. We faced Edithe.
“Do you know anything about it?”
“I… do. And honestly, what I know about Dragons here isn’t too dissimilar from what Daniel said.”
“You mean this world doesn’t have Dragons?”
Daniel raised a brow. She chewed her lips uncertainly.
“That’s what I used to think— I mean, there are stories. Tales that came during the Kobold invasions of the past. But they were mostly heard from prisoners. Kobolds we had taken captive, who cursed Humans, claiming that their Old Gods would smite our Species for our sins, delivering divine retribution to all of Humankind.”
“And did that ever happen?”
I leaned forward, almost excited.
“No.”
“Aw.”
I deflated. Edithe rolled her eyes, ignoring my disappointment.
“We’ve never seen a Dragon before. We’ve only heard about their kind from Kobolds, and I’ve only read about it in history books. So, I never really thought much about it. However, if these Dragons really exist, then this Dragon flame has to be a powerful spell. Grand magic, even.”
“Well, that makes sense, doesn’t it? Any magic that can destroy a Mythical Grade artifact has to be super powerful!”
“That’s not necessarily true.”
Edithe shook her head, and Daniel agreed. He held up his hand, summoning my blue jacket. I had given it to him to keep when I left for Unarith. I didn’t want to stand out, after all.
“This is a Unique Grade artifact, Salvos. And honestly, it isn’t really special.”
“Other than the fact that it repairs itself over time— without using any mana from me.”
I folded my arms, giving him a flat look. Edithe nodded.
“Daniel’s right. It really isn’t that special. Not for a Unique Grade artifact. The only thing that stands out about it is how it draws in mana from its surroundings. Otherwise, that’s a simple restoration spell. Nothing out of the ordinary.”
I scowled. I knew they weren’t insulting me, but I couldn’t help but feel offended on behalf of my blue jacket. It was mine, so it had to be special! Sure, it belonged to Daniel just a year ago. He did bring it from his world. However, it was mine now! And I was going to take good care of it.
Snatching the blue jacket from Daniel, I cradled it gently in my arms, protectively covering it like it was a Human baby.
“There, there.”
I whispered. Edithe chuckled, pulling out the Totem of Incense. She placed it down on the ground, steadying it so that it was standing upright. It was white— whatever color it once had faded away with time. Patting it on the shoulder, she began to explain.
“This is
an example of an artifact that befits its status. I’ve never heard of such magic that could not just destroy the blight, but repel it in its entirety. It’s Mythical Grade, yes, but it can even be considered a higher grade.”
She left the statue behind, walking to my sack. She produced a piece of parchment, gesturing at it.
“On the other hand, this Runic Scroll of Starfall— it’s something I know should be a higher grade than it is. Perhaps the reason why it’s considered High Grade and not Mythical is because it’s a one-time use item.”
I felt my jaw drop.
“Really?”
“Yes. At least, if I’m reading its enchantments right, I believe the destruction it would cause is superior to most High Grade artifacts out there.”
The red-haired woman pointed at the new pendant hanging around my neck.
“That Pendant of Greater Protection Xidra gave you is a better example of what a normal High Grade artifact is supposed to be like.”
I narrowed my eyes.
“You mean it isn’t special?”
“It certainly does what it says it does. You can even test it out, if you want.”
I glanced over at Daniel. The Human man was listening from the side— well, he was pretending to listen. In reality, he was extremely focused on finishing his meal peacefully.
“Hey, Daniel.”
He raised his head, mouth full of fish, and made a noise.
“Mmph?”
“Punch me.”
I tapped my chest, and he blinked. Daniel quickly chewed and swallowed whatever food was in his mouth, before rubbing his ears.
“Excuse me, could you repeat that?”
“I said: punch me. With all your strength. That means don’t hold back at all!”
“But why would I—”
I stepped up to him, pressing my face up to his.
“Just do it!”
He scratched his chin, a bit unsure.
“If you say so…”
Daniel raised a fist and struck my chest; the impact knocked me back— it sent me stumbling. However, I didn’t fly back like I expected myself to. And the punch didn’t even hurt that bad. It was like his blow was softened, blocked by something separating us.
There wasn’t even a flash… I walked back up to Daniel, crossing my arms.
“Harder.”
“Are you sure—”
I glared at him, and he sighed.
“Fine.”
This time, Daniel steeled himself. He took a step back, pulling his fist back before thrusting it forward. I could tell he put more strength into this. It wasn’t a half-hearted hit like before. The thudding blow sent me flying back to a tree. There was a flicker of white aura— the same shimmer I saw whenever my Ring of Lesser Protection was damaged.
And yet, I got back to my feet unharmed.
“Huh.”
I dusted myself off, then grinned.
“You’re so weak, Daniel! You didn’t even leave a scratch!”
He didn’t hear the remark. He was too busy wincing, shaking his hand as if in pain.
“That… that felt like punching a brick wall. Except, I can probably smash past a brick wall without a problem. That… what was that?
I stuck my tongue out at him— a Kobold smile, but a Human insult.
“Maybe if you had been paying attention you would know!”
Edithe smiled as she approached me.
“Salvos isn’t wrong—”
He glowered, muttering to himself. 
“...why are both of you against me now?”
The red-haired woman gestured at the Pendant of Greater Protection.
“The reason why you feel some pain from punching her is because of the Greater Protection enchantment. It reflects some of the damage she would otherwise receive back to the attacker. Most high leveled [Mages] learn the spell because of how useful it is in combat. Although, I’m sure they’d prefer a pendant that does the same thing. The spell itself is rather costly in terms of mana upkeep.”
“Woah.”
I gasped, staring down at the little necklace with admiration, while Daniel rubbed his hand with a groan. Beaming, I looked up to Edithe.
“That’s awesome!”
“That’s what High Grade artifacts should do. It’s the kind of equipment those at Level 100 carry. Of course, as I said, the grade of an artifact doesn’t always relate to its usefulness. Your Unique Grade jacket is an example of that.”
I hugged the blue jacket defensively.
“What do you have against my jacket?!”
“Nothing. I’m just using it as an example.”
“Why can’t you use something else?”
I snuggled it back inside my sack, where it would be safe from her insults. Edithe cast her gaze around, before stopping at the Totem of Incense. She had a thoughtful look.
“If the Totem of Incense is an example of an artifact that is possibly above its grade, then I guess the Herald’s Brush is the opposite. It should be a High Grade artifact at most, honestly. There are known spells used by [Priests] that can clear the blight temporarily— and with what I’ve seen of the Herald’s Brush so far, I don’t think it’s very impressive.”
“Huh.”
I tilted my head up towards the sky, picking at my scales with a clawed finger. An idea popped in my head.
“If the Totem of Incense is that amazing, why don’t we just keep it and run—”
“Absolutely not.”
Edithe retorted before I could even finish.
“Xidra has done a lot to help all of us, Salvos. There are many things I’d like to learn about Kobolds. I’ve… changed a lot of things since I met you. And I do not wish to betray her trust. That’d just be wrong.”
“I know, I know. I was joking…”
I pouted, plopping myself back down on the ground. Shaking her head, she stored the Totem of Incense back in the Bag of Holding and placed it next to her bedroll.
“It’s hard to tell with you, sometimes, you know?”
—--
There wasn’t much for us to do once the discussion ended. Daniel and Edithe wanted to simply relax— the Human man in particular was strongly in favor of it. And it was not like we could just return to the Plaguelands.
Maybe Hoxle could track us down even if we were that far away from Unarith, but there were a few risks. Could he even survive the undead there? He was a [Diviner]. That meant he didn’t have a combat Class. Maybe he could fight. But not as effectively as someone with a combat Class would.
It wasn’t really a risk I wanted to take either, so I agreed with my companions’ decision to sit and wait for Xidra to call for us. They went about their usual activities— Edithe did some reading and taught me some new concepts about magic, while Daniel wrote in his diary and shared some stories from his world with us. I had almost forgotten about the events of the day when night fell, and they went to sleep.
However, the prickling sensation— the same one that always told me that I was being watched— returned. I stood up, narrowing my eyes. I thought the feeling would disappear after a moment, but it didn’t. This is…
I frowned, beginning to grow alert. I conjured my Star Forge and called out to my companions.
“Daniel, Edithe—”
And a pair of ethereal, glowing chains shot out at me, wrapping itself around my arms and my jaw, cutting me off before I could finish.
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Glowing, almost translucent chains wrapped around me. I fell to the ground, trying to speak, but found my mouth muzzled by the same magical chains holding me down. I struggled, trying to get back up, finding the bindings to be too strong to break.
I let out a muffled noise as I watched figures creep through the trees. They were short— with clawed hands. It was obvious. They were Kobolds.
How? the thought crossed my mind in a panic. Then I remembered the feeling. The prick on my neck scales as I left the shrine. I was in a tunnel. In an enclosed space. I was certain no one was there. So, how did these Kobolds find me?
As the Kobolds drew closer, there was a stirring. Edithe sat up— did the thud from my fall wake her up? Daniel was still sleeping. It was just her. She opened her mouth and raised her staff, but another set of chains shot out.
They came from a Kobold at the back. He had a crooked stick— not a staff, per se. It almost looked like he was using it to help him walk. I glanced around, identifying each of the Kobolds approaching us.
That Kobold with the stick— a [Cultist]— was the highest leveled of the group. He was Level 104, and he had a single horn jutting out of his head, like a jagged spike. He turned to another Kobold— a [Rogue], the second highest leveled at Level 103.
“You… Tarba, you never told me she had allies with her.”
“I was under the impression she was alone, Res the [Cultist]. It seems I was incorrect.”
“And with Humans too? Disgusting.”
Res spat in the direction of Edithe. It seemed that their casual conversation finally woke Daniel up. The Human man sat up, scratching the side of his head, almost in a daze.
“W-wha…?”
He blinked, and was immediately bound in the same chains as Edithe and I. I rolled my eyes as I saw how easily he was apprehended.
Res grimaced.
“You are fortunate there were only three of them, lest my Skills will be beyond its limits.”
I narrowed my eyes. Then I focused on the wisp of flame hovering over me. I still had control over it, which was good. Alright, now grow dimmer.
I could control its shape and its form, after all. Making it smaller was no arduous task for me. I remained unmoving on the floor, lying in wait as the Kobolds walked around the encampment.
“It appears there is no one else on the premises.”
Tarba surmised after a few moments. He glanced down at me and my companions, fixing us with a hateful gaze.
“A Kobold working with Humans? How shameful.”
“Not just any Human. A [Hero]. One from another world. This is not just any form of heresy. It is heresy of the highest order!”
Res’ voice rose as he walked past me. I gritted my teeth. Just a little closer. He turned and started in the other direction.
“To think that the Risen Dragons are working together with Humans… that they have a [Hero] on their side…”
He trailed off as Tarba loomed over Daniel, raising a claw.
“Let’s kill the [Hero] and get this over with. Then we shall deal with their heresy when we return.”
“No.”
Res shook his head. His footfalls slowly approached me; I held still, listening intently to their conversation.
“We shall bring them back— the High Zealot will want to question them. And they shall serve as proof of the Risen Dragons’s heresy.”
He loomed over me— his scales were a lime green. Dirty. Like a plant that had been exposed in the blight for a day. He raised a hand, placing it on the side of my face. And I smiled.
“Now, be a good girl and—”
A flaming spear struck him in his chest. It lashed out in an instant, boring through his robes, eliciting a guttural scream from his mouth. He stumbled back, clutching at his bleeding chest. Tarba started forward as Res reached for the flaming spear, but it shifted.
It grew into a pair of chains that went straight for his neck. Res fell to the ground, gasping for his breath as more Kobolds rushed to his side. I felt myself growing frustrated. Die already, will you?
They tried to pull the chains off him, but they failed. It burned them. Seared their scales. Tarba was slowly heading my way as I focused on strangling Res. Aren’t you a [Cultist]? Why do you have such high [Vitality]?!
Tarba’s foot landed right to the left of my cheeks. He raised his claw, a twisted look on his face. And there was a clatter. The sound of metal breaking. A Human man’s voice drew the [Rogue]’s attention.
“How—”
“[Aura of the Sentinel]!”
A brilliant glow filled my peripheral vision. Daniel rushed at Tarba, barely missing him with a swing.
The [Rogue] leapt back, joining the other Kobolds as they finally pried Res free of the chains. He got up with a cough. As they did that, Daniel struck down with his blade, breaking my bindings as well.
I hurried to my feet, glaring his way.
“If you could’ve just done that, why didn’t you do it immediately?!”
I sputtered, pointing an accusing clawed finger at his face. He raised his sword and readied himself.
“I… couldn’t. Not until I used [Will of the Hero].”
I groaned.
“Then what took you so long?”
“I just woke up, alright? It took me a moment to understand what was going on!”
“Whatever— just free Edithe, alright?”
He nodded, running past me for the red-haired woman lying prone on the ground. Res pointed a finger at Daniel, his eyes burning with rage.
“Kill him!”
“No you won’t!”
I stepped between Daniel and the Kobolds. There were a dozen of them. Each of them were at least Level 90. Some of them were Level 95, and only Res and Tarba were over Level 100. Even if most undead were horde monsters— even if a Level 90 Skeleton couldn’t compare to a Level 90 Kobold. It didn’t matter.
I might have been wearing this body right now, but I was a Demon.
“[Flaming Breath]!”
The cone of blue flames spewed forth, like a tide washing over the land. It sent the Kobolds back. They scattered around it, avoiding the fire as they bounded after me. The first to reach me was Tarba.
He first tried to claw at my face, which I easily dodged. But after a quick spin, he produced a dagger. I saw a green gleam on its tip, and I knew to avoid it no matter what. I clinked my boots together, activating the effects of the Greaves of the Wanderer.
With a [Flame Burst], I backed away from Tarba in an instant. He didn’t even have time to react. I raised a clawed hand, conjuring another Star Forge. The [Rogue] came at me once more, but this time he couldn’t even reach me.
The blazing orb took shape as my body was engulfed in [Ember Core]. From the corner of my eye, I saw Daniel pulling Edithe up and freeing her as well. A group of Kobolds had split off from me and were surrounding them. And beyond that was Res.
He was standing off to the side. The biggest threat here. He must have Skills specialized in capturing powerful targets. I knew he was dangerous. So, I did the only thing that was logical.
I loosed a Refined Blazing Bolt his way. The [Cultist] didn’t even see it coming. It zipped past my companions and the Kobolds surrounding the pair. It left a trail of white flames on the ground, before piercing him through his sides. He screamed right as Tarba appeared to my back.
“Wha—”
“[Shadow Step]. Now die—”
I tried to pull away, but he was too close for me to properly react. He stabbed me in the stomach— and I grinned.
There was a flash of light. A shimmering aura protected me. The Kobold’s eyes widened
as I grabbed him by the forearm.
“My turn. [Radiant Slash]!”
I aimed for his head, of course. But he was quick. The attack ripped his arm off. He leapt back, whimpering as the limp limb fell to the ground with a thud. I followed up with a flurry of [Barrage of Cinders], but the other Kobolds barred my path. They intercepted me, meeting me five-on-one.
I bared my teeth— and made sure to stick out my tongue, smiling in a Kobold way at them. After all, how else would I let them know that I wasn’t even worried about them?
My Star Forge darted around me, almost like it was circling me over and over again, as I met these Kobolds in straight combat. The spell didn’t even take the form of a weapon at times— it simply splattered over them, like a wave of splashing flames, burning at their scales, taking them out one by one.
They tried to fight. They managed to break through my [Ember Core]. But there was another protection that was too much for them to handle. The Pendant of Greater Protection— it absorbed their strikes, almost hurting them too, letting me finish them off.
They fell one after another. They weren’t weak. They were tough. Maybe even tougher than the Level 100 [Skeleton Warriors] and [Skeleton Archers]. Alas, I could take on over a dozen of the Skeletons by myself, even if I was in my Mortal Form. And that was before taking into account all the artifacts I was currently using.
It was only after I slayed four of the Kobolds did the last one turn to run. But I was not going to let him escape. He had attacked me. They had tried to kill me and my companions while they were asleep. So, I pointed at the ground.
“Kneel.”
He did as he was told. I slowly sauntered over to his side and I created an axe. He quivered, before I chopped off his head with a single clean swing. I walked past his body. The effects of my greaves finally dissipating. I cast my gaze back to my companions— it seemed they didn’t hold back either.
Daniel used his [Hero’s Slash], and Edithe finished the last of them with her [Arrow of the Flame Elemental]. All that was left was Tarba. I searched for him amongst the bodies, before spotting a figure running in the distance.
Edithe began conjuring a [Lighting Orb] and called out to me.
“Don’t let him escape!”
“Got it!”
I dashed after Tarba as she hurled the projectile his way. He somehow sensed it coming, spinning around and striking it mid air. It exploded into sparks which showered the grass, setting it ablaze. My feet put out the small fire as I ran after him.
I was just barely managing to keep up with [Flame Burst]. That was, until he turned into a blur. It was like he was leaving behind a trail of smoke. Or perhaps it was what was propelling him forward. He vanished behind the trees as I grinned.
“Oh, do you want to race, huh? Fine. [Self Haste]!”
The world blurred around me. I sped after him, keeping pace— no, moving even faster than he was. He craned his neck back, staring at me in shock as each [Flame Burst] closed the gap between us.
He leapt up into a tree branch, suddenly shifting course, and I followed after. I tugged at the Star Forge keeping pace with me, creating an extended piece of chain. Tarba tried to repeat that trick a few more times. He took sharp turns— ones that would put me off.
But when he repeated it the third time, I tossed the chain forward. It didn’t have to touch him. He saw it coming, and tried to dodge out of the way. He was so focused on not getting caught, he didn’t even realize what was attached to the flaming chains.
“Sickle Grenade.”
The blast sent him flying. I crashed into him mid air, grabbing him in a tight hug. He struggled as we tumbled back to the ground, rolling over bushes and sharp shrubbery.
“You heretic! I will kill you! “
Targa struggled and shouted. I said nothing in response. I only opened my mouth a moment later, releasing a [Flaming Breath]. The fire burned him, finally shutting him up as he fell, dead.
“You’re noisy. It’s late at night— don’t you have any decency to all the sleeping Humans?”
I murmured under my breath, getting back to my feet.
When I returned to my companions, I saw them moving the bodies of the Kobolds around. Daniel was, as expected, looting their corpses. Edithe, however, was standing over the [Cultist]. She called out to us.
“Hey, guys, I think he’s still alive.”
We approached her, and sure enough, Res was still twitching on the ground. Daniel crossed his arms.
“What do we do with him?”
“I say we kill him.”
I piped up from the side. I created a scythe, swinging it over my head. My companions exchanged a glance. But before they could speak, a weird sound interrupted them. It sounded like rapid, pained breaths. Whimpering? No— it was… laughing?
That was right. Res was laughing as he turned over on the ground, facing us with a crazed look.
“You fools— the only person who is going to be killed are you three.”
“What are you talking about? We beat you.”
Frowning, I held the scythe over his head. He held up a scroll, tucked beneath his sleeves. It was slowly burning up— the parchment being eaten by fire, turning to ash.
“I have sent a [Message] to the High Zealot. Zix the [Warrior] knows about your heresy, girl. He knows about what the Risen Dragons are planning to do. Everyone in Unarith shall know that you aren’t a true Kobold. That you have betrayed your kind. And you shall be punished accordingly.”
Daniel and Edithe shared a panicked look. The red-haired woman took a step back.
“Fuck, then that means they know we’re here?”
The Human man drew his lips into a thin line.
“I… what do we do, Salvos? We may have to leave.”
“But Xidra’s request—”
Edithe bit her lower lip, not finishing what she was going to say. Res was laughing maniacally so hard, he began to cough. Shaking my head, I walked past them and lowered my scythe. 
“That’s going to be problematic for the two of you, huh?”
I glanced back at my companions. Then I turned back to Res. He stuck his tongue out at me— and I knew he was mocking me.
“And punishment? That sounds tough. I wouldn’t want to be punished. So…”
I bared my teeth at him.
“It’s a good thing I’m not a Kobold then, right?”
He blinked as my form changed. His mouth hung open— and I bit his head off.
Defeated [Shroudstalker - Lvl. 103]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
…
Defeated [Protector Cultist- Lvl. 104]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up!
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 96] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 97]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up!
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 97] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 98]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!




44. The Truth

We gathered the bodies of all the Kobolds that assailed us that night and buried them. Well, first we took their loot. And then we buried them.
They didn’t have too many valuable things which we could use; some of them had protection artifacts, or weapons that inflicted extra damage. I had no use for them, especially since I could create my own blades that were just as powerful— or even more powerful— than what they had.
And it was not like I could layer protection artifacts on top of each other— for example, now that I had a Pendant of Greater Protection, the effects of my Ring of Lesser Protection were basically nullified. According to Daniel, this was because stacking enchantments was not possible. If it were, someone could buy a dozen Ring of Lesser Protections and wield them all to match a Pendant of Greater Protection.
Considering the price of both in the market... I did not know the price of either in the market.
So, while my companions were busying themselves, sorting out what they got. I focused on my Status.
I was Level 98, getting close to Level 100. At that point, I would not only evolve once more— into an Archdemon— but also get a Class. Edithe said that I would simply start from Level 10 with the Class. I was likely going to get [Mage] or some kind of basic variation of it.
Although, since I had accomplished many different feats, it was possible I would get a rarer, more specialized Class that was befitting of me. Whether or not it would lead towards becoming a [Space Mage] was uncertain.
Those were things to think about later. For now, I focused on my current Stats and Skills. While I did end up winning the race against that [Rogue], Tarba, I struggled to keep up with him. Even if the Greaves of the Wanderer helped against fast opponents, it was not something I could use very often.
I have also been neglecting my [Wisdom] as of late. So, the only two Stats I raised were [Agility] and [Wisdom]. As for Skill Points, I raised [Ember Core] to its max, spending the remaining points on [Passive - A Hunter’s Sense].
It was my last Skill, and I felt like it was close to being maxed out as well. I wondered if it had been maxed out, I’d have been able to notice whoever was it that stalked me back to my companions. Or was I even followed? Perhaps that simply tracked me down.
If they had a decent level [Diviner] or [Tracker], it really wasn’t that difficult to find me so close to the city.
Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)
Species: [Greater Demon of Pride]
Subspecies: [Asura Changeling] - Lvl. 98
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 6
[Identification] - Lvl. 5
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1
[Racial Skill: Mortal Form] - Lvl. 4
[Rest] - Lvl. 4
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 2


[Title Skill: Zealous Call] - Lvl. 3
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 100 (+5)
[Strength]: 80 (+5)
[Endurance]: 88 (+5)
[Wisdom]: 142 (+5) (+6)
[Agility]: 201 (+5)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 0]
[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 30 (Maxed)


[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)


[Ember Core] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Flame Burst] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)


[Flaming Breath] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)


[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)


[Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)


[Self Haste] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)


[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 9
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
I returned to my companions once I was done sorting out my Status. They had piled up every artifact they found that could be of use or sold. The others were disposed of with the bodies.
I sifted through the rings and amulets— the swords with sharpening enchantments and the daggers coated with poison. I didn’t need those. I needed something magical or protective. Or something that helped me move faster.
Unfortunately, I only found two things of use for me. The first was a staff. It was what Res had on him. The [Cultist] doubled it as both a walking stick and a medium for casting magic. And apparently, it was quite effective at doing the latter.
[Cane of Retribution: Medium Grade Weapon - Significantly enhances the effects of a spell. Can be used three times a day.]
I considered taking this for myself. However, I knew how much more Edithe needed such an item, so I put it aside. And that left… this. Whatever it was.
[Dreaded Goblet: High Grade Equipment - Used in rituals to call upon the wisdom of the Old Gods.]
I stared at the artifact. It looked like an oddly shaped cup. I placed a clawed finger inside of it, finding that its insides were clean. It had a metallic surface, although its color was a dark green. Not something I saw often in metals.
Maybe this is that metal that Humans think are rare. What was it called again? Ori… orical… oricalculus?
That was close enough.
I turned to my companions, raising the Dreaded Goblet.
“This! I want this!”
The pair exchanged a glance. Edithe shrugged, and Daniel waved a hand off dismissively.
“Sure. You can keep it.”
“Yay!”
I exclaimed, holding up the Dreaded Goblet. I was curious what kind of wisdom the Old Gods— or Dragons, as they called it— would bestow upon me. Was it a boost to my magic? Or was it some kind of great knowledge? Maybe it was something that I could use to learn everything I needed to master interplanar travel and find Haec!
With those happy thoughts in my head, I pocketed the Dreaded Goblet, keeping it in my own personal sack of belongings as my companions divided up the rest of the loot. Edithe took the Cane of Retribution, while Daniel kept a poisoned dagger for himself.
It wasn’t something he truly needed— however, if he ever lost his long sword, he would at least have something to fight with.
Now that was all that settled, it was time to proceed with our next course of action.
“What do we do now?”
I finally asked my companions. This time, neither Daniel nor Edithe made a visible reaction. In fact, they didn’t respond, waiting for the other one to speak. I crossed my arms— I only had two, since I was still in my Kobold form.
“Now that this annoying Zix knows we’re here, we can’t just wait around for him to send more Kobolds after us, right?”
“But Xidra’s requisition—”
Edithe started, but bit her lower lip, cutting herself off.
“I understand that you want to help Xidra. She’s my friend too! However, if we stay here, we’ll be in a lot of trouble.”
“Salvos is right.”
Daniel nodded, stepping up beside me.
“For all we know, this Zix might be coming after with a small army of high-leveled bodyguards right now. We need to at least move our camp to somewhere safer.”
The red-haired woman was conflicted. Rightfully so. Not only did she owe her life to Xidra, they had gotten along in the brief moments they had with each other. But logic prevailed in the end.
“Fine, we’ll relocate.”
Edithe sighed, picking up her belongings.
“However, we’re not fleeing. We aren’t going to shirk our responsibilities. We made a promise, and we’re going to keep it.”
“Of course.”
I gave her a reassuring nod.
—--
The three of us found a cave by the side of a mountain a bit away from the forest. We chose this place as our hiding spot as it was much harder for anyone to get the jump on us with only a single entrance to our camp. Plus, we had a better view of our surroundings at this elevated ground.
I could stand guard and catch anyone who was approaching the cave from the rolling hills of gray below.
It was still night time. The sun hadn’t risen just yet. But my companions have decided to forego sleep. Apparently, their precious nap time was less important to them than their lives.
I was glad that they at least got their priorities straight on that front.
It was a little bit after the sun rose when I spotted the speck in the distance; it was a little black mark in the blue sky above. I saw it approaching us rapidly, and I narrowed my eyes.
“I think we have company!”
I readied a Refined Blazing Bolt. There was plenty of time to prepare, so I enhanced it further, until its flames were white. The approaching speck soon became clearer as my companions came to my side— I narrowed my eyes as I could finally make out what it was.
“That’s… Hoxle!”
Daniel and Edithe both blinked. They squinted, leaning forward, trying to make out the flying Kobold. The red-haired woman frowned.
“You’re right— wait, Salvos, what are you doing?”
I nocked the arrow on the fiery bowstrings, not glancing at Edithe.
“I’m going to shoot him down before he can crash on us!”
Daniel nodded, approving. But the red-haired woman stopped me from shooting the bow, stepping in front of me, blocking my way.
“Edithe, get out of the way! Aw, he’s already here.”
Hoxle the [Diviner] made an uncharacteristic entrance by landing lightly on just ahead of us. His feet touched the ground with a soft sound— not the usual smash and tumble he always did.
He stepped forward, a serious look on his face.
“Salvos the [Mage], Edithe the [Mage], and Daniel the [Warrior].”
Edithe and I stopped our bickering, and Daniel crossed his arms. I stared at the Kobold man.
“Hoxle the [Diviner], is something the matter?”
I could make a guess about what had likely occurred in Unarith— Zix received the missive from the dead [Cultist], and was probably trying to stir some trouble up for the Risen Dragons.
I was right.
Hoxle explained that the Scale Sentinels were gathering an army to scour the plains beyond Unarith for us. They were willing to search every nook and cranny we could be hiding in to slay us and retrieve the treasures of the Scale Guardians.
“And they are not alone. They have found allies amongst other factions— the Hollow Claws, the Sacred Fangs— those that belong to the Cult of the Gods. They will do everything in their power to kill all three of you.”
“So, what do we do then?”
“Xidra the [Herbalist] no longer wishes to burden you with her responsibilities.”
I stared at Hoxle, defiant.
“We want to help her. She’s our friend.”
Edithe stepped up beside me, although Daniel was a little less enthused about it than us. The Kobold man shook his head.
“She expected that. That is why she sent me here. To bring you to her.”
Before any of us could ask the obvious questions, he began to elaborate.
“Firstly, she would like to take the burden of protecting the Totem of Incense before its destruction off your shoulders. It was a mistake of her to pass it onto you— her fear was her own undoing.”
Hoxle almost seemed to scowl as he spoke— perhaps he and Xidra had clashed about this before. I could see the sparks.
“Secondly, she would be able to offer you protection in Unarith. The Scale Sentinels won’t be able to act so freely against another faction. Especially one as influential as the Risen Dragons. Now that you’ve been discovered, there’s no point in keeping up a blanket of secrecy when it would only be to your detriment. We’ll be able to delay whatever actions the Scale Sentinels will take so that you can escape without being hunted. Even fool them into thinking you’re still in the city when you’re long gone. There are plenty of things we can do to aid you.”
My companions and I exchanged a look. Leaving Unarith without an army chasing after us sounded quite nice.
“Lastly—”
Hoxle’s gaze glazed over me. He glanced between the two Humans. There was apprehension in his voice as he continued.
“Xidra would like to speak to both of you about the truth.”
“The truth?”
Edithe blinked. She turned to Daniel who seemed just as confused as her.
“What truth are you talking about?”
The Kobold man sighed.
“The truth about the end of the world.” 




45. Revelations

We approached the city of Unarith from high above. The peaking minarets— towers that reached for the skies— looked like thin sticks poking out of the ground from this height. I felt the wind blowing on my face, and saw the sky like an ocean above me.
I had never actually seen the ocean; the most I saw was a portrait of it, hanging on the wall of an inn or a tavern. I have seen lakes— other bodies of water. But never the ocean itself.
Edithe told me that it was a beautiful sight: when the sun set over the line where the sky met the sea, an orange glow reflected off the water surface, sparkling, glittering like gold. I wasn’t infatuated with gold as Humans were. I didn’t see the value in it, other than when I was pretending to be a Princess.
However, I certainly thought that the vast sights to behold in the Mortal Realm were far more captivating than the blandness of the Netherworld. Everything about it was the same. Meanwhile, everywhere I went in the Mortal Realm, I would experience new things.
Like right now, I was experiencing flight for the first time. And so were my companions. The three of us were being carried by Hoxle into Unarith. He lifted me from under my arms while Daniel and Edithe clung onto his legs; he could have just carried us all in a hug, but it was too uncomfortable for him.
He didn’t enjoy too much physical exposure with others.
“So, Hoxle…”
Daniel started, right as we began our descent to the Shrine of the Risen Dragons. The Kobold glanced lazily down at the Human man, his flight uninterrupted, his wings continuing their loud flapping behind him.
“Did the Scale Sentinels mention anything else about us? Any… specifics about our Classes or Levels?”
“Nope. Whatever missive they got must have been short— the Scale Sentinels don’t seem to know anything beyond where you were located, and that you were Humans working with our faction.”
“Well, that’s good.”
The [Hero] adjusted something around his neck. His Necklace of Greater Obfuscation. He equipped it after the sneak attack last night. I didn’t mind if he kept his Class secret from Xidra or Hoxle— they may have been my friends, but they weren’t his companions.
We arrived at the Shrine of the Risen Dragons soon after. Hoxle didn’t crash by some miracle, instead gently letting us off under its domed roof. Xidra stood there, waiting for us, her hands hidden behind her back.
“Salvos the [Mage], Edithe the [Mage], and Daniel the [Warrior], it is a pleasure to see you all again. Although, the circumstances are less than ideal.”
I returned the greeting just as a Kobold would. While it was now known that I was working with Humans, I wanted to maintain the guise of being a Kobold. Especially since more eyes would be fixed on me than ever before, and I may not even know it.
“Xidra the [Herbalist], I apologize for the situation we’re in. I take full responsibility for the problems that have risen overnight.”
I didn’t actually believe that. It just seemed like the appropriate thing to say. Xidra gestured for us to follow— Hoxle included— as she headed down the stairs.
“Yes, yes. The past night’s events have been… tumultuous, to say the least. But not unexpected. I have made some precautions in the event that this would happen.”
“What kind of precautions?”
I raised a brow. Xidra paused by a window. She nodded at it, and I peeked through. The Shrine of the Risen Dragons was located in the center of a large plot of land— it was surrounded by fields, tilled and growing with lush vegetation, the ones that produced a fresh and bountiful harvest.
However, the fields looked different from when I last saw it. I saw plants… moving? Daniel told me all plants moved. He told me that they were alive. However, I have never seen one actually crawl through the dirt, like a predator lying in wait for its prey.
It looked like a flower. Except, its petals formed a face. Its thorns reached out, digging into the earth like tendrils. It was bent over amongst the other undergrowth, about as tall as I was as a Kobold.
This wasn’t the only creature lurking in the fields. There were others. Most of them were smaller. They were even more well-hidden. I wouldn’t have noticed them if Xidra didn’t point them out.
“What… what is that?”
I gaped in awe at these tiny, little creatures. The Kobold woman smiled. A Kobold smile.
“These are my guardians. I have called upon them to protect my domain. To keep outsiders away from this shrine.”
“You can do that?!”
“It is a part of my Class.”
She explained, continuing down the stairway until we were just outside of her room. She pulled the door open, letting us enter before her.
“I am a [Hearthkeeper of Fauna]. It may not be a combat Class, but combat is a part of what I do as a leader of the Risen Dragons. To ensure the safety of my people, I must fight. And this is one way that can be achieved.”
“Are they… living things?”
“The critters you saw are not blessed with life, but are animated by mana. It is the same way Golems and undead can move. But my Nature Spawns are even more limited in thought. And their levels are not impressive. The highest among them is 40, while most are barely above 10.”
“Huh.”
I stopped, turning to face the Kobold woman as she entered the room.
“Wouldn’t Zix be able to… just kill all of them?”
“That is very perceptive of you, Salvos the [Mage].”
She shut the door behind her. Hoxle didn’t follow after. He seemed to have stopped to cast a spell of some kind outside.
“My Nature Spawns are a precaution. They are not there to prevent an assault, only to deter one. I have other such deterrences, such as the simple barrier I had my [Runemages] set up around the shrine. And the small army of guards stationed right at the entrance, of course.”
The Kobold woman shook her head, taking a seat across from us on an orange wooden chair. A rounded table separated her from us. It didn’t have any refreshments— too which, good! I’d rather not hear my companions noisily chomping down on some snacks while we were having an important conversation!
“No— the main reason why the Scale Sentinels won’t be able to act is simple: the law prevents them from doing so.”
Daniel and Edithe blinked while I glanced between them, confused by their reactions. Xidra chuckled, making herself comfortable in her seat.
“I am aware that Humans view us Kobolds as relatively primitive. We don’t have castles or palaces as you do, nor do we have walls protecting our cities. But that is because we do not believe they are necessary. Nature itself can serve as our barriers. Look at where this city is located— there are no monsters lurking these plains, no armies marching down our borders. The Dead Zone guards our left, and the tall mountains watch our right.
“And if nature itself does not suffice, then magic can do anything that your walls can. That is the difference between Humankind and Koboldkind. We do not focus on creating the appearance of strength, we trust and believe in our strength, acting only out of necessity. Furthermore, we do not war with each other. Not in the same way Humans do.”
I cocked my head, asking the question both my companions probably had in their minds.
“Then how do Kobolds make war?”
“We clash in ideas. In philosophies. In beliefs. Not in land or power. When factions wage war against one another, they do not do it to lay claim over a shrine. It is because of ideological purposes. After all, ideas persist. They do not erode with time. There is a continuity with ideas that nothing else has. Ideas are true power.”
Xidra adjusted her robes, dusting it down, and taking a deep breath.
“Enough about that. I have requested to speak with both Humans for a reason. It is a vital one. One which I believe you should know. The reason why Kobolds and Humans have been in war for thousands of years.”
I raised my hand.
“What about me?”
“You? You can stay.”
“Yay!”
I beamed, happily placing my hand on my lap, swaying like the hands of a broken clock as Daniel and Edithe took over. The Human man was first to speak.
“Hoxle… the [Diviner] mentioned something about the end of the world. He didn’t want to elaborate any further and told us we should save any questions we had for you.”
“Indeed. Not all of the younger generations are as invested in the scriptures of old. While Hoxle the [Diviner] may be aware of the basics about what is to come, he would not be able to give either of you answers that I would find satisfactory.”
“And what is this end of the world, anyways?”
Daniel crossed his arm. He was dubious. Or maybe suspicious; I couldn’t tell the difference.
“It is what it sounds like. It is the end of all things. The final days for every living being that walks the Nexeus. The deletion of the world. The Apocalypse.”
“I think I have heard about this before.”
Edithe leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table. She glanced over at me and Daniel, beginning to explain.
“It’s in the history books. Well, some versions of some history books. There are various historians with various different accounts— regardless, I once read about this Apocalypse. It was cited to be one of the reasons for the first Kobold invasion of the Human lands. And that Humans were the root cause of it.”
For whatever reason, Daniel scowled and muttered something in English under his breath. Something about Humans… and destroying the environment?
Xidra faced the red-haired woman with a smile. Except, it was not a Kobold smile. She looked like she was trying to mimic a Human smile. I found it cute— endearing— but my companions were slightly horrified by it. 
“That is correct, Edithe the [Mage]. But only to a certain extent. Certainly, Koboldkind had hoped to prevent the Apocalypse by invading the Human lands. However, that was foolish of us. That should have only been our final option. But we saw your Immortal King, and we were afraid. So, we attacked. We waged war when war wasn’t necessary. When talks— dialogue between our people— would have sufficed.”
“Wait, so you’re saying that us Humans were truly doing things that’s causing this Apocalypse?”
The Kobold woman tilted her head back, as if in thought.
“Causing it? Perhaps not. But exacerbating it? Yes. Your Species has wrought more than you know. And it is not something of the past. It is something Humans continue and will continue to do, unless stopped.”
“That’s…”
Edithe frowned. While she definitely wanted to come into this conversation with an open mind, what she was hearing was probably hard for her to accept. If I was understanding this right— Xidra basically agreed that Humans, while not responsible, were very much contributors to this whole ‘end of the world’ thing.
The red-haired woman met the gaze of Xidra, almost challengingly.
“And what is the cause for this Apocalypse? What are Humans apparently doing right now that makes you say that?”
The First Dragonling; Xidra the [Herbalist]; the Kobold who I saved, and both mine and Edithe’s friend sighed. She got to her feet, staring at both Humans as she gave her answer.
“Summonings.”
Xidra’s voice came out in a whisper. It was soft. Almost distant. It was the way one would speak to a child when telling them the harsh truth. Edithe’s eyes grew wide, and Daniel’s hands dropped freely to his sides.
“With each summoning ritual your kind conducts— for every Spirit, Demon, and [Hero] you bring to this plane to carry out your selfish desires— you leave a hole in our world. While each is small, tiny in the grand scheme of things. They accumulate. And it will destroy everything that keeps the Nexeus intact. It will tear down the very fabric of our reality. When that happens, this world, and everything in it, will fall into the void. Gone, lost outside of time and space.”




46. Apocalypse

“Eons ago, when the world was still whole, the Nexeus served as a hub. As a place for travelers— visitors from other worlds— to pass through, to find rest and reprieve, a brief stop in their journey across the vast void.”
As Xidra spoke, recounting the history of the world, Daniel and Edithe stayed silent. They listened, thoughtful, a stark difference to mere moments ago. Both had been doubtful. Such an accusation— it was almost too much to believe. And yet, the enormity of it was too much to just ignore. Such a bold claim.
My companions had to heed the First Dragonling’s words.
“These are no ordinary folk. They are Worldwalkers, Planeshoppers, Realityskippers, Gods. and Devils. If our world was left unguarded, they would have been free to do as they wish. Wrought what they desire to our peoples. But the Old Gods, the Dragons, stopped them. They ensured that their stay in the Nexeus was fleeting. That no permanent damage was left behind in the thin fabric of reality that holds this world together.
“They were not fools. They saw the potential— of what could be done. Every hole that was opened was sealed shut. Every Worldwalker tracked, their actions monitored. If there were Devils and tricksters amongst them, they would be banished, whatever mischief they’ve caused would be reversed. But perhaps they never understood the true impact caused by otherworlders.”
Daniel drew his lips into a thin line. He faced the Kobold woman, almost apprehensive.
“What do you mean by… true impact caused by otherworlders?”
“The space that is torn open will never be the same. No repairs can ever truly be made. Even if each hole is filled, it becomes weaker. More vulnerable. But that is not all— when an otherworlder stays in the Nexeus, their very presence disrupts our reality. It warps the boundaries of the world. Erodes it. Wears down the very earth they walk in, corrupting the soil and the dirt and the grass and the sand.”
There was a gulp. I glanced over at the [Hero]— the so-called ‘otherworlder’— in our group. Those were harsh words. But Xidra didn’t know of his origins. She wasn’t aware that he was a summoned [Hero].
Edithe took over for him. She leaned forward, her eyes narrowed. The shock from before was mostly gone.
“And how do you know this? What makes you certain this is all… true?”
“It was all written in scripture. Left behind by our ancestors. Inscribed in stone— on the tablets in the Draconic Peaks. We have copied their writings, preserving it so that all our children should know the truth.”
“What about Demons?”
I piped up, curious. I wasn’t particularly worried— sure, this seemed like a big deal. My companions were concerned. I just didn’t care as much about this whole Apocalypse thing as they did.
“Isn’t the Netherworld, the Spirit Plane, and the Mortal Realm all part of the Nexeus? What’s wrong with summoning Spirits and Demons then?”
“You are correct.”
Xidra nodded.
“Simple crossings through the various layers of the same world does not erode the fabric of space. Not by itself. But when the world is already weakened, from the mistakes of time long passed, then each small action— especially when carried out by tens of thousands of Humans every year— will slowly whittle away at what is left. The loose thread tying our world together will only grow thinner. Even if a single bug cannot destroy a single crop, a swarm of locusts can destroy a field.”
“Huh.”
I didn’t understand that analogy. I quickly had the First Dragonling explain it to me. Then I leaned back, finally comprehending.
Edithe and Daniel were concerned. Rightfully so. That meant that both were somewhat responsible for this Apocalypse. They may have made little impact by themselves, but knowing that they contributed to it had to be unnerving.
“This is… concerning.”
The Human man let out a nervous chuckle. Edithe was a lot more poised. Her face was covered in wrinkles.
“If this is true, we have to do something about it. But just the three of us alone won’t be able to make much of a difference. We’ll have to speak to Hadrian, Gabriel, Baris. The others— anyone we can. This is…”
She began to list names. Contacts. Anyone she knew. She turned to Daniel, asking him if he knew anyone important. He hesitated, and told her that he would write up a list and give it to her later. I frowned and cut them off.
“What can we even do about it?”
The question was directed to Xidra, but my companions overheard it too. Heads turned, facing me. I continued.
“This seems important and all, but the question remains: what can we even do about it? In the first place, isn't this the job of those Old Gods you keep talking about?”
“It is. Our ancestors, Dragons, left this continent long ago to halt the end of the world. We know not what happened to them. Just that they left us here, after bringing our people to safety.”
I raised a brow, and she explained.
“This continent— Secely— was never where us Kobolds lived. We came from the far east. From a land that was lost to the void. The same goes for any Species that lives here. Any that isn’t a Cyclops, of course.”
I glanced back at Edithe. She shrugged.
“This is the first I’m hearing about this too.”
“Do you Humans not know anything? I thought you had schools and academies!”
“We do— but I’ve never been in one. And even if I have, I don't think I’d have learned this. This seems like something big. How can it all just be lost to history? What about the Elves? The Dwarves? The Beastmen? The Cyclopes? Do they not know anything about this?”
“We know nothing about the Beastmen. Our kind have not interacted with theirs in many millenniums. Cyclopes are dubious; they treat our religion as they treat every other culture that interacts with theirs. But as for the Elves and the Dwarves— the Dwarves are vaguely aware of our scripture, but they refuse to accept it. Only Elvenkind knows of the truth. Their long lives let them remember a time long ago. Perhaps slightly differently from us. But they know it is the truth. However, they are too busy squabbling between themselves to care. Not too different from Humans.”
Xidra spoke, a lamenting look on her face. She glanced down at the palm of her hand, the scales covering it were old, nearly flaking off, and it didn’t help that she was likely pricking them with her claws when stressed.
“This is just… a lot to take in, Xidra.”
Edithe shook her head, before quickly qualifying.
“No offense. I want to believe you. I really do. But this is a lot.”
“I understand your apprehension, Edithe the [Mage]. That is why I only wished to speak with you, and nothing more.”
“You don’t want us to… do anything?”
“I do not. This is, hopefully, the first step to building a relationship with Humankind. I wish to reconcile the differences between our Species. Not force you to work with us before we can come to an understanding.”
That made sense. Daniel nodded, agreeing with her. Edithe however, bit her lower lip. She looked like she wanted to do something even more. But the Human man placed a hand on her shoulder.
“As much as we want to help right now, we have to do our own research first. I’m not saying we shouldn’t trust Xidra. Perhaps she really believes what she is saying. But it may not actually be true.”
“Daniel the [Warrior] is correct.”
The Kobold woman spoke, much to both my companions’ surprises. I peered at her as she continued.
“While I have utmost faith in the sacred writings of our ancestors, it is something that could have possibly been tampered with. Interference by zealots to push their own agenda. Other such forgeries. And it is natural of you to be dubious of its origins. So, worry not, Edithe the [Mage]. I have told you what I wanted. What happens next needs not be rushed.”
She gestured for us to follow after her. I was quick on my feet, at her side in an instant. My companions dragged themselves across the floor, lazy, or maybe still caught up in the revelation made by Xidra.
“For now, I will do whatever is necessary to ensure your protection. If you need to travel across the Plaguelands, I will have Hoxle—”
“No.”
I shook my head, waving a hand at Edithe’s Bag of Holding.
“There is no need for that. We promised you we would keep the Totem of Incense safe until its destruction. Especially if Zix the [Warrior] decides to act brashly. You say that there may be laws preventing him from doing as he wishes, however I have seen Humans act outside the law. Humans, Kobolds, Cyclopes, Demons— we are fickle beings. Words alone cannot stop us. Especially if we are beyond motivated to act.”
Daniel, Edithe, and Xidra stared at me. I cocked my head.
“What?”
“...it’s nothing.”
Xidra sighed, bringing us out of her room.
“Very well then. If you insist. We only have a little more preparation to make for the ritual to be complete, but I will ensure that you are properly accommodated.”
—--
For the next two days, me and my companions stayed in the tall minaret, in guest rooms close to the rooftop. It was not the most comfortable room we had been in. Especially since the three of us had to squeeze together in that small space.
It only made sense. Kobolds were smaller than Humans; they didn’t need as much room to sleep in. And this was a place of worship— they didn’t prioritize making it fancy or anything like that.
We spent most of that time holed up in our room. We weren’t Kobolds. I mean, I could have gone out pretending to be a Kobold. It wasn’t like I transformed out of my Mortal Form once. But Daniel and Edithe were Humans. Neither of them could do much to hide that fact.
Even if the Risen Dragons were less discriminating against them than other Kobold factions, they still stood out. So, it was better for them not to wander about.
The pair of Humans spent most of their time discussing the details of the Apocalypse. They wrote down everything they found important. Each piece of information they could possibly learn more about. Things they could ask Xidra to elaborate upon.
However, before either of them had the chance to speak with Xidra once more, there was a ruckus. Something happened which required the First Dragonling’s attention.
A clamor came from outside. Beyond the barriers set up by the Risen Dragons. The Nature Spawns were riled up. A crowd gathered around the shrine. There was a bellow. A shout.
“Let us in! We wish to speak to the First Dragonling!”
Zix the [Warrior] stood with a retinue of his followers, arms folded, dressed in decorated garbs. I glanced out the patterned window, staring at him as he provoked the crowd around him.
“Gaze upon their cowardice, people of Unarith! The Risen Dragons have holed themselves up since their heresy has been revealed! The First Dragonling refuses to show her face. Come out, Xidra the [Herbalist], and accept your crimes!”
I glanced at my companions, seeing nervous looks cross through their faces.
“Do you think they’ll try something?”
“I’m… not sure, Salvos. But that Kobold was the one who razed Ghostlight to the ground.”
Edithe pursed her lips. Daniel placed a hand on the hilt of his longsword.
“We should be prepared for anything.”
“Right.”
I nodded.
I prepared a Star Forge and waited, watching Zix with uncertainty. He could be trying something here. Perhaps he might be trying to build up a mob— one that would swarm the Risen Dragons. But that was reckless. Too reckless.
If not, then what else could he be doing?
I soon found out.
Xidra stepped out of the entryway of the shrine, marching up to the angry crowd, flanked by high leveled Kobold guards and Hoxle. She stopped right at the edge of the barrier, meeting Zix’s gaze. Before she could say anything, he raised a hand and pointed at her.
“By the primeval traditions of the Old Gods, I challenge you, Xidra the [Herbalist], First Dragonling and leader of the Risen Dragons, to the Trial of the Scales!”




47. Trial of the Scales

The Trial of the Scales. It was an ancient Kobold tradition where two Kobolds from opposing factions dueled each other to resolve a dispute. To the death, of course.
Daniel called it barbaric, but I thought that it was a pretty neat idea. It would prevent unnecessary bloodshed from either side— excluding one of the two in the Trial who would die! Still, one death is better than a lot more.
Not that I cared too much about that whole Human morality debate. It was simple for me: if you attacked me, I would defend myself and kill you. Not unless I didn’t want to kill you.
It wasn’t codified, enumerated in some long body of text; there was no point in trying to justify something that was senseless. Especially when wild Demons and monsters were involved. Mortals too, were not excluded from this. While most Humans seemed to be entirely ‘sane’, you never knew what was truly going on in their minds.
Many of them acted just as wild Demons did.
The same applied to Kobolds.
Zix was overcome with wrath. He had stormed the Shrine of the Risen Dragons with a mob at his back. They came with the fury of a storm. Xidra couldn’t just ignore the fire and brimstone brewing outside of the barrier. She approached him, and he took that as his chance.
In front of the entire city of Unarith, he challenged Xidra to the Trial of the Scales. She was a [Herbalist]. A non-combatant. So, obviously, she refused. Instead, a champion would fight in her stead.
There were a few [Warriors] she considered. But some of them were… apprehensive about it.
“Tiss the [Warrior], why will you not represent the Risen Dragons in battle?”
She wasn’t angry, just curious more than anything. The Kobold man was Level 102. Certainly not on the same level as Zix. However, he apparently had a good evolution— one which let him stand a chance against the High Zealot.
He shook his head, turning his back to her.
“Apologies, First Dragonling. I do not agree with our faction’s stance to destroy the Totem of Incense. It is a sacred treasure that should be guarded, even if not used to war with the Humans.”
There was a moment of hesitation as he glanced back at Xidra for a moment.
“...perhaps that is the reason why others within the Risen Dragons chose to speak out when they heard of your decision.”
Xidra narrowed her eyes.
“What does this mean, Tiss the [Warrior]? Explain yourself.”
He winced as she fixed him with a glare.
“I have... made no such actions myself, First Dragonling, but there are others who were unhappy. They were the ones who told the Scale Sentinels of Salvos the [Mage]’s return. That is how they knew where to find her.”
“Traitors, within the Risen Dragons?”
A dark look came over her face. She gritted her teeth before waving a hand off.
“Begone, Tiss the [Warrior]. We shall discuss this another time. This is not something that can be allowed to continue.”
“Yes, First Dragonling.”
With that, the Kobold man left. He stalked through the open doorway, passing me by, his gaze averted towards the ground. I remained poised, even after he left, waiting for Xidra to call my name before entering the room.
“Come in, Salvos the [Mage].”
I greeted her with a light bow of the head, stopping in the middle of a colorful, circular carpet. This was not Xidra’s room, but another place in the shrine. An office, as Daniel would call it.
“What is it that you wished to see me for?”
She fixed me with an inquiring gaze. I nodded, gesturing behind me and vaguely in the direction of Tiss.
“Xidra the [Herbalist], I was simply concerned about the current circumstance you have found yourself in. Tell me: are you truly going to be dueling Zix the [Warrior] in battle?”
“I do not wish to battle him myself, for if I do, I would surely lose. Unfortunately, no other [Warrior] in our faction wishes to step up and face him. Not for the stakes that have been set.”
“Not even Nav the [Warrior]? Or Hoxle the [Diviner]?”
Sighing, Xidra took a seat as I remained standing before her. She rested a hand on her head. She was tired. Weary. The suddenness of the past two days was too much for her; especially now that she learned of the traitors within the Risen Dragons.
“Nav the [Warrior] is keen— eager to fight at my behest. But his level is too low. He would surely be slaughtered by Zix the [Warrior]. Only Hoxle the [Diviner] stands a chance, but he is not a combatant. Even with his evolution, he likely will lose his life and our efforts will go to waste. Alas, I do not believe there is much choice. It is either my nephew fights, or no one does.”
I tilted my head back, in thought.
“What happens if you refuse his challenge?”
“Refuse the Trial of the Scales?”
“Yes. What happens if you just… don’t show up?”
Xidra frowned, the face she made making it clear that that was not a possibility.
“It would mean humiliation for the Risen Dragons. Perhaps if I had not confronted Zix the [Warrior], this could have been avoided. An open challenge is not the same as one made in-person. I foolishly chose to face him, rather than letting his incendiary words die down with time. Now, all that is left is for me to deal with the consequences myself: I have to give an answer by sundown.”
“Huh.”
Tapping a clawed finger on my chin, I paused to consider anything that could help her, any idea or suggestion that would possibly be useful. But it all boiled down to a simple thing: one which I had only known since I was born.
“Why don’t I fight for you?”
She blinked.
“Pardon, Salvos the [Mage], but could you repeat yourself?”
“I said: why don’t I fight Zix in this Trial of the Scales?”
“You’re… you’re serious, aren’t you?”
“Why wouldn’t I be serious?”
I cocked my head.
“Zix the [Warrior] has tried to kill my friends. He has tried to kill me. And now, he’s trying to kill you. I’m not going to let it happen, even if it means I’ll have to face him in this Trial of Scales.”
“But you are almost 10 levels below him, Salvos the [Mage]. And unlike you, he has an evolution. A high leveled one at that. This will not be an easy fight— not for you.”
Xidra was worried. Rightly so. I saw what Zix did to Daniel not too long ago; the Human man was incredibly sturdy, and he barely got out of that fight alive. I was outmatched. At least, in my Mortal Form.
“I know it won’t be easy. Even with all my artifacts— even if I borrow my companions’ artifacts— I still stand a chance of dying. My Greaves of the Wanderer haven’t even recovered their effects yet! However, I want to do this. I believe I can do this.”
I meet her eyes, determined. She wanted to argue. Protest. There were things she wanted to say. But eventually, she just acquiesced.
“Very well, Salvos the [Mage]. If you honestly wish to fight for the Rise Dragons, then I will gratefully accept your help. However—”
She raised a hand, drawing my attention.
“Just know that for the Trial of the Scales, no artifacts will be allowed from either of those participating in the duel.”
I stared at her in shock. My mouth hung open as she waited for me to respond. I felt my lips quivering. And I smiled.
“Good. That’s even better for me.”
—--
“Are you sure you want to do this, Salvos?”
My companions were concerned. I expected this. They would protest— try to convince me not to go and fight. That was why I chose not to tell them about it until after Xidra already agreed to let me represent the Risen Dragons.
There was not much time for arguing; the Trial of the Scales dictated that the duel would happen tonight, after the sun sets. Each side would bring their own champion to fight. Zix, of course, brought himself. He was dressed in the traditional dueling garments. A pair of white robes. Ones that would be stained in the blood of the combatants.
“Yep. I’m certain.”
I gave my companions a reassuring smile as I patted down my robes. It was a bit of a tight fit, but that was how these robes were supposed to be. My companions exchanged a glance, a bit unnerved by how I stuck my tongue out. But that was just how Kobolds smiled; they had to get used to it.
Edithe bit her lower lip.
“I know I said I wanted to help Xidra, but this is… going a bit far. Zix is strong, Salvos. You remember what he did in Ghostlight, right?”
“He beat up Daniel, yes.”
I gave her a sage nod. The Human man rolled his eyes.
“He also burnt that town to the ground. He’s a cruel, merciless bastard.”
“But Humans do that all the time. And Demons too! I don’t see why that matters.”
“It matters because you know he’ll use underhanded and dirty tricks— anything he can to win.”
The red-haired woman glanced out of our tent. We were in the center of Unarith, at a large field barren of any plants or vegetation. The ground was rocky, and there was an arena set up out of stone just ahead. Surrounding it was a large crowd of Kobolds— possibly half the city itself came to watch this spectacle.
The sky was tinted a burning orange. The sun was beginning its descent, and the Trial of the Scales would start soon. I had to be ready. But my companions were still worried.
I should be the one worrying over them! There was a group of guards from the Risen Dragons surrounding our tent. And that was not for my safety. It was for the safety of the two Humans. The fact that they were even here— even if they were not visible to the public eye— had drawn a lot of ire from those who followed the Cult of the Old Gods.
Most of the city was unsettled at worst. But Kobolds were not currently at war with Humans. They didn’t just slaughter Humans at first sight. At least, not the majority of them. There was an extreme minority which were ready to act. I spotted them inciting unrest and spreading hushed whispers about how Humans were here to corrupt the land.
“It’s fine.”
I shook my head.
“I also have a few tricks up my sleeves.”
Raising a hand, I created a kusarigama made of white fire. It was a Medium Grade Weapon— a Refined Sickle Grenade.
“I can’t bring any artifacts, but I can make my own!”
“It’s still not enough to level the playing field. Salvos, I—”
I placed a clawed hand on Edithe’s shoulder, cutting her off. I was relaxed, and she could see it. I wasn’t a Kobold. I never planned on fighting fair either.
“You’re right. I can’t just go into this fight unprepared. That’s why both of you are here, rather than waiting up in the Shrine of the Risen Dragons.”
She blinked. Then her eyes lit up.
“That’s right!”
She hurriedly spoke, excitement clear in her voice.
“I can lend you one of my Skills— probably [Restore Skill]. But that’d be very useful, especially in a duel! And Daniel can give his [The Will of the Hero] to you too, before the fight!”
“That’s right. Although, I’d probably have to give it to you now, just to remain discreet.”
The Human man rubbed at his chin. I glanced between the two of them; they seemed more agreeable now. I clapped my hands together, grinning.
“So, is it settled then?”
They were still nervous. Why wouldn’t they be? I could hear a tiny voice in my head, warning me of the dangers that came from doing this. After all, I had no reason to do this. This didn’t matter to me. It brought me no benefits.
But I cared about Xidra. And I wanted to do this. If I only ever did things for my own gain, then I would be no different from a wild Demon, mindlessly killing everything I came across. My companions nodded. They met my gaze, and spoke the same words.
“Just don’t die, Salvos.”
—--
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 100 (+5) (+10%) (+1)
[Strength]: 80 (+5) (+10%) (-4)
[Endurance]: 88 (+5) (+10%) (-4)
[Wisdom]: 142 (+5) (+6) (+10%) (-4)
[Agility]: 201 (+5) (+10%) (-4)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 0]
[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 30 (Maxed)


[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)


[Ember Core] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Flame Burst] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)


[Flaming Breath] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)


[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)


[Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)


[Self Haste] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)


[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 9
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Borrowed Skill - Restore Skill] - Lvl. 1 (Maxed)
“Are you ready?”
I looked up at Xidra as she approached my tent. My companions were no longer by my side. They left me on my own after giving me whatever boons they could. I was simply waiting for the duel to begin.
“I am.”
“Very well. Follow me.”
The First Dragonling led me through the thin flaps, out into the area. I stepped up the delicately chiseled stone stairway, following behind her as jeers came from the watching crowd. My companions were girdled by a group of Kobold guards from the Risen Dragons, out of view from most of the audience, only visible through the gaps between the metallic shoulder armor.
I took a few quick breaths, readying myself for the battle that was to come. Daniel’s buff would not last forever. Although, the borrowed Skill may not dissipate for a while. I had to end this quickly. I was not looking for a protracted, drawn out battle.
“When the bell chimes a third time, the Trial of the Scales shall begin. Salvos the [Mage]...”
Xidra faced me pensively. I nodded, reassuring.
“Do not worry about me, Xidra the [Herbalist]. Just ensure that my companions are safe.”
“I shall join them and make sure their safety is absolutely certain.”
She nodded, glancing back in the direction of Edithe and Daniel. There was something else she wanted to say. She opened her mouth— but shook her head.
“Thank you.”
Those were the last words she said before she left. And then it was just myself and Zix. The High Zealot had been in the arena since the sun was still in the sky. He sat, legs crossed, waiting, silent.
I took my place across from him. We were separated by fifty paces. I could cross that distance in an instant. All I needed was to get one good strike in, and finish the fight.
A gong resounded in the background. It was the first bell. It drowned out all the chattering of the crowd gathered. Most of them were in support of Zix. Of course they were.
The High Zealot slowly got to his feet as the bell was struck a second time.
“You, [Mage], why do you serve Xidra? Do you not realize how foolish her ideals are? They will surely lead us to our doom.”
“Maybe.”
I shrugged as I unfurled my tail from around my waist. It wasn’t very Kobold-like of me. But I had to prioritize winning the Trial of the Scales over pretending to be a Kobold.
“But I’m helping Xidra because I want to. And because I don’t like you.”
His eyes narrowed.
“You sound… familiar.”
“What about you?”
I looked over at the bell-ringer. He reeled back to strike the third gong. I bared my teeth.
“Why are you doing this? Why do you insist on waging war with the Humans?”
“Isn’t it obvious? It’s because—” 
The third bell rang. I leapt forward with a [Flame Burst], activating [Self Haste]. I came forth like a speeding arrow. There was no stopping me. I would hit my target no matter what.
Zix’s eyes grew wide. He took a step to his side, but I growled.
“No you don’t!”
For a brief moment, Zix froze. And that was enough for me. I raised a clawed hand as it was engulfed in brilliant black flames. It shone with its sable light so bright that those watching went blind.
Just for a split-second.
“[Radiant Slash]!”
I dug my claws into the High Zealot’s chest. He was the leader of the Scale Sentinels. One of the leading factions that were a part of the Cult of the Old Gods. I knew what killing him meant. The implications behind it all— I was ready to embrace it.
It was one of my greatest Skills. I could shred through a Ghoul with it. The same thing should have happened with Zix, right?
Wrong.
The black light faded as the Skill’s effects came to an end. I stared in shock as my claws only barely pierced through the Kobold’s skin. It drew blood, yes. He was bleeding, but not profusely. It wasn’t just a minor wound. And yet, Zix was unfazed.
It didn’t even come close to killing him.
“Was that it? How pathetic.”
Zix the [Warrior] grabbed me by the arm and flung me to the side. I crashed into the earth, tumbling and breaking through the stone ground as the fire around the arena ignited. It formed a patterned wall, boxing us in this small space.
I stumbled back up, wincing as blood dripped from the cuts all over my scales. The High Zealot walked forward leisurely. His bleeding had already stopped. A savage grin was spread across his face.
“[Passive - Weaker Regeneration]. [Passive - Obsidian Scales]. [Passive - Enhanced Vitality]. Did you think that was enough to kill me?”
He shook his head, the disappointment clear in his voice. A familiar image seemed to coalesce behind him. It looked like a Kobold— but no, I saw it somewhere else. Was it… the murals in Shrine of the Risen Dragons?
“You ask me why I am doing this? It’s because the Apocalypse is coming. The world shall end. Not unless I put an end to all the scourges that plagues the Nexeus… starting with heathens like you.”
Zix raised his claw, and the image struck down after him. It tore the ground open. It ripped apart the earth, bearing down on me with the fury of a Dragon.  




48. Darkening Horizons

An ethereal creature came crashing down at me. The image of a Dragon tore apart the earth, shredding through the ground, blending it into mud and spraying it into the air. A [Flame Burst] pulled me to the side just in time. I barely avoided the attack. It was the kind of Skill I expected a [Hero] to have. Not some random Kobold man!
“[Wrath of the Old Gods]. Hrmph, so you survived its fury.”
Zix strolled past the carnage he had wrought, casual, ignoring the falling debris and dust around him, each nonchalant stride bringing him closer and closer to me. I growled, activating [Ember Core] as he came to a stop ten paces away from me. With that single Skill, he ravaged half of the area, turning it into a cratered mess jutting out with the occasional spiky rocks and rubble, poking out like shattered teeth hiding in the sand.
The crowd was deathly quiet now; the damage Zix inflicted upon the land was enough to even instill fear within the watchers. I couldn’t see my companions from where I was standing, but I had no doubts that they were clutching at their chests and worried for my life.
I shook my head, dusting myself off.
“That makes no sense.”
I steadied myself, facing down Zix as he loomed over me. He was large for a Kobold. His scales were the same color as the night. But that didn’t matter. I tugged at the threads at my fingers as I spoke out.
“You’re saying that you want to kill all Humans just because a few of them are doing bad things?”
“No.”
He let out a mirthless laugh. It sounded more cruel— the kind of chuckle I’d expect from a wild Demon. The flames girdling the arena cast a sheen over his obsidian body; the fire danced in his eyes, flickering, swaying, reflecting a burning hatred in them.
“I do not simply wish to eradicate all of Humankind. I will bring their [Heroes] to their knees, tear down their monuments to both Spirits and Demons, and cleanse the Mortal Realm of all the heretics who dared challenge the Cult of the Old Gods.”
I blinked.
“That’s a bit extreme, isn’t it?”
“Perhaps, but it is the only way the world—”
He didn’t get to finish. Once again, Zix was so caught up in his own words, he let his guard down. I dashed forward as the Star Forge came into existence right behind me. Its twinkling form shifted. It contracted, then began to expand as I lashed out at the Kobold man with a [Barrage of Cinders].
Bracing himself, Zix held up his arms in a cross. But I pulled away at the last second. [Flame Burst] yanked me to his right as the enlarged Star Forge snapped down at him. The warped orb of fire began to twist and turn, spiking out from all sides as a significant chunk of my mana disappeared, before it finally combusted.
The blast shot up out of the ground like a white spear. One that consumed everything within it, incinerating even the ghost of the ashes caught within the flames. It lit up the night sky. A beacon for all those around Unarith to see.
But that wasn’t all. I stepped back from the raging inferno and unleashed a cone of blue flames into the mix. The blazing wave washed over the earth, turning it into a deep black. If this arena ever had arable soil— if it ever was capable of growing crops— it was no longer the case now.
It’s a good thing Zix talks a lot. It was something I noticed, even back in Ghostlight. He enjoyed hearing himself speak. It was something that resonated with me. The sound of my own voice was alluring, especially when I wasn’t in my Mortal Form. And I often made the mistake of speaking too much in battle.
But I wasn’t the one making this mistake now.
I was grinning. I created a kusarigama, ready to strike whatever burnt remains of a Kobold came stumbling out of the flames. But the smile soon slipped off my face. My tongue receded back into my mouth as I saw the obsidian-scaled Kobold walking out of the fire. He halted as my magic dissipated. His robes were entirely burnt off, the wound in his chest still there. And his body was singed, covered in light burns. But otherwise, he was unharmed.
I stared at the High Zealot as he showed a grin of his own.
“H-how…?”
***
Edithe couldn’t believe her eyes at what she saw. She just witnessed Salvos let loose some of the most powerful magic the Demon had ever cast, only for Zix to shrug it off with only a few scratches to his body.
The red-haired woman knew it was magic above Salvos’ level. She knew that Salvos could only conjure such powerful flames that quickly thanks to Daniel’s boon. But it wasn’t enough to even come close to killing the Kobold.
“That’s fucking bullshit!”
Daniel glanced her way, startled by the sudden outburst. Edithe didn’t feel embarrassed. She couldn’t help but curse. That was because she saw something only she could see. Perhaps Salvos might be able to discern it if she really looked for it. But Edithe highly doubted that was high in the Demon’s priority list right now.
“What is wrong, Edithe the [Mage]?”
Xidra stepped up to the red-haired woman’s side.
“What’s wrong? You tell me what’s wrong— how the fuck does Zix have a dozen different layers of spells protecting him against fire?”
“Does he?”
“And it’s not just regular spells. They’re Skills! They have to be Skills. There is no way he was able to cast magic that uniform so many times over himself.”
Edithe watched as Zix leapt at Salvos. The battle in the arena resumed after the brief interlude. The powerful magic from Salvos had taken many of the onlookers out from their immersion from its intense heat. But now, they were starting a soft chant. A susurration that was slowly spreading through the crowd of Kobolds surrounding the arena.
It pissed off Edithe. Why were they all on his side? There had to be some supporting Salvos, right? Well, if they were present, they were being awfully quiet. Maybe only Xidra and the few guards from the Risen Dragons were actually rooting for Salvos.
And they were here, far to the side, almost entirely separated from the arena.
“That is… an interesting observation.”
Xidra’s voice drew Edithe’s attention away from the fighting. Zix was relentlessly pressing Salvos with powerful strikes. The Demon managed to avoid most of them, but failed to rally any sort of proper counter attack which could harm the Kobold. So, they were at a stalemate.
“What do you mean? What’s wrong?”
The tone of Xidra’s voice clued Edithe in that something was amiss. Xidra crossed her arms, her face twisting to a scowl.
“Zix the [Warrior] may be powerful, however he lacks the capacity to cast such magic. His Class is a variation of a [Monk]. He draws power from his own will. He does not use mana or magic in the sense which you are describing. The same goes for his evolution. My nephew can attest to that.”
She glanced over at Hoxle, and he nodded.
“Yep. We’re [Dragonets]. Well, I’m just an ordinary [Dragonet] since I haven’t gotten past Level 40 yet for it. But even if he somehow reached Level 100 for his evolution, I don’t think he could’ve possibly been given a super [Mage] kind of an option along the way. We’re a very physical Subspecies, you see.”
He flexed an arm and spread his wings out wide. Edithe ignored it, instead looking at the arena in anger.
“That damn cheater!”
She stomped a foot on the ground right as an explosion resounded in the background. Zix took to the skies, avoiding the blast of rock and debris that hailed back down from the blast.
“He’s using others’ Skills— no, artifacts too, to give him his extreme fire resistance. Does that bastard not know honor?”
“I mean, we did cheat too, but, uh…”
Daniel spoke in a small voice. Edithe glared his way, promptly shutting him up before he could continue.
“We have to tell Salvos about this. The only way she’ll be able to defeat him is if she fights him without using her magic.”
She started forward, only for Xidra to put a hand out.
“Assisting a combatant during the Trial of the Scales is strictly forbidden by its rules. You will violate the sanctity of this duel if you speak up.”
Edithe frowned as the chanting in the background grew louder. She wanted to argue— but time was running out. Salvos only had half an hour before [The Will of the Hero]’s effects came to an end. And while the duel hadn’t raged on for that long, the Demon was given the Skill before the fighting started.
“Both Zix and Salvos have already broken the rules to this stupid duel. And if their damn chanting is allowed, I don’t see why I can't just shout a few words too. I’m going up there, Xidra the [Herbalist], and with all due respect, you can’t stop me.”
Shaking her head, Edithe stepped past Xidra and shoved her way through the retinue of guards boxing them in. She was going to expose herself by walking out, but she didn’t care. Salvos had to win this. After all, the penalty for losing was death.
***
Zix zipped through the air, coming straight for me as I loosed a white Refined Blazing Bolt his way. I backed away from his flying figure. He barely paid heed to the attack. The fire splashed off his scales like I was pouring some hot water over him. It burned him, yes. But it wasn’t even coming close to killing him.
Something was wrong. I could tell, something was just not right about this.
He struck the earth like a falling star. The impact sent me stumbling back as he drew himself back to his feet.
“You are nothing more than a heathen, lost in your ways, believing the foolish lies of the Risen Dragons. There is no salvation for you. Your only redemption is death.”
Zix charged me, once again accompanied by a Dragon at his tail. It was a different Dragon from before. While the previous one had silver scales, this one was crimson in color. These were not real Dragons. Merely projections, created from his Skills. But it didn’t matter. They brought with them their might, and that was enough to send a chilling fear down my spine.
I desperately threw myself away from the attack. The Kobold man moved as if he was a lance being thrust forth. He didn’t turn or pull after me. The image vanished as he stopped right by the flames marking the edge of the arena.
I panted as I picked myself up from the pile of rubble I landed in.
“Why do you keep calling me that? I’m not a heathen!”
“Oh?”
He spun around to face me.
“You claim not to be a heathen, yet you fight for Xidra. You even work with the scum of Humankind, despite their repeated acts of heresy against our Gods. Tell me, how can you make such a bold assertion with such a straight face?”
“It’s true! And it’s Xidra the [Herbalist].”
I glanced over to the side, searching for my companions. I narrowed my eyes as I spotted a small scuffle happening close to the area. A familiar red-haired woman and black-haired man were standing there, caught by a crowd. It looked like they were being escorted by a few of the Risen Dragon’s guards, but were swarmed by a dozen members of the angry audience. Although most of them were too low leveled to do anything against either of them.
“Salvos!”
Edithe called out, waving an arm as she bounced up and down right by the wall of flames.
“Stop using fire magic against Zix— he has multiple layers of potent fire resistance magic protecting him!”
I paused as the words slowly registered in my mind. There was a roar— more Kobolds swarmed my companions at her words. They were shouting, crying loudly about cheating. Edithe fired back with her own accusations as she shoved Kobolds off her.
Zix made an irritated sound.
“Hrmph, outside influence? During the Trial of the Scales? Truly, the Risen Dragons have never fallen lower than today.”
“You say that, but aren’t you cheating too?”
I could feel the effects [The Will of the Hero] waning. I had to settle this fight now. I just had to bait Zix into another monologue—
The obsidian-scaled Kobold leapt into the air, carried higher and higher by the single, flapping wing at his back. I watched him ascend above even the tallest minaret in all of Unarith. Heads turned. Eyes were fixed on the black dot in the sky.
“Did you think that trick would work three times? Surely you must have expected me to learn about your antics by now.”
“That’s no fair! Come back down here!”
I was about to create another bow and arrow, but stopped myself. Instead, I picked a large rock off the ground— one about the size of my head— and tossed it his way. He drifted to the left of it almost indifferently as it missed him. Even though I threw it as fast as I could!
“This world is filled with wrong. It flows with sin and evil and death. There is much left to cleanse. But I shall fight for what is just. For all that’s right, for all that’s good. I shall do what I must. Until I take my last and final breath.”
An idea crossed my mind. I just had to toss the rock faster so that it would hit him. I created a pair of chains and hooked it around a piece of debris that was my size. Zix continued, but this time, there was power in his words.
“[Calamity Shall Come, The World Will End, So May The Old Gods Give Me Strength].”
His voice boomed throughout all of Unarith. It drew the attention of the angry crowd that was trying to swarm my companions. Xidra’s eyes snapped wide open. Gasps left the mouth of more than a single Kobold.
“That is… a Grand Skill. His evolution— did it already reach past Level 100?!”
Someone whispered. Was it Xidra? I wasn’t sure.
Then darkness seemed to brew over me. I thought it was just clouds floating over the stars and the moon in the sky? But it wasn’t. It was a shadow. One that grew larger and larger over me.
Zix morphed. His arms and legs began to misshapen. Part of his limbs seemed to retreat into his now-bloated body. Then his back curved forward into a hunch. A crooked shape that continued to extend in length. His wing, once alone, was now joined by another. And they spanned twice the size of his new body.
He was… he looked like a Dragon.
“This is but a peek into the divine power of the Gods! Sing me your hymns, oh little girl. Cry, scream, and beg for forgiveness. Perhaps you will be shown mercy in the afterlife.”




49. Dragonet

I gaped up at Zix as he hovered above me. His body had deformed into a crooked, hunched figure. His arms and legs seemed to sink partway into his body, the limbs losing half of their range of motion from before. He quadrupled in size, and his wings doubled even that in length. Everything about him was larger. That included the wounds I had previously inflicted on him. The hole in his chest was now the size of my person. The small cuts covering his body were now deep gashes. But that didn’t matter. Because—
He looked like a Dragon. I have only seen the images of Dragons, but I knew that Zix was meant to look like one. He wasn’t entirely similar. For example, his face was not nearly as large— his mouth didn’t protrude nearly as far as I would’ve expected. Neither was his tail as long as the ones the Dragons in the murals had.
In fact, his tail looked quite stubby, like the broken stump of a tree sticking out of tall grass. He was supposed to be a Dragon. He was supposed to look similar to it. But his appearance was just obscene.
I took a step back as Zix spread his wings wide.
“Tremble, crumble, from my splendor. Falter fool and lose your luster.”
“Why do you keep speaking weirdly?!”
I wrapped my fire chains around a large rock and hurled it up at him. The stone was as large as me— a piece of debris that jutted out of the ground. It had an oblique shape to it. An edge that was rather sharp.
Zix’s eyes narrowed. He flapped his wings a single time, and the force of air that beat down slowed the projectile’s momentum enough that it wouldn’t reach him. I braced myself under the force of the wind. It didn’t knock me off balance, but it sent all the pebbles on the ground rolling away from my feet.
Surprisingly, the flames around the arena weren't snuffed out by the gust of air. They danced violently, whipping back and forth, but otherwise stayed burning with the same ferocity as before.
There was a slight pause as the strong winds came to a stop. Zix’s gaze bore down at me, like a hawk eyeing its prey. The stone I threw came crashing behind me as I deactivated [Ember Core]. It was pointless, really. With Zix’s current power, he’d be able to overwhelm the magical protection with a single blow. And it didn’t burn him back either. Right now, it was a drain to my mana.
“You still dare challenge me? Even knowing what I truly am?”
Out of the corner of my eyes, I saw Kobolds kneeling, bowing before the floating Kobold man. But that was just it. He wasn’t one of their Old Gods. He was—
“You’re not a Dragon— you’re just a Kobold pretending to be a Dragon. Look at you! You’re fat and ugly and crude!”
Zix blinked. Then he roared.
“Insolence!”
He swooped down after me. The wind nearly tossed me into the air— it was like a cyclone, created by nothing but his wings. A natural disaster from a man alone. But a man he was. Still Mortal. Definitely not one of these Old Gods.
I activated [Self Haste] and jumped. I didn’t go in any particular direction. I simply let the hurricane take me like it wanted to. I had a small figure— maybe if I wasn’t in my Kobold Form, I wouldn’t be carried by the whipping winds.
It sent me flying back towards the edge of the arena. Zix flapped his wings once more, propelling himself my way. He folded his body and dove at me like an arrow. He moved fast. Too fast to react when I made a sharp turn.
I used [Flame Burst] at the last second. I avoided the flames, keeping within the arena as I skirted around its perimeter. I watched as Zix’s eyes grew wide. He beat his wings in a panic, trying to slow down from hitting the flames.
Zix couldn’t stop— not without grounding himself. He veered into the earth and tore through it, leaving a large divot as he tumbled to a stop. The tips of his wings touched the fire. I saw a flicker. The dancing flames singed Zix’s scales. It burned the Kobold, more than my magic had with my greatest Skills.
So, those aren’t just regular flames then.
Not staying idle, I dashed forward and seized the only chance I had. Zix tried to take to the air once more. But I managed to reach him. He swatted at me, but missed as I flipped over his claws. I landed on his back and wrangled the chains around his neck.
Zix hissed, letting out an incoherent noise. He wheezed and coughed as he stumbled back. He let out heavy, sharp breaths, but only air came out. There were no flames. No lightning. No ice. It was just his angry panting as he squirmed on the ground.
“If fire isn’t going to hurt you, how about this?!”
I chomped down the back of his head. He let out a guttural scream. It wasn’t one of pain, but of pure rage. I tugged at the chains, trying to lead the rampaging Zix into the wall of flames. He thrashed around. He didn’t realize what I was doing. Not until he felt the heat washing over him. He growled and burst back up into the sky as I desperately clung onto him.
My chains fell loose. I could only grasp onto the flying Kobold’s scales with my claws and my mouth. He spun in the air, twisting, trying to shake me off him. I managed to hold on— until everything flipped. Zix growled as he rapidly began to descend back to the ground.
“I will crush you!”
“Uh-oh.”
I saw the ground quickly approaching, stone and debris protruding up, ready to skewer me through. I let go of the Kobold’s obsidian scales, pushing myself to the side and into my own free fall. The world, once slow due to the effects of [Self Haste], began to speed up. The Skill’s effect came to an end.
I landed on all fours, but wasn’t able to steady myself before Zix was snapping his jaw at me. His gaping mouth closed in on me. I would have been eaten in a single bite. Which was disgusting!
A [Flame Burst] saved me. But Zix didn’t let up. He pressed forward, swiping his claws and bearing down at me with his ravenous teeth. I focused as I saw his flurry of attacks come my way. He was too large. Too quick. I would get hit eventually.
His movements— began to decelerate. The watching crowd slowed once more. I could see the dust behind Zix shooting up into the air, a plume that billowed up almost lazily.
[Restore Skill: Self Haste]!
I swiftly avoided the rest of Zix’s frenzied strikes. I led him closer and closer to the edge of the arena. He frowned and backed away.
“Do you really think you can trick me—”
“Nope!”
He paused. And I charged forward. I went straight for his chest, aiming for the open wound left behind by my [Radiant Slash]. I dug my claws into him, ripping, tearing, trying to burrow into him like some kind of Centinel.
Zix cried out in pain. He reached for me with his stubby arms, and I skittered out of the way, crawling around to his back once more. It was a familiar movement for me. One that was easier now that I actually had arms and legs. It’s definitely easier than crawling with just my body!
“What’s wrong, can’t reach me?”
My strength was waning. The buff from Daniel was going to come to an end within the minute. I concentrated on nothing but creating a pair of fiery chains, white and solid, one that didn’t waste mana burning, but was reinforced beyond anything I had ever made before.
We were in the sky once more. I could see the sable dome spinning above me. The stars were trailing in circles overhead. Zix was trying to crash into the ground again. He thought that it would throw me off. But I didn’t jump this time.
I threw the chains around his back, around his body, tangling into his wings. I tightened the magical bindings as Zix struggled to spread his wings wide to no avail. He was no longer in control of where we were going. We were both plummeting wildly to the ground now.
“You fieeeeeeeeeeeend!”
He cursed at me as I let go of him at the very last moment. The Kobold smashed into the ground, breaking apart the rock and stone below. They pierced his scales and tore apart his wings. He picked himself back up, standing on shaky legs.
“You shall feel the wrath of God for your sins! I will make you pay!”
I crashed into his back and sent him stumbling forward. He stopped right before the edge of the arena, where the wall of flames was located. He managed to catch himself from falling into it, although he was a scale’s length away from being burned by the fire. I grabbed the white chains, still wrapped around Zix’s back, and bellowed.
“I am not a fiend!”
He swiped at me, but I leapt over the attack and pulled at the chains with the weight of my entire body. I flipped over the dancing fire, landing on the other side as I hauled Zix over to me. He was tired, angry, and most importantly, off-balance.
“I am Salvos, and I will not let you stop me from seeing my companion again!”
He couldn’t brace himself. He wasn’t prepared for the searing pain that was to come. He fell face-first into the flames. And that was it. He roared, he floundered, he flailed, he screamed, he cried, and he died as the fire burned the scales off him.
The wall of flames lowered itself like a curtain at the end of a play. It revealed the charred corpse of Zix as he lay on the ravaged arena, alone. There were gasps. A quiet susurration ran through the crowd of onlookers.
“The Divine Flames have gone out, the Trial of the Scales is over!”
“She killed the High Zealot!”
“Impossible—”
Those who had come in support of the Scale Sentinels were in disbelief. They thought that their eyes were fooling them. I ignored them as
more important words resounded in my head.
The words of victory.
Defeated [Abbot of the Reckoning (High Zealot) - Lvl. 106]
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the Title High Zealot!
Experience is awarded for winning the Trial of the Scales!
That wasn’t just it. There was more.
General Skill [Advanced Mana Manipulation] Level Up!
[Advanced Mana Manipulation - Lvl. 6] -> [Advanced Mana Manipulation - Lvl. 7]
Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!
But most importantly was what came after.
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up!
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 98] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 99]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] Level Up!
[Asura Changeling – Lvl. 99] -> [Asura Changeling – Lvl. 100]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)
Species: [Greater Demon of Pride]
Subspecies: [Asura Changeling] - Lvl. 100
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 7
[Identification] - Lvl. 5
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1
[Racial Skill: Mortal Form] - Lvl. 4
[Rest] - Lvl. 4
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 2


[Title Skill: Zealous Call] - Lvl. 3
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 100 (+5)
[Strength]: 80 (+5) (-4)
[Endurance]: 90 (+5) (-4)
[Wisdom]: 150 (+5) (+6) (-4)
[Agility]: 201 (+5) (-4)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 5]
[Advanced Fire Creation] - Lvl. 30 (Maxed)


[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)


[Ember Core] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Flame Burst] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)


[Flaming Breath] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)


[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)


[Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)


[Self Haste] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)


[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Evolution Available]
[Title Available]
[Class Available]




50. What an Idiot

[Evolution Available]
[Title Available]
[Class Available]
That was… a lot to take in at once. But it made sense. Level 100 was a massive milestone which very few people ever reached. I have only seen a dozen Humans at over Level 100. Hadrian was one of them. Al… Alan? That was his name, right? Alan Cromwell of the Vaun Qieur Empire’s Elite Spearshield Forces was another… I think.
Nevertheless, I could now evolve into an Archdemon. And I now had a Class available. It was what I have been working towards all this time. I could become a [Space Mage] now.
Uh, it’s not that simple, Salvos, I could already hear Daniel saying, first you’ll have to—
I didn’t care. I was Level 100. I beat Zix. And now, my job here in Unarith was finished.
My companions were wading towards me. Xidra could destroy the Totem of Incense. We could return to the Plaguelands—
“Cheater!”
A voice cried out. I blinked and saw an angry Kobold pointing an accusing finger at me.
“You cheated! You went over the Divine Flames while it was still up!”
There were a few nods in agreement. I took a step back, placing a hand on my chest defensively
“I didn’t cheat! There was nothing in the rules that said I couldn’t leave the arena!”
“Salvos the [Mage] is right. The Trial of the Scales does not state that leaving the bounds of the Divine Flames meant a forfeit. She is the victor.”
Xidra stepped up behind me, placing a hand on my shoulder. But that was not enough to placate the audience.
“You received outside help! Those damn Humans helped you win!”
“That’s not allowed!”
I frowned.
“Well, Zix cheated too! He had… uh, artifacts! And Skills from his friends! That’s cheating!”
They ignored me. They didn’t care for what I had to say. Was Zix cheating? Yes. But they all knew it.
Unarith wasn’t a small village. It was a city with a population of thousands. Maybe even over ten thousand. As such, it had dozens or even a hundred different factions within its bounds. Only one or two dozen of those factions were part of the Cult of the Old Gods— a coalition of factions which the Scale Sentinels were an influential member of.
The other factions were either on the Risen Dragons’ side, or disinterested parties. The disinterested parties had no reason to show up for the Trial of the Scales, and the Risen Dragons were experiencing inner conflict over the destruction of the Totem of Incense.
As such, most of the Kobolds gathered here were rooting for Zix. They were part of his faction, or they were part of the Cult of the Old Gods. They were the ones who helped him cheat. Or, at the very least, they were aware of what plans he had to win the duel.
This realization sunk in as my eyes darted around, wary. They wouldn’t accept the result. Even now, they were trying to block Daniel and Edithe from making their way to me. I hurriedly whispered to Xidra.
“First Dragonling, I believe that trying to subdue the audience is a fruitless endeavor.”
Now, more than ever, I had to maintain my facade. If these Kobolds found out the truth about me, they would react violently.
Xidra narrowed her eyes. She realized something was amiss too. Her mouth opened, words began to come out—
But someone grabbed Daniel. The Human man pushed his attacker off him. But it was already too late. There were gasps. A Kobold held something up in the air— a necklace. One which hid the Classes and Levels of an individual.
It was no longer around Daniel’s neck. And everybody froze.
I sighed.
“Daniel, why are you so f—” 
“He’s a [Hero]!”
“That Human is an otherworlder!”
“Kill him!”
The ice shattered. The once simmering anger erupted out of the geyser, a pillar of boiling water bursting into the air. The crowd of Kobolds broke out of their stupor. They roared and charged my companions. What was once just a brawl turned into something far more deadly.
Their shovings became clawed strikes, aimed for the throat. They loosed spells and Skills at my companions. They screamed for death and violence.
“Slay that otherworlder! Bring an end to the scourge which afflicts our world!”
They came at my companions in a wave, washing over the dirt ground, a flood of fire and fury. It wasn’t just directed at them either. Some of their wrath spilled over and came for Xidra and me. I kicked a Level 30 [Warrior] back, placing a protective arm over her.
“We need to get out of here!”
“No.”
She spoke simply, shaking her head.
“Take your companions and flee the city. That is the only place you will find safety.”
“What about the Totem of Incense?”
I looked at Xidra with wide eyes. The Kobold woman gave me a reassuring look.
“Do not worry, Salvos the [Mage]. You have done your part. I will ensure that it is taken care of— there will always be pushbacks. Those against what I do. But bringing change was never going to be simple.”
She stuck her tongue out in one final smile of farewell.
“Know that for what you’ve done, you will always have my support on your side. If you ever visit our lands again, the Risen Dragons and our allies will offer you shelter and protection. Not just in Unarith, but in Lullin, Hirane, Sarton— any of our cities, you will find friends within.”
“Thank you, Xidra the [Herbalist].”
I hugged her tightly as the clamoring around us intensified. Her bodyguards were surrounding us, keeping us safe and boxed in. Hoxle swooped in from above, knocking away those who were higher leveled before they could even come close.
I leapt over Xidra’s bodyguards, diving straight into the angry mob. I hopped on their heads and headed straight for my companions.
“Come on! Let’s get out of here!”
I yelled, offering both of them my hands. Edithe whacked her staff across a green-scaled Kobold’s head, while Daniel slammed his fist on the ground and sent a group of Kobolds stumbling back from the impact.
My companions grabbed onto me as I flipped over a hail of glowing arrows. We avoided the magic and the Skills and the swinging swords and the spears. The rushing mob couldn’t keep up with my speed. After all, most of them weren’t combatants. They didn’t come here for a fight. But most importantly, they weren’t Level 100 either.
They tried to give chase. They were slowly left behind, fading into a multi-colored mass, barely visible in the distance. And we left the city of Unarith behind.
—--
“You’re an idiot.”
I stared at Daniel with my arms crossed. He buried his face in his hands.
“I know…”
“Why can’t you just do things right for once?!”
“I’m trying.”
“Try harder!”
I threw my arms up in the air, and he just groaned miserably to himself. Edithe walked up behind me, her lips drawn into a thin line.
“I’m upset too, Salvos, but you can’t really blame him for what happened. The Kobolds there were just looking for a reason to be angry. Even if Daniel had been more careful, they’d have eventually attacked us all anyway. Whether it be because you cheated, or because I helped you cheat, or because we’re Humans, or because he’s a [Hero]. It would have ended the same way.”
“Whatever.”
I rolled my eyes, breaking away from my companions.
“I’m going to go and evolve because I’m Level 100 now. Don’t let anything attack me while I’m doing that.”
“Alright. And congratulations.”
Edithe smiled at me as she took a seat next to Daniel. The Human man was now murmuring abusive words at himself as she patted him in the back. I ignored him, instead transforming back out of my Mortal Form, freeing myself from the very limiting scaled body of a Kobold.
“Much better.”
I stretched all four of my arms and flexed my clawed hands. My claws were far sharper than a Kobold’s, with a longer reach too. I enjoyed pretending to be a Kobold for a little while, but just as it was with being a Human, it got dull once enough time passed.
I sat down on a tree stump. The wood was old and rotting— not yet shriveled up and withered away like the trees in the Plaguelands, but simply dead, unaffected by any blight.
We were far from the Kobold lands. We ran towards the Plaguelands, of course. But we didn’t enter it. We set up camp right at the periphery where the ground began to change, but before the brown smog of blight was even visible. Or smellable.
It wasn’t exactly a safe place. However, we knew the Kobolds wouldn’t follow us here. At least, not immediately. So, we had time to rest and recover. Or in my case, evolve.
I couldn’t help but grin as I focused on the words in my head.
[Evolution Available]
Now, what kind of options will you give me this time? I was very excited to see what I got. The world vanished around me as I entered my mind, my consciousness still there, but my vision fading.
Species Evolution:


[Greater Demon of Pride] -> [Archdemon of Pride]


Requirements for three Subspecies evolutions have been met!


Yes! I’m finally an Archdemon! I wondered what Lily would say. She was still in the Brilsum ruins, right? Her Fairy friends left her behind, and she couldn’t return to the Spirit Realm. I should pay her a visit again— maybe teach that jerk Archdemon Belzu while I was at it.
Subspecies Evolution:
[Asmodai Succubus]
An [Asmodai Succubus] is one of the final evolutionary paths for a [Succubus]. Charming but deadly, an [Asmodai Succubus] carries herself with pride and intelligence, doing what is necessary to thrive even when shunned and estranged. She doesn’t stoop below her station, instead using deceit and power to overcome any obstacle in her path.
+25 to [Wisdom]


+15 to [Endurance]


+10 to [Vitality]


+10 to [Strength]


+5 to [Agility]


[Succubus]? Again?
I kept getting it as an option whenever I evolved. It certainly had a good distribution of Stats, But when I asked Daniel about it a while back, he told me to absolutely never choose it as an evolution.
While I took his warnings in stride, I wasn’t too entranced by what it offered me. It was too vague, and it would probably take away [Racial Skill: Mortal Form] from me. The only draw it had was the fact that it was one of the final evolutionary paths for a [Succubus]. Did that mean the [Succubi] evolution only reached Level 100?
It was likely that I would never see the [Succubus] option ever again. And that tempted me. My curiosity drew me towards it. If I could evolve into a [Succubus] just to see what it was like for a day before making a final decision— like with a Skill— I would have.
Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case. I probably wasn’t going to become an [Asmodai Succubus]. I had two other options, after all.
[Asura Changeling Matriarch]
An [Asura Changeling Matriarch] is a direct evolution to an [Asura Changeling]. Proving herself to be a powerful Demon worthy of respect, an [Asura Changeling Matriarch] rules over those around her, turning them into her minions. She is a natural ruler, and she will make it be known that she is a Demon above all others— by force, if needed.
+20 to [Wisdom]


+15 to [Strength]


+15 to [Endurance]


+15 to [Vitality]


+5 to [Agility]


These evolutions were… a lot more personalized than before, huh? They were far less specific, but both evolutions so far offered me what I needed in terms of added Stat Points.
An [Asura Changeling Matriarch] sounded good. It was the natural progression to my current Subspecies, [Asura Changeling]. It was a safe option. I’d get to keep [Racial Skill: Mortal Form], and my four current arms.
Maybe I might even become more terrifying. I could scare Daniel a bit at night— as punishment for his mistake earlier today, of course.
I also liked its description. Matriarch. That word had a nice ring to it.
Matriarch Salvos.
It was like having a Title without actually having a Title.
I held off impulsively choosing this evolution, and took a look at the last option available.
[Daeva Cambion]
A [Daeva Cambion] is the next step in a [Changeling]’s evolution. A [Daeva Cambion] has learnt what it’s like to live amongst Mortals and Spirits. Now, she must adapt to truly be accepted by their kinds. However, she does not forget her roots. That she is a Demon will always be known by her and those she trusts. It is her essence and her strength.
+20 to [Wisdom]


+20 to [Agility]


+15 to [Vitality]


+15 to [Strength]


+15 to [Endurance]


...alright. 

I didn’t know what I wanted now. [Daeva Cambion] didn’t just offer good Stats all around, it also piqued my interest. Because it came closest to describing me.


Also, it was something new. It was something different. It had the same allure as both [Asura Changeling Matriarch] and [Asmodai Succubus]: it not only assured me that I wouldn’t undergo drastic changes, but I was also curious about this new experience. 

What did it even mean by ‘next step in a [Changeling]’s evolution’? Did that mean it was better? Surely it was, right? 

I was torn between [Daeva Cambion] and [Asura Changeling Matriarch]. On one hand, [Asura Changeling Matriarch] gave me what I wanted. It guaranteed that I wouldn’t shrivel up into some kind of two-armed Human-like creature— which was probably what choosing [Asmodai Succubus] would do— while also letting me keep my Mortal Form. It was a good choice. It was the smart choice. 

And yet, I found my thoughts drifting towards [Daeva Cambion]. It was shrouded over. I could just barely see it peaking out of the thin mist. I could make out its shape, but not what it was. And I could tell— I knew it offered me what I wanted. 

The questions I had: I needed it answered. The vyings of my heart brought me towards this veiled goal. 

[Daeva Cambion]. 

I knew not what it was. It simply was all I could think about. Maybe it would be a bad decision. Maybe the uncertainty behind what it offered was too much of a risk to pick. However, there was a chance. There was a possibility that it’d be something wonderful.


Plus, it offered the best Stat boost. That couldn’t possibly be too bad, right? 

Evolution Complete!
[Greater Demon of Pride] -> [Archdemon of Pride]
Subspecies [Asura Changeling] -> [Daeva Cambion]
Gained 30 Stat Points!
[Wisdom] +20


[Agility] +20


[Vitality] +15


[Strength] +15


[Endurance] +15


Gained 3 Skill Slots!


Gained 9 Skill Points!


General Skill [Racial Skill: Demonic Essence] Obtained! 

General Skill [Racial Skill: Mortal Form] becomes [Racial Skill: Partial Mortality]!


Skill [Self Haste] becomes [Haste]!


Skills [Advanced Fire Creation], [Ember Core], [Flame Burst], and [Flaming Breath] consolidates and becomes [The Primordial Spark]!


Skill [Wings of the Netherworld] is now available.


Available Skill [Horror’s Flare] becomes [Demon’s Mark].


Available Skill [Star Forge] Becomes [Nebular Construct]. 





51. The Next Step

When I woke up, I was lying in a puddle of black liquid, a thin white molt of my skin shed on the ground beneath me. I blinked as I took in the stars above, twinkling in place, hanging from the sable sky like a mural painted on the ceiling of a domed roof. It was pretty.
I wondered what those stars were supposed to be.
Daniel said they were massive balls of hot gas located very, very, very far away. But they couldn’t be. Maybe that was what stars were in his world. However, that couldn’t possibly be the case in the Nexeus.
I got to my feet as I wiped myself down. I paused, staring at my arms. There was something different about me. Of course there was. I just evolved. My body changed every single time. And I didn’t keep the same base Subspecies. The last time I evolved from two nearly-unrelated Subspecies, I experienced rather drastic changes.
But unlike my most recent evolution, I didn’t get a pair of extra arms. Instead, I lost two of my arms!
“Wait, what?”
I patted myself down, reaching for my back, making sure that they weren’t hiding from me. Nope. They weren’t under my shoulders, nor were they at my waist. I even checked my legs, but nothing!
“Aw, I can’t believe it!”
Throwing both my hands in the air, I found the feeling of disappointment was only exacerbated because I now could clearly see what was missing. It didn’t feel that weird. It probably wouldn’t impede me in fights by that much. Just a few hours ago, I was pretending to be a Kobold, fighting against a fake-Dragon with only a single set of clawed hands.
However, I couldn’t deny that it was still upsetting.
“And my arms are shorter too…”
In fact, my whole body was smaller. I wasn’t an [Imp], running around two heads shorter than Daniel. Neither was I a lanky creature with a hunched back and hands that reached my knees without bending, looming over most Humans I met like I was some kind of Cyclops.
I was… more level, now. I stood as tall as Edithe, only slightly shorter than Daniel. I didn’t feel like I needed to stretch my back to stand up straight, and my shoulders weren’t nearly as broad as they were before. I still had my horns. They protruded from the sides of my head, angling more forward than up. My claws were as sharp as ever— and my silver-white skin unchanging in its color.
I narrowed my eyes, raising a hand to touch my cheeks. Rough, I thought. But not hard, like when I was a [Changeling]. I brought my fingers back slightly towards the side of my head, feeling my ears. And pointed.
It seemed like I was back to being an [Imp], now. Or no— I was more akin to a typical [Fiend]. I remembered what Haec looked like. The way I was built was more similar to him… apart from the size and color, of course.
“How is this the next step in a [Changeling]’s evolution?”
I wondered as I bent over, picking up my blue jacket and ragged cloak. I was naked, but I didn’t have any of the body parts Humans had. Or Kobolds. Or Cyclopes. Just a few silver-gray marks and lines that ran over my body.
I wore my clothes so Daniel wouldn’t be embarrassed, although I was pretty sure he didn’t care as much when I was not pretending to be a Human. Even as an [Imp], he had no issues with me walking around without clothes. He also didn’t care for Ignavare or Lucerna’s naked bodies, so I didn’t even know why I was even doing this.
Bad Mortal habits!
Shaking my head, I got dressed as I took in my new Status.
Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)
Species: [Archdemon of Pride]
Subspecies: [Daeva Cambion] - Lvl. 100
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 7
[Identification] - Lvl. 5
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1
[Racial Skill: Demonic Essence] - Lvl. 1
[Racial Skill: Partial Mortality] - Lvl. 1
[Rest] - Lvl. 4
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 2


[Title Skill: Zealous Call] - Lvl. 3
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 30]
[Vitality]: 115 (+5)
[Strength]: 95 (+5)
[Endurance]: 105 (+5)
[Wisdom]: 170 (+5) (+6)
[Agility]: 221 (+5)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 14]
[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)


[Haste] - Lvl. 1


[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)


[Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)


[The Primordial Spark] - Lvl. 1


[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Unused Skill Slot] x6
Right now, the two things that stood out to me were [Racial Skill: Demonic Essence] and [Racial Skill: Partial Mortality]. The latter drew more of my attention to it. It was curious. It was a change to my original [Racial Skill: Mortal Form]. Its wording… made me nervous.
Why did it change from ‘Mortal Form’
to ‘Partial Mortality’. Did that mean I was part Mortal now? Surely not, right? The description of [Daeva Cambion] emphasized that I was a Demon through and through.
I wanted to investigate what it was. But it scared me a little bit. So, I decided to take a look at the former Racial Skill first.
“[Racial Skill: Demonic Essence]!”
I raised my clawed hand up in the air as I spoke. Then I waited with bated breath. I expected a black aura to be exuded from around me— a darkness to envelop my being, filling me with power.
I waited for it. I waited for anything to happen. But I just stood there, looking like an idiot until a voice drew my attention from the side.
“Salvos?”
I turned around, blinking. Edithe stood next to a tree, a hand pushing aside its leaves to the side.
“Is that you?”
I beamed, pointing a thumb at myself.
“That’s me!”
“You look… different. Is this your new evolution? You’re an Archdemon now, I see.”
“Yep! I’m still not sure what I think of this. But I’m still Salvos no matter what!”
I crossed my arms defiantly, and Edithe rolled her eyes.
“I never would’ve thought otherwise. Just didn’t expect your evolution to be finished so quickly.”
“Why’s that?”
“Well, I was just basing it on my own experiences. I’m usually knocked out for the whole night whenever I advance my Class.”
“Huh.”
I tilted my head back.
“How long was I out?”
“About an hour— Daniel went to sleep a little bit after your skin started shedding. He was too disgusted by it. I stayed up to keep watch.”
“Thanks.”
I smiled at the Human woman as she approached me. She inspected me, walking in a circle around me as I twirled around, showing my new body off.
“What do you think? I’m a [Daeva Cambion] now!”
“I think you look much less terrifying than before.”
“Aw.”
My shoulders sagged. Edithe smiled, patting my back comfortingly.
“If it’s any consolation, you do look scarier than as an [Imp].”
“Thanks…”
I murmured, still pouting. She let out a soft chuckle.
“So, what were you doing? I heard you shouting the name of a Racial Skill and making a weird pose.”
“I was trying to figure out how one of my new Skills works. But it’s not doing anything.”
Edithe came to a stop right in front of me.
“It’s a General Skill, right? Racial Skills are usually General Skills, from what I’ve heard.”
I nodded.
“It’s called [Racial Skill: Demonic Essence]. It’s a new General Skill I got from evolving.”
She placed a hand on her chin, in thought.
“That’s a bit tricky. General Skills are a lot less instinctual than Skills you gain from Classes— or in your case, Subspecies— so you can’t really intuit what it does. You’ll usually have to infer from its name. In this case, maybe try to channel something… I don’t know, something demonic from within you? It’s a better shot than just calling out the Skill’s name.”
“Are you sure?”
I cocked my head, a little dubious. Edithe shrugged.
“You may as well try.”
“If you say so…”
I closed my eyes, focusing on anything I could discern as demonic. At first, I tried thinking of claws and horns, but that clearly didn’t do anything. It wasn’t like claws and horns were exclusive to Demons. When that produced no results, I concentrated harder on my most primal thoughts.
The desire to level up. The wild nature to kill everything in sight. Just for my own gain. Just so I could become something more. There was a tingling sensation within me. Something that tried to break free from my body. But that wasn’t right. Not yet.
I was getting close. I tried to grasp for what was there— delve deeper into my wildest desires. However, there was nothing else there for me. I may have had some instinctual need to evolve, but it wasn’t overwhelming. It never was. That was what made me distinct from the wild Demons.
Instead, my mind was transfixed on the images of the wild Demons. I couldn’t help but think of the Hellhounds and the Hellbeasts; the Fiends and the Djinns; the Legions and the Gadarenes. They were all so different. They came in all shapes and sizes. They were never the same, neither in their thoughts nor in their words, not in what they want or in what they try to do.
I was Salvos. I didn’t want to be like them. But I could take things from them. I could learn from them. I could use it all to become better. To survive.
And it was in thinking of these Demons, the feeling broke free. My body morphed. My arms shifted. I was not unfamiliar with transforming. And yet, this felt odd. This felt different.
I grew taller, just like when I changed back from my Mortal Form. But I didn’t stop growing, even as I reached my previous height. I stood a head above what I did before, my mouth protruding like the skull of a dead animal. My teeth numbered in the dozens, sharp and thin, more than able to rip a Human’s head off in a single bite. And my horns were longer than ever.
My transformation didn’t stop there. Blood poured out from my sides as something tore free from within me. More arms— not just an extra pair, but four individual arms grew out of me. I had six arms, just as I wanted. In fact, this was everything I had wanted and more from my evolution.
I was bigger. My body was more lean, shoulders not as widely spread apart as before, but I had extra arms and a longer set of legs to run faster. My claws were like short daggers, and I could touch the ground by simply bending my back slightly forward.
However, the part which made me smile the most was my Status.
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 30]
[Vitality]: 115 (+5) (+5%)
[Strength]: 95 (+5) (+5%)
[Endurance]: 105 (+5) (+5%)
[Wisdom]: 170 (+5) (+6) (+5%)
[Agility]: 221 (+5) (+5%)
“This is…”
My voice came out like a croak. A soft whisper, gravelly, the kind I expected that would leave a Ghoul’s mouth.
“Amazing!”
I threw all six of my arms up in the air as Edithe stared at me.
“Look at me, Edithe! Are you scared of me?”
“A little bit. If I didn’t know you, I’d probably run away, screaming for my life.”
Grinning, I waved a hand off playfully.
“Oh, stop it, you…”
“That wasn’t a compliment.”
Edithe retorted with a judging stare. I couldn’t help but excitedly jump up and down as I took in this transformation. Sure, I would have preferred it if this was my standard form. But I took a chance, and it still gave me what I wanted.
I paused as something caught my eye. It was a sleeping figure. It lay in a bedroll, just behind some trees ahead of me. A playful smirk spread across my face as I looked over at Edithe.
“Please don’t.”
She begged, and I didn’t listen.
***
Daniel went to sleep feeling terrible about himself. Not only was he berated by Salvos for the entire trip out of Unarith, he knew she was right and couldn’t help but agree with her. Everything was going smoothly until he screwed up.
Salvos won the duel despite Zix’s cheating. Xidra was going to placate the crowd and destroy the Totem of Incense without any more trouble. Then Daniel just had to let an angry Kobold steal his Necklace of Greater Obfuscation from right under him. Nevermind the fact that Daniel was about 70 levels above the damned thief, the thief was a [Gardener] too!
He messed up. Just as he always did. But Edithe comforted him. She told him to go to sleep— that a good night’s rest would make him feel better when he woke up.
He believed her. He truly did. And that was where he messed up a second time. Because he woke up, screaming and scrambling for his sword.
“Ahhhhhhhh—”
Daniel drew his long sword, pointing it at the terrible monster that loomed over him. Then he paused as he heard a garbled sound coming from its mouth. He narrowed his eyes, identifying it, and smacked his forehead.
[Cambion - Lvl. 100]
“Salvos…?”
The Demon girl fell to the ground, overcome with laughter. She clutched at her stomach with four arms as she wheezed, using the last two to wipe at her forehead and point at him respectively.
“Look at your face! You really thought I was some kind of monster! You’re such a coward, Daniel!”
The young man stared at the laughing Demon. He looked up and saw Edithe standing helplessly at the back. Sighing, he walked up to Salvos who still lay there, defenseless.
And he kicked her in the stomach.
“Ouch— yep, I deserved that. But it was still funny.”
***
“So, that’s a new Skill of yours, huh?”
“Yep. [Racial Skill: Demonic Essence]. It also gives me a big boon to all my Stats! A five percent increase!”
“I see.”
Daniel stroked his chin and looked over at Edithe. The red-haired woman seemed to have the same idea as him as she nodded. 
“It’s probably a timed Skill, like Daniel’s [The Will of the Hero], Salvos.”
Edithe explained, gesturing at the Human man.
“You should probably transform back. Do some experiments— see how much time is needed before you can use the Skill again. In the meantime, why don’t you try out that other Skill of yours?”
“[Partial Mortality]?”
I blinked. Edithe fixed me with a look, and I scowled.
“Aw, fine.”
I disappeared behind some trees, dragging my clothes with me. My body morphed once as I returned to my regular self, still a Demon, but not as fear-inducing as moments before. Then I focused on my other Skill, [Partial Mortality].
It was a lot easier to learn than [Demonic Essence]. Because it worked just like [Mortal Form]. There was only one slight difference, and it was how my white skin almost seemed to peel back from my fingertips to my chest as the change occurred. Previously, it was more of a gradual shift in all my joints. Like my body was being crumpled in, before expanding out. Also, the transformation took much quicker than it normally did.
When it was finished, I looked no different as a Human than I did from back when I was a [Changeling].
I stepped out to meet my companions, fully clothed, lazily raising my hands to my sides.
“Happy? I’m a Human, yay.”
“You don’t feel anything different?”
Daniel raised a brow, arms folded across his chest. I walked towards my companions and shook my head.
“Nope, nothing—”
I stopped. My eyes grew wide.
“Wait, actually…”
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 30]
[Vitality]: 115 (+5)
[Strength]: 95 (+5)
[Endurance]: 105 (+5)
[Wisdom]: 170 (+5) (+6)
[Agility]: 221 (+5)
“My Status didn’t change. I don’t have any debuffs to my Stats!”
I leapt into the air, pumping a fist.
“I can actually fight at full strength while pretending to be a Human!”
My companions exchanged a glance.
“That’s… very good, Salvos.”
“It is.”
Daniel yawned in agreement behind Edithe.
“However, it’s late, and I want to go back to sleep. I’ll celebrate with you in the morning.”
I glared his way as he turned around, stumbling back to his bed roll.
“Meanie.”
“To be fair, Salvos, you were the one who scared him awake just a few minutes ago. I can understand his attitude. Didn’t you say you were going to be more mature a few weeks ago?”
“I did! But he deserved that, Edithe! Also— can’t I have some fun from time to time?”
“You can. Just like he can be ‘mean’ from time to time too. Fair’s fair.”
I frowned and spun around, looking away from the red-haired woman for not siding with me.
“Fine. It’s not like I needed him, anyway. I have other things to worry about.”
Other things like...
[Titles Available]
[Classes Available]
First my Class. Then my Title.
I paused as the world began to spin around me. My knees grew weak and my body wobbled. I blinked as Edithe peered at me.
“What’s wrong, Salvos?”
“It’s nothing!”
I tried to wave a hand off, but couldn’t suppress an odd sound from leaving my mouth. 
“I just… feel very… tired—”
I couldn’t finish what I was trying to say. My legs buckled and I collapsed to the ground, snoring, fast asleep.




52. A Dime a Dozen

“Ugh, what happened?”
I groaned as I sat up, rubbing my head. There was this dreadful feeling hanging over my head— a haze that seemed to cloud my memory of the moments before I collapsed. Why did I lose my consciousness? My mind slowly whirred. Was I knocked unconscious?
I blinked, the implications of such a thing settling in. Was I attacked?
I leapt to my feet, glancing around, creating a Star Forge at my side. Readying myself for an attack from any direction, I stood steadfast, peering through the foliage of trees, only to see a bright light peeking over the horizon.
“Huh. It’s… morning?”
“It is.”
I nearly jumped as a voice answered me. Daniel sat under a tree, yawning as he faced me. I looked at him, then at the red-haired woman napping off to the side. Wasn’t Edithe the one supposed to be keeping watch?
Why was Daniel the one awake now?
“What happened?”
I was very confused. Perplexed by the whole situation. The Human man just sighed, speaking bluntly.
“You fell asleep, Salvos.”
I stared at him.
“What?”
“Yeah, you transformed into a Human and immediately dozed off.”
“...you’re lying.”
He shrugged.
“That’s what Edithe told me. You can ask her when she wakes up— or just go back to sleep. It’s up to you.”
Standing up, Daniel stretched his arms and legs before sauntering over to the campfire. He produced some foodstuff, no longer looking at me as he spoke.
“Since you can sleep now, why not try having some breakfast? Maybe you’ll actually like it.”
I watched the Human man in disbelief. He was lying— he had to be lying. And yet, a groggy feeling stopped me from getting to my feet. It made me feel lazy. Like I didn’t want to move. Like I just wanted to lie down and let darkness take over me.
My eyes widened, and reality shattered.
“NOOOOOOO—”
—--
My companions stared at me as I rocked back and forth, hugging my legs tightly to my chest. They were having their first meal of the day. Breakfast, or whatever you called it. The smell of the food wafted my way, but I didn’t indulge in such disgusting practices like them.
I was a Demon, not a Human!
“You sure you’re not going to try any, Salvos?”
Edithe proffered me some dried meat. I shook my head vehemently.
“Absolutely not! I don’t have to eat, nor do I want to eat!”
She exchanged a dubious look with Daniel. He grinned as he scarfed down his food.
“Well— of course. You don’t have to eat, just like you don’t have to sleep too, right?”
I glared at him.
“I don’t need to sleep! I stopped feeling sleepy the moment I transformed out of that stupid Human form!”
I crossed my arms, scowling. I was now back to being myself, no longer pretending to be a mortal. I had my enchanting horns and comforting claws back on me. 
“It’s because of that [Partial Mortality] Skill— when I transform into you stupid Mortals, I get your dumb, dumb, dumb needs to sleep and eat too!”
I made sure to emphasize the last ‘dumb’ to make it clear how dumb I thought this dumb situation was. Somehow, Edithe still didn’t get it.
“Come on, Salvos. It really isn’t that bad. Maybe the reason you’ve always hated food is because you never really had a need for it. You could just transform back to a Human and give it a little taste test, right?”
“No!”
I stood up, stamping a foot on the ground.
“I will not do that! I’m never going to be a Human, or Kobold, or Cyclops ever again!”
Spinning around, I marched five steps— and sat down. My companions watched me come to a stop, blinking. They spoke at the same time.
“What are you doing, Salvos?”
I hesitated.
“I… um, have to choose a Class. So, I’ll be blacking out now.”
Class Available:
Requirements for twelve Classes have been met from reaching Level 100 in your Subspecies!
Twelve?! I had twelve Class options for me to choose from? Edithe told me that most Humans only got five or six Classes to choose from during their first ever advancement. I got double that! I excitedly began sifting through my choices.
[Warrior]
A [Warrior] is a beginner Class specializing in melee combat. A [Warrior] fights with their brawn over their brain. They rarely use magic, preferring to bring the fight to their enemies than otherwise.
+3 to [Vitality]
+3 to [Strength]
+1 to [Endurance]
+1 to [Wisdom]
+1 to [Agility]
Huh. That sucked. It was just so… basic? There was no way I was choosing the straightforward [Warrior] pick as my Class. Next!
[Mage]
A [Mage] is a beginner Class specializing in magic A [Mage] manipulates mana to do their bidding. They rarely get their hands dirty in combat, using spells to defeat their enemies above all else.
+3 to [Endurance]
+3 to [Wisdom]
+1 to [Vitality]
+1 to [Strength]
+1 to [Agility]
Another beginner Class? Alright, moving on.
[Archer]
An [Archer] is a beginner Class specializing in...
Again? Skipped.
[Rogue]
A [Rogue] is a beginner Class specializing in...
Seriously? How many ‘beginner’ Classes were there?
I was Level 100. An Archdemon. I have vanquished thousands of foes and overcome enemies double my level. I have achieved feats that no one else in entire nations could ever hope to match.
From the Netherworld to the Plaguelands, I survived the harshest environments, escaped encounters with the strongest monsters and Demons, and mastered powerful magic through sheer talent alone.
I was Salvos.
I wasn’t going to accept any beginner option for my first ever Class!
I still have eight more Classes to choose from. The next one better be good!
[Runner]
A [Runner] is a beginner Class of the [Messenger] path...
…
[Baker Apprentice]
A [Baker Apprentice] is a beginner Class of the [Baker] path...
Three more. Surely there had to be at least one good option—
[Deacon]
A [Deacon] is a beginner Class of the [Priest] path…
[Smith Apprentice]
A [Smith Apprentice] is a beginner Class of the [Smith] path...
Why?
Is
this happening because I was mean to Daniel?
I promise not to be mean to Daniel ever again.
Please just give me something that’s not a beginner Class. It doesn’t have to be super special. Anything will do! Just something that’s not for beginners!
[Precise Archer]
A [Precise Archer] is an [Archer] who has demonstrated accuracy beyond the beginner level. Their marksmanship would be lauded by lords and ladies, praised for their ability to strike each and every one of their targets without any aid from their Skills.
+5 to [Endurance]
+3 to [Strength]
+3 to [Agility]
+1 to [Vitality]
+1 to [Wisdom]
This was… something. It was certainly better than what I was given so far. But I wouldn’t really say it was good. It was better. That was it.
Hopefully things kept improving.
[Summoner]
A [Summoner] is a [Mage] specialized in Spirit summoning. They have befriended Spiritkind and made a pact with them. Now, they do not fight alone, instead accompanied by the Spirits whom they have found as allies at their side.
+5 to [Wisdom]
+3 to [Endurance]
+2 to [Vitality]
+1 to [Strength]
+ 1 to [Agility]
A [Summoner] wasn’t a basic Class, huh? I was pretty sure Edithe explained it to me once. One could become a [Summoner] at nearly any level. Its requirements were fairly simple: you simply had to be a practitioner of magic while interacting with Spirits a great deal.
It wasn’t really anything special. But… if I became a [Summoner], I’d be able to summon Mistshard and Druma, wouldn’t I?
Or would me being a Demon get in the way of that?
I was definitely considering this path. Maybe it would even help with becoming a kind of [Space Mage] in the future!
[Diabolist]
A [Diabolist] is a [Mage] who has studied Demonkind, becoming a pariah, living in exile from society. They have seen the desolation of the Netherworld, spoken with ambassadors of the Demon King, and met Archdemons of great power. The [Diabolist] seeks this power, learning the ways and magicks of Demons, no longer interested in the teachings of mortal men.
+8 to [Wisdom]
+5 to [Vitality]
+5 to [Endurance]
+2 to [Strength]
+2 to [Agility]
Now this— this is good.
This seemed like the kind of Class you’d get at Level 40, not Level 10. It was exactly what I was hoping to get, considering everything I’ve done. I would’ve chosen it, no questions asked, if not for the description.
Learning the ways and magicks of Demons? This Class… maybe it was very beneficial for mortals. However, I was already a Demon. I already knew ‘Demon magic’, right?
I still had one more option. I hoped it would be good.
[Adept of the Fae]
A [Adept of the Fae] is a [Mage] who seeks out the mysteries of Fairykind. They wish to learn the mystic arts which make these Fairies so special— the secrets which the Oracle of Light, Melissa, kept to herself until her death. This pursuit may be a foolish one, with no teacher to guide them, but a [Adept of the Fae]’s curiosity will drive them forward in their path regardless of the consequences.
+10 to [Wisdom]
+5 to [Vitality]
...consequences?
This description made me wary. The Stat Points it gave out were very specialized too. Once again, it felt fitting. Like the [Diabolist]. But this took it a step even further.
I was only worried about what it said towards the end. It was ominous. Yet, it would further my goal, no?
Fairies were masters of space magic. That was how they could cross from the Spirit Plane to the Mortal Realm all by themselves. I needed to learn how to do that. I scoured the sprawling Motharis Mountain Range in search of the dangerous Brilsum Ruins Dungeon just so I could speak with a Fairy.
It was time for me to choose. I had a dozen options. Most of the Classes were worthless to me. Only [Summoner], [Diabolist], and [Adept of the Fae] had any worth.
[Diabolist], however, was… almost redundant. It would let me master Demon magic. I was a Demon. I knew Demon magic by default. Maybe it was a Class that Human [Cultists] lost their minds over, if they got the option for it. It definitely had the best Stat boost of all my choices. It might be the strongest of them.
But it was the least useful to me.
So, all that was left was [Summoner] and [Adept of the Fae]. If I chose the former, I might be able to see Mistshard and Druma again. We’d be able to fight alongside each other, just as we once did over a year ago.
Edithe wouldn’t have to be upset that she wasn’t a [Summoner] any longer, because I’d be able to summon her Spirits for her any time she wanted. However, did she want that? Could Mistshard and Druma even keep up with us now that we were around Level 100? And going back a little bit, was it even possible for me to summon Spirits as a Demon?
It was too uncertain. I wanted it. I vied for things to return to what they once were. But I had accepted that things changed, and even if I tried to reverse things to the old, it wouldn’t be the same.
Honestly, there really was only one option for me the entire time. I was given twelve Classes. Only one of them truly suited me.
[Adept of the Fae]. Could it be dangerous? Probably. But a vague, nebulous warning wasn’t going to stop me. It gave me what I wanted and needed, both at the same time.
It was the only logical choice for me.
Class Chosen!
You now have the Class [Adept of the Fae]!
Gained 5 Stat Points!
[Wisdom] +10
[Vitality] +5
Gained 3 Secondary Skill Slots!
Gained 3 Secondary Skill Points!
Secondary Skill [Banish] is now available!
Secondary Skill [Spatial Sight] is now available!
—--
“Ouch… my head.”
Waking up from an evolution never really felt like anything. It was like the world vanished for a moment, reappearing shortly after. However, waking up from getting a Class was painful.
Whatever change that went through me didn’t affect my body at all. It only affected my mind, and it made my head ache with intense pain. I glanced up, blinking as I saw a figure standing over me.
Daniel had his arms cross, a sneer spread across his face.
“Good morning, sleepyhead. How was your nap?”
I stared at him. Slowly, I got to my feet, and he braced himself.
“Wait, that was a joke, don’t—”
I walked past him, murmuring to myself.
“You promised not to be mean to him. Just ignore him. You promised—”
He blinked as I continued on my way.
“...oh thank god, I thought my balls were screwed.”
I didn’t hit him. I had other things to do. I still had a Title to choose, after all. I got them at Level 100, so they should all be good, right?
Title for Great Feats:
Requirements for two Titles have been met!
You now have three Titles available!
Titles:
(Unarith’s Fiend)
You have slain the High Zealot of Unarith and brought chaos and fear into the city! The terror you have caused makes you a Demon in the eyes of the Cult of the Old Gods, bolstering your spirit and your pride!
+5 to [Vitality]
+7 to [Strength]
+3 to [Endurance]
+3 to [Wisdom]
+5 to [Agility]
(Scale Champion)
You have won the Trial of the Scales, bringing victory on behalf of the Risen Dragons! They see you as their champion, the brave warrior who fought for their cause, earning you their praise and gratitude!
+4 to [Vitality]
+4 to [Strength]
+4 to [Endurance]
+4 to [Wisdom]
+4 to [Agility]
(Savior of Falisfield)


You have liberated Nixa’s largest province of Falisfield from a rampaging Greater Demon! You have saved the city of Silvergrove from falling, and avenged all those who have been killed in the destruction! You are a hero in the people’s eyes!


+3 to [Vitality]


+5 to [Strength]


+5 to [Endurance]


+3 to [Wisdom]


+3 to [Agility]


...these Titles sucked.
I’m sticking with what I have for now.




53. Partial Mortality

We didn’t venture into the Plaguelands now that I was done with my evolution. Instead, I focused mostly on testing out my new Skills. As much as I didn’t want to, the first we started with was [Partial Mortality].
My companions wanted to investigate further into how it worked and see how often I could transform into a mortal. I was reluctant at first, but after they gave their reasoning, I conceded and began some tests.
“We don’t know how this works, Salvos. It’s far more restricting than your [Mortal Form].”
“What even good is this dumb Skill? I don’t want to use it ever again!”
Edithe sighed, rubbing at her temples.
“You’re no longer impeded in combat while transformed as a Human. Sure, it comes with its own drawbacks to you, such as needing to sleep or eat—”
“You don’t know that! Maybe I won’t need to eat!”
She gave me a blank stare, and I hesitated.
“Maybe I won’t need to eat…?”
“...anyway, it not only means that you can fight at full strength while a Human, it also means you can blend in better in Human, Kobold, and Cyclops societies too. It’s hardly a negative, Salvos.”
“It is to me.”
I grumbled, turning around.
“But fine— I’ll test it out.”
I didn’t transform into a Human this time. Instead, I wore my Kobold robes with my blue jacket on top of it, and transformed into a Kobold. As I noticed before, the way my body morphed was a lot smoother. It also happened faster, and in mere moments, I was looking up at Edithe as a Kobold.
“Now what?”
I cocked my head. The red-haired woman exchanged a glance with Daniel. She drew her lips into a thin line.
“Now we wait for you to— Salvos?”
She blinked, and I fell face-first on the ground, asleep.
—--
A few days passed as I consistently switched in and out of my various mortal forms. I learned many things during that time— first of all, there still wasn’t a timer to how long I could remain a Human or Kobold or Cyclops. In that sense and only that sense, it functioned in the same way as my previous [Mortal Form] Skill.
However, it differed in the way it dealt with sleeping and eating. Previously, I wouldn’t have to sleep or eat when I transformed. Now, not only did I have to eat and sleep like a mortal, it happened every single time I transformed.
“This is stupid!”
I threw my hands— bulky, Cyclops hands— into the air. Edithe, however, was captivated by this.
“Interesting, so it forces you to sleep and eat the moment you transform, resetting and starting your eating and sleeping schedules each time for each form. That means you can’t just transform to a Human right outside of a city… well, you can. But you’ll just have to sleep seven or eight hours before you can enter.”
I scowled.
“You Humans are so lazy! And I have proof right here. As a Kobold, I only need three hours, and as a Cyclops, only six.”
“Six isn’t that much shorter than seven, you do know that, right?”
Daniel piped up from the side.
“Still less lazy than you!”
I stuck my tongue out at him— and it was fine, since I wasn’t a Kobold right now.
That wasn’t the only thing I learned. There was also a cooldown: it took roughly half a day before the Skill could be used again. That meant that I had to wait twelve hours to pass before I could change back from a mortal once I turned into one. It also meant I had to wait the same amount of time before I could become a mortal once more.
That gave me a lot of time to practice and test out my other Skills.
Salvos (Death of the Destroyer)
Species: [Archdemon of Pride]
Subspecies: [Daeva Cambion] - Lvl. 100
Class: [Adept of the Fae] - Lvl. 10
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 7
[Identification] - Lvl. 5
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1
[Racial Skill: Demonic Essence] - Lvl. 1
[Racial Skill: Partial Mortality] - Lvl. 1
[Rest] - Lvl. 4
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 2


[Title Skill: Zealous Call] - Lvl. 3
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 123 (+5)
[Strength]: 100 (+5)
[Endurance]: 108 (+5)
[Wisdom]: 184 (+5) (+6)
[Agility]: 241 (+5)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 14]
[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)


[Demon’s Mark] - Lvl. 1


[Haste] - Lvl. 1


[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)


[Nebular Construct] - Lvl. 1


[Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)


[The Primordial Spark] - Lvl. 1


[Wings of the Netherworld] - Lvl. 1


[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Unused Skill Slot] x3
Secondary Skills:
[Available Secondary Skill Points: 3]
[Banish] - Lvl. 1
[Spatial Sight] - Lvl. 1
[Unused Secondary Skill Slot] x1
I had a lot of new Skills. And despite that, I still had a lot of Skill Slots left over.
2 Skills came from my new Class, while 5 came from my evolution. At first, I was surprised I only got 2 Skills from my Class. But Edithe reassured me it was normal. After all, my Class was only at Level 10.
She never heard of [Adept of the Fae] before, which told me as to how special the Class was. In fact, its Skills were certainly above what I expected from a Skill at that level.
“[Spatial Sight]!”
I snapped my single eye shut as the Skill’s effects activated. The world around me vanished for a brief moment, only darkness filling my vision. Then, suddenly, everything became more.
I still couldn’t see. But it was as if I could absorb the information of what made up my surroundings. It was similar to seeing the threads of mana filling the air, weaving the world into existence. However, instead of focusing on the general mana density around me, the Skill allowed me to pick out the mana exuded from the object and the space it filled in this dimension.
“Can you see me?”
I heard Edithe’s voice coming from my left. The red-haired woman was standing six feet away from me, where I had last seen her.
“Yep.”
“What am I doing?”
“You’re just standing there— no, wait, you’re holding onto your staff with your left hand, aiming it at me as if you’re about to cast a spell.”
There was a pause. She shifted slightly, taking a step back.
“How about now?
“Nope. Can’t tell what you’re doing. Can’t even see you anymore.”
“Try bringing your [Spatial Sight] to your left. Like you’re looking my way, but without your eyes.”
I furrowed my brows.
“Alright…”
Right now, my field of vision encompassed everything in a sphere around me. It let me see the grass at my feet, the thicket behind me, and the empty spot where Edithe once stood to my left. I concentrated entirely in that direction, and this bubble… changed.
It was like it was being pulled further and further towards the left. The trees vanished from my vision as my view of the left side expanded. Edithe’s being slowly seeped back into my mind— the rough figure of her person stood in the space I was perceiving.
“Woah, I see you now.”
“How about this?”
A voice called out. Not Edithe, but Daniel. I heard the sound of something being thrown. A round object, about the size of my fist. It came into my [Spatial Sight] just a second later. I couldn’t fully process what it was, just that it came quickly.
It only had three feet to cross before it hit me from behind. I could catch it. Or dodge it. But I decided to test something out. Raising a hand, I pointed at the flying object.
“[Banish].”
A hole opened up in my [Spatial Sight]. It sucked whatever it was into it, shooting out of another hole about five feet to my right. It traveled at the same speed as before, unperturbed by the sudden shifting through space.
I blinked as [Spatial Sight] ended. I glanced over at the object that was thrown— it was an apple, half-eaten by Daniel. He grinned.
“Thought you might want to try it, since you’re probably getting hungry right now.”
I rolled my eyes, not validating him with a response. Although my stomach did rumble a bit.
Instead, I turned to Edithe who was now standing nearly ten feet to my left. Her head was tilted back, as if she were in thought.
“So, you can keep the Skill up for five minutes. You can perceive everything in a five foot radius around you. You can only use it once a day. And you can expand your vision by sacrificing vision on one side.”
“I think it’s only sort of like that. There’s a limit to how much I can shift my [Spatial Sight].”
“It’ll probably be less restrictive the more you level the Skill. The radius too will increase.”
“I still prefer [Banish].”
I glanced over at Daniel who had picked up his apple and was in the middle of biting into it. I pointed a finger at it, using the Skill once more.
“[Banish]. Look, it only takes a minute before I can use it again!”
The Human man blinked as the apple in his hand disappeared. He was almost ashamed when he had to pick it back up again. I raised my head slightly.
“Although, I wish it could teleport larger objects. Like people.”
“Teleportation of any kind isn’t really the kind of Skill most people would get at Level 10, let alone Skills that teleport other people. Those are a lot more complex, and typically require a small ritual to be made or else it won’t work.”
“So, you’re saying I can’t teleport my enemies very high up into the air so that they fall and die?”
Edithe nodded, and I groaned. There went that plan.
I had a lot of other Skills to test out. Most of them I did already test out. The only ones I haven’t had the time to use were [Demon’s Mark] and [Haste].
I couldn’t really use the former. My instincts told me it was something I used on people. And I wasn’t going to test it out on my companions, only to have it curse them with a thousand years of pain or something equally as egregious as that.
But [Haste] on the other hand. I could tell what it did, but I wanted to test it out.
“Are you guys ready?”
I looked over at my companions. They shrugged.
“As ready as I’ll ever be.”
“Uh, I guess?”
“Alright.”
With a deep breath, I raised a hand and spoke softly.
“[Haste].”
As expected, the same effects of [Self Haste] overcame me. Each movement I made was far faster than it normally was, speaking included. Sure, I could slow down my speech enough so that others understood me. But it was annoying to do, so unless I really wanted to be heard, I typically just spoke really, really, really fast.
There was no difference. No difference except for the fact that my companions were moving nearly as quick as I was.
“WhatisgoingonthisfeelsveryweirdohfuckI’mgoingtopuke—”
Edithe was running around, almost unable to control where she was going. She just barely went around a tree before circling back at me.
“SalvosthisisgoodandalllbutIwanttomakeitstop!”
I chuckled.
“You can’t. You’ll have to wait for it to end.”
“You’vegottobefucking—”
She was cut off as Daniel slammed into her back. They both tumbled onto the ground, and just lay there, refusing to get up.
“I. Hate. This.”
The Human man spoke deliberately, pausing for an elongated period of time before saying each word. I proffered them both my hand.
“Come on, you’ve got to get used to it. Learn to speak like this, and move with [Haste] active like it was your normal speed.”
They both begrudgingly got back up. I ran ahead of them, gesturing for them to follow me. They couldn’t keep up. Not only was my [Agility] higher than theirs, I was also pretty sure the Skill was slightly less effective for them as it was for me.
Eventually, the Skill ended. And both of them nearly tripped and fell because of the sudden change in speed.
“There, there.”
I patted both of them on the back as they went to take a seat and rest. The sun was setting, and they already had a fire going from earlier. My stomach growled once more when I smelled the scent of the food cooking over the flames.
I tried not to think about it.
“I’ll be able to change back out of a Cyclops, then we’ll finally be able to return to the Plaguelands, right?”
“Yeah. We’re leaving tomorrow morning.”
Nodding, Edithe bit into a skewer of roasted meat.
“Honestly, I’m almost not looking forward to it.”
Daniel added to the side, waving his own bit of food.
“We won’t be able to eat good once we’re back in the Plaguelands. And that stench— uh, not a big fan of it at all.”
I just stared at him, not saying anything. A small smile spread across his face as he scooched over my way.
“What’s wrong, Salvos? Want to give it a try? There’s nothing wrong with eating, you know. And now that you actually need to eat, who knows, maybe you’ll like it.”
I felt my mouth watering as Daniel offered me his skewer. What he said made sense. Certainly, I had a need to eat while I was a Cyclops, or Human, or Kobold. Satiating that hunger was not a bad thing.
But I have made fun of my companions for eating in the past, despite them giving that exact same reason all the time. Sure, I was never really serious. I understood that they would literally die if they didn’t find proper sustenance. It just felt like I would lose something if I tried food now, and found that I liked it.
However, that was a good thing, right? I’d be indulging in something that was not only necessary for my survival, but also tasted good— or so they claimed. A tiny, little bite wouldn’t hurt anyone, right? I might as well try it, right?
I took the skewer from Daniel and stared at it— at the slightly overcooked sides of the meat, and at the light smoke rising from being recently taken from the fire. It was coated in a sheen of its own oil. Apparently something that was delicious to Humans.
I raised it as I slowly opened my mouth... and threw it at the Human man’s face.
“Nope! I’m not trying it! I will never ever, ever eat your stupid food!”
I didn't bite into a single piece of food, and later transformed back from a Cyclops as my companions went to sleep.




Side Story 5: Rachel

“Rachel, come back here!”
Sophia’s voice crawled down the hallway after the little girl. Rachel glanced back once, seeing the shadow chasing after her. She skittered down the steps, much to the exasperation of the brown-haired woman.
Rachel made the sharp turns down the stairway with ease and reached the first floor with barely a sound. Her footfalls were silent on the wood floor, an advantage from having a high [Agility] Stat. She arrived at a crowded hall, filled with tables and chairs. Glancing around, she searched for an exit. Adventurers— those whose levels she could not see— were milling about, exchanging inane chatter over some drinks and food.
The front door swung open as a man strolled in. That was an exit for her. But a too-obvious one. And once Rachel left the building, she’d be out in the open, and there were not a lot of places to hide in a courtyard.
She had to find another place to hide. She squinted at a table, not too far to her left. A man lay passed out on it, having had one too many drinks this early in the morning. Or maybe he was like father, and he drank late into the night. Who knew? But Rachel decided it was the best place to hide.
Activating the only Skill she knew, Rachel made a dash for the table as Sophia descended from the stairs. The brown-haired woman narrowed her eyes, casting her gaze over the common room.
“Has anyone seen Rachel?”
There were a few shrugs. Someone replied with ‘who’s Rachel?’, only for Sophia to roll her eyes. She started for the front door as Rachel hid behind the table’s legs.
[Hide in Plain Sight]. It was a simple Skill. She could use it once every three hours. Rachel was disappointed that that was all she got when she first got her Class. But Sophia gave her a loooooooooong explanation which the little girl didn’t listen to.
Speaking of— Rachel couldn’t help but giggle as she spotted Sophia walking out of the doorway. Rachel already had it all planned. She made a dash for it the moment the door slammed shut. She quickly ran up the stairs, running back to her room.
Sophia would never expect it. Rachel would hide in her bed, playing with Princess, while the brown-haired woman scoured the outside for someone who wasn’t there. Rachel felt like a genius. Was this what Salvos felt like most of the time?
Rachel threw the door open—
“Found you!”
And a hand grabbed her. She looked up in horror as Sophia stood right before her, an irritated smile on her face. The window was wide open, with the curtains fluttering in the wind.
“How— how did you…?”
Rachel dropped to her knees, defeated. Sophia scoffed.
“I’m a [Hunter], Rachel. You should know better than to try and hide from me. Now come on, we are behind on your readings.” 
The little girl pouted.
“I’m not going to study! I don’t wanna!”
“You have to, Rachel. Didn’t you say you wanted to become an adventurer?”
“I do…”
She admitted as Sophia dragged her to the desk.
“Then to be an adventurer, you’ve got to learn how being an adventurer works, right?”
“That’s not true!”
Rachel wasn’t just arguing for the sake of arguing. She knew that wasn’t true at all.
“So many adventurers have never picked up a book in their life! Like Salvos!”
“I’m sure Ms Salvos has picked up at least one book before. But yes, a lot of adventurers have never done any research before becoming an adventurer. Do you know what happens to a lot of adventurers too?”
The little girl shook her head. Sophia nodded.
“They die, Rachel. That’s what happens when they’re unprepared. We don’t want that to happen to you, do we?”
“...we don’t.”
“Good. So, come on, it’s time for you to study.”
Sophia dragged her own chair next to Rachel. The girl grumbled as she began reading through the pages in the book.
“I just don’t get why I can’t actually train to be an adventurer.”
“I’ve told you this before, Rachel. You’ve done plenty of training. More than you should have. You just turned nine, and you’re already Level 10. That is faster than how long it takes for even noble children to get a Class.”
A smile slipped onto the little girl’s face at the compliment. She quickly recalled her Status, proudly taking in those words in her head.
Rachel
Species: [Human]


Class: [Rogue] - Lvl. 10


General Skills:


[Identification] - Lvl. 1


[Racial Skill: Inferior Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 1


[Rest] - Lvl. 1


Stats:


[Available Stat Points: 10]


[Vitality]: 3


[Strength]: 2


[Endurance]: 3


[Wisdom]: 3 (+1) 

[Agility]: 6


Skills:


[Available Skill Points: 6]


[Hide in Plain Sight] - Lvl. 1


[Unused Skills Slots] x4


Theoretically, Rachel was likely as fast as someone twice her age if they didn’t have a Class. That made her happy. But Sophia thought it was a bad thing. 

“However, unlike noble children, you didn’t spend most of your childhood learning or doing things which would give you a better Class or better Skills once you reached Level 10. Because of that, you only received one Skill for becoming a [Rogue].” 

Rachel crossed her arms and scowled. She had heard this lecture a dozen times over. She knew what Sophia was saying was true, especially after her celebration for reaching Level 10 was cut short when the only Skill she got was for hiding from bad guys, and not actually stabbing and beating them. 

“But if I train, won’t I get better Skills?” 

“You’ll also get better Skills if you study more.” 

Sophia leaned over, giving the little girl a kind smile. 

“You want to impress Salvos when she returns, don’t you?” 

“Yes.” 

“I’m sure she’ll be impressed by how smart and proper you are when she comes back. You’ll be just like a— no, you’ll be even better than a noble lady. Salvos will praise you for that.” 

“Ok…”


Rachel reluctantly flipped through the book, no longer arguing with Sophia. For her part, the brown-haired woman slumped back on her chair and sighed. 

—--


Honestly, Rachel would be more than happy to read all the books in the world if they were actually interesting. But they weren’t. They were boring! Very boring! 

She had to read through an entire book about how adventurers got paid. It was obvious how they got paid— they fought things! Sure, there were different things they could fight. With different ways that they could make money from fighting things. And maybe even some ways where they’d get paid without fighting things at all. 

But those were boring things. Rachel liked to fight things! 

She made Princess throw a punch at the pillow. The pillow fell over, the frowny face she drew on it facing the ceiling. 

“And Princess defeated the scary Diamond Rank monster! Yay! Everyone cheer for Princess!” 

Since Rachel wasn’t allowed to train without Sophia’s supervision, she decided to play with her toys. She already did her study, and there was nothing else that could possibly be more productive than spending time with Princess. 

The little girl hugged her doll. 

“You did it! You reached Level 100 by beating the big bad slime, terrorizing Morningvale! What’s this? The Vaun Qieur’s Emperor wants to give you a medal? No— he wants to make you his Empress?!” 

Rachel gasped over and over again, pretending to be both the crowd, the Emperor, and Princess. Then she snorted, waving one of Princess’ hands dismissively. 

“No thanks, but I am Princess. I wouldn’t be Princess if I was an Empress. Don’t be sad Mr Emperor, I will still accept your medal, thank you.” 

With that, Rachel flopped over on her bed, lying next to Princess. 

“One day, you’ll become the greatest adventurer to ever live.” 

She spoke softly. Then she held up Princess, and poked herself on the chest with the doll. 

“I will become the greatest adventurer. Just like Salvos! Then we’ll both be the greatest adventurers… together!” 

Rachel was very confident in her words despite the fact that it was literally impossible. There couldn’t be two ‘greatest’ at something, because being the ‘greatest’ implied being better than everybody else. But the nuance was lost to the little girl, and she didn’t fret over these useless details. 

“I’m bored.” 

She glanced out the window. It was night— about midnight. Rachel should be sleeping, but she didn’t want to. She dozed off some time this afternoon, tired because she kept running around from Sophia. She couldn’t fall asleep, so she was cursed to do nothing until she could. 

Or maybe she could sneak out. 

Rachel climbed off her bed, already resolved to this impulsive decision. Sophia would scold her if she was found, but she wasn’t planning on getting caught this time. Slowly tip-toeing to the door, the little girl pushed it open and peaked out into the hallway. 

She saw no one closeby. So, she pressed on. She didn’t have a plan when she decided to do this, but as a result of another impulse, she now wanted to sneak some food out of the kitchen. There was a frozen box— one created by an [Enchanter]— used to store raw meat and vegetables. But Sophia also used it to store candy inside. And the more Rachel thought about it, the more she was craving a midnight snack. 

With a destination in mind, she quietly made her way through the maze-like hallways, headed for the stairs. She paused only when she heard a voice coming from a room. It sounded like Sophia’s voice. 

The little girl froze right before the crack of the door. 

“...and she’s really a prodigy. But if only she can sit still for more than a minute.” 

There was a laugh. Rachel activated her Skill, [Hide in Plain Sight]. It didn’t make her invisible or anything like that. It just made her harder to spot if you weren’t really paying attention. She was like a painting on a wall, if you were someone who didn’t care about paintings. Also, it required her to actually be hidden to use. 

With a gulp, she decided to peek through the crack of the door. Sophia sat by a bed, her back facing Rachel, with a man lying before her. Rachel recognized the voice that spoke next. Cless. Sophia’s friend. The red-haired man who had hurt himself trying to save the little girl.


“Most children are like that, Sophia.” 

He chuckled. 

“Must I remind you of what you were like only ten years ago?”


“I was mature for my age!” 

Sophia sputtered. Rachel couldn’t see Cless’ face, but she was certain he rolled his eyes. 

“And so is Rachel. But both of you still are very immature.” 

“Don’t you mean I was immature?” 

“I know what I said.” 

“Don’t make me punch you.”


The two laughed. Then there was a moment of silence. Sophia broke it shortly after, speaking in a softer voice. 

“How are your injuries?” 

“Doing much better. I think I can actually swing my right hand around without hurting, which is a stark improvement from two months ago.” 

Sophia was silent for a moment. Rachel could hear the brown-haired woman’s hand tightening over her clothes.


“You should’ve taken the potion.” 

“It’d be a waste if I did.”


“You’d have recovered in a day.”


“And someone else who’s more needed than me in this company war wouldn’t have gotten it. We were low on resources, Sophia. We still are. And I’m not exactly suited for combat, am I?” 

“So, you’re just going to keep suffering?” 

Sophia spoke through gritted teeth. Cless shrugged, then winced. 

“I’m recovering. A [Healing Mage] has already taken a look at me. He did what he could to keep me from dying. And he helped speed up my recovery. Everything else just takes time. Time which I have plenty of.” 

“I don’t like it, Cless. I—”


“Who’s there?” 

The red-haired man sat up, facing the door. Rachel immediately backed away as Sophia turned around. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“I thought I saw someone out there.” 

Sophia narrowed her eyes and started for the door. 

“I don’t think there’s anyone out there. There’s no way a spy managed to sneak in through the runes Baris had that [Enchanter] set up—”


She pulled it open, and gestured around. 

“See?” 

Rachel wasn’t there. She was already halfway down the stairs by the time Sophia even reached the door. The little girl could hear their muffled conversation continue before it completely faded away when she reached the kitchen. 

She reached the frozen box with a sigh. 

“I escaped…” 

Now to get what she came here for. She yanked open the frozen box’s lid and greedily eyed the candy stashed in a bag at the corner. Then she paused. She glanced back in the direction of Cless and Sophia, before looking back at the kitchen table. She saw wheat, sugar, honey, and other ingredients laid out. And she had an idea.


***


Sophia frowned as she looked into Rachel’s room. The girl was gone. Of course she was. She should have known it was Rachel who was spying on them last night. But Sophia was too tired to investigate, and chalked it up to Cless’ imagination.


Shaking her head, she marched to Cless’ room. 

“You won’t believe this—”


She paused as she opened the door. She saw Rachel sitting inside, her legs swinging freely as Cless sliced into a piece of round, honeyed bread. 

“And you made this?” 

“I did! Father made me apprentice with a [Baker] for a few years. This is one of the recipes she taught me.” 

The two of them glanced back at Sophia as she stood, wide-eyed at the hallway. Rachel leapt to her feet and grabbed Sophia’s hand. 

“Sophia, you have to try this! It’s a sweet dessert I baked last night. Master Olivia called it ‘cake’. It looks like bread but you have to mix it with honey—” 

“I know what cake is.” 

Rachel stopped as Sophia gave the brusque answer. The girl paused. She stared up at Sophia as the young woman squinted back at her. 

“Were you the one sneaking outside of this room last night?” 

“I… was…” 

She shifted guiltily. Her shoulders sagged as she drew back, almost cowering. 

“I’m sorry. I know I wasn’t supposed to. But—” 

Sophia raised her hand, and she flinched. 

“It’s fine, Rachel. I was just wondering.” 

The young woman ran a hand through Rachel’s dirty brown hair. The girl stopped trembling as Sophia smiled. 

“That’s very nice of you.” 

“I-I… of course! Come, you should try it! Cless loves it, right?” 

The young man blinked as he looked up. Then he protectively covered the plate of cake. 

“It’s amazing! But I don’t think Sophia should get some. I’ve only been nice to you, Rachel. She makes you read and do other boring stuff.”


Rachel cocked her head. 

“You’re right!”


“Aren't you supposed to be on my side?”  

Sophia scoffed as she sat on the bed, while Rachel climbed onto the chair right next to them. She stared expectantly at Sophia as she took a bite from the cake. 

“This is… delicious, Rachel!” 

Facing the girl, Sophia smiled and took another bite. 

“I really love it.”


“You do?” 

Rachel beamed, and Sophia nodded. 

“I truly do. Next time, make some for me too, ok?” 

“I will!” 

“Feeling jealous, are you?” 

Cless grinned at her. Sophia rolled her eyes but said nothing. The two of them knew the reason for this— why Rachel did this for Cless. The girl must have overheard their conversation and made the cake because she felt bad. 

Baking was not a simple process, so she definitely worked hard on it. Cless feasted on his morning dessert as Sophia patted Rachel on the head. 

“You’re a good girl, Rachel. Don’t let anyone else tell you otherwise.” 

She gave Sophia a nod, smiling from ear-to-ear.


“Of course!” 





54. Blaze of Glory

“Are we ready?”
I looked over at my companions. The pair had just finished dismantling the camp, and now they were doing a last second tally of all the equipment we had on us. We didn’t have too big a supply of potions, since we never actually got to bring any from Unarith with us before Daniel’s mess up. However, we did have the Herald’s Brush.
And that made all the difference in the world.
“The biggest problem with the Plaguelands is the blight. It works like a very slow curse, much less deadly on its own, but very dangerous when it impedes our movement during a fight.”
“You ignored my question!”
I pointed an accusing finger at the red-haired woman. She scoffed.
“And you ignored my explanation. Yes, we’re ready.”
“Good.”
A grin spread across my face as I took a step forward. I wasn’t nearly as tall as I was before, unless I used [Demonic Essence] to transform. But that Skill, just like [Partial Mortality], could only be used once every twelve hours.
It was like the opposite of a consolidation. A single Skill, [Mortal Form], broke off into two different Skills. I was currently my normal self. I wouldn’t say this was a transformation. I looked similar to when I was an [Imp], and I kept all the advantages such as mobility.
But right now, I didn’t need mobility.
“Are you guys ready?”
They clearly weren’t. But they nodded apprehensively anyway. Spreading my arms wide, I spoke softly.
“[Wings of the Netherworld].”
And there was a crackle. It sounded like the ground itself was being ripped open. Black blood poured out of my back like lava seeping out of the earth. And wings, built like bone and ivory, burst out of the crack.
It was dripping with black blood. It protruded from my upper back, close to my shoulders. They weren’t even full wings— they were merely the skeletal outlines of one. And yet, they felt real. They felt full. And it hurt.
I grimaced as I moved my wings. It felt like I had just been stabbed, and now the knife was being twisted inside of me. I wasn’t actually being damaged from my wings, but it felt painful, just briefly. I spread it wide open as I turned to my companions, baring my teeth in a smile.
“[Haste].”
There was a flicker. As if something passed through both Daniel and Edithe. Their movements suddenly sped up. It didn’t affect me. I specifically made it exclude me from my own Skill.
“Now, let’s see if you can keep up. If you guys reach the Plaguelands before me… I’ll try one of your stupid Human foods.”
Edithe didn’t really react to that, but Daniel was suddenly brimming with motivation.
“Alrightwhenarewegoingtostart—” 
“Go!”
I exploded up into the air with a single flap of my wings. They didn’t have feathers. They were like ribs with gaps between each protrusion. And yet, it carried me higher and higher. There was some sort of magic to these wings. I could see it tugging at the threads of mana around it. It even expended some of my mana. Although, it was enough for me to worry about it.
I laughed as I flew up straight into a cloud. I dove straight through the fluffy thing, meeting no resistance as it opened up right around me. Below me, I could see my companions running through the forest, heading for the Plaguelands in the distance. They zipped through the canopy of green as I soared through the sea of blue and white above.
It was wonderful. Flying felt so liberating. I could see the world spreading out, the landscape neverending, the scenery always changing. Twirling, spinning, grinning, I was in no rush to reach the Plaguelands. I saw a few birds flying on the same level as me. I scowled and flew even higher.
The sky almost seemed to change the higher up I went. The blue dome hanging above became… less full. It became deeper, but emptier. Even as the stars filled the sky with their dim glow. I wondered why that was as I continued flying, just with my back facing the ground.
Then I heard a screech. The air changed. It grew fouler around me. A noxious gas rose up, and I knew I reached the Plaguelands. I spun around just in time to spot a violet figure darting straight at me.
I went under the attack, barely dodging the snapping jaws of a [Nightscourer]. The undead bird’s wings were torn open, similar to mine. However, its body was covered in rotting flesh, a creature of decay and rot staring back at me. And it wasn’t alone.
[Nightscourer - Lvl. 103]
[Nightscourer - Lvl. 105]
[Nightscourer - Lvl. 101]
A small flock of the undead gathered around me. They flanked me from all sides as I floated right over a dark cloud. I smiled. And there was a flash. My being was wreathed in blue flames. However, it wasn’t a raging fire that spread through my arms, my wings, and my legs. It was like a second skin— one that wisped off embers and sparks, burning anything that touched it.
The undead didn’t react. They simply came at me, unbothered by the heat exuded from my flaming armor. Shaking my head, I opened my mouth and unleashed a plume of flames. It burned all around me, an inferno that enveloped the [Nightscourers].
I spun around as the fire raged on. It didn’t stop. It wasn’t like my [Flaming Breath], which ended after a few seconds passed. It persisted, like a wildfire, only ending when there was nothing left to burn. I only stopped when a [Nightscourer] crashed into my side.
My armor took the brunt of the attack. It would have held up if the undead didn’t suddenly flicker and wrapped its wings around me. My eyes narrowed. I noticed the embers dying. My Pendant of Greater Protection activated, protecting me from whatever draining effect this undead was inflicting upon me.
After a brief moment of struggle, I shoved the [Nightscourer] off me. I took a deep breath, and there was a pause. Something was being built up within me. Four [Nightscourers] flew straight at me right as I released it.
A disc of flames shot out. It came out fast, not an all-consuming fire, but a concentrated attack which tore through the undead before exploding into a lustrous sphere of white. The [Nightscourers] fell all around me as I resumed the faux flaming breath. And that was not all I did.
I knew not to let them get close now. So, I conjured sickles, swords, scythes, spears— any weapon to ward them off. I didn’t just swing the weapons at them, although that worked too. They were created around me, two or three at a time, shooting out, dancing, tracking the fleeing [Nightscourers].
A flock of undead attacked me, and a flock of them died here. They were around my level. They weren't swarm monsters. But I could kill them even when I was Level 80. Individually, yes. However, I was 20 levels higher now. And this Skill— it was only a single Skill. [The Primordial Spark]. It was more than enough to deal with the last of them.
Because it did everything [Advanced Fire Creation], [Ember Core], [Flaming Breath], and [Flame Burst] did, and more. I could also see Star Forge in this Skill. It was all-encompassing, fitting for the name it had.
Defeated [Nightscourer - Lvl. 105]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
...
Defeated [Nightscourer - Lvl. 104]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
“No levels? Huh.”
They were far too close to my level for [Daeva Cambion] to reach 101. But I expected something from [Adept of the Fae]. I thought I’d have leveled 10 times in that Class from defeating a bunch of Level 100 monsters.
“Maybe it’s because I didn’t use any of its Skills? I’ll have to ask Edithe how it works later.”
For now, I descended. I had already reached the Plaguelands, but was caught up in a battle. My companions, unfortunately, didn’t see it.
“Took you long enough.”
Daniel grinned as I landed before them.
“Looks like we won. You know what that means, right?”
“I reached the Plaguelands before you! I was just attacked by stupid undead!”
“No one saw it, doesn’t count.”
He shrugged. I sighed.
“Fine— I’ll try one of your dumb Human foods.”
I raised a finger before he could jump in joy.
“However, only after we return from the Plaguelands. I’m not going to be transforming into a Human anytime soon. Especially not just to eat your gross stuff.”
Daniel paused.
“I’ll take what I can get, I guess.”
Edithe shook her head, walking past the both of us, murmuring.
“Both of you are so childish…”
The Human man blinked. Then he sputtered.
“Hey, wait—”
“Heh. You’re such a kid, Daniel.”
I smirked as I followed after the red-haired woman. He stared at me as his face turned red in embarrassment. I waved a hand off.
“Don’t be upset, I’ll buy you some toys, ok?”
—--
Things were different. For me, at least. I noticed how my companions fought. They were definitely improving and leveling, but there was just a jarring difference between Level 90 and Level 100. A gulf, created from an evolution and getting a Class.
I was propelled far beyond each of their individual strengths. While Edithe had always been far behind me in terms of her combat abilities, Daniel was actually close. I was pretty sure I’d beat him each time we fought, even with his [Hero] Skills. However, it would be close.
Not anymore.
“[Banish].”
The glowing arrow disappeared somewhere to my left. I dashed forward, straight at the [Skeleton Archer] as it almost seemed to frantically nock another arrow on its bow. I reached it before it could do anything else. My clawed hands were lit ablaze as I quickly tore it apart with [Barrage of Cinders].
A dozen. I dismantled a dozen different Skeletons, all in under a minute. On the other hand, my companions were only just now finishing off the same number of undead. Daniel kicked a [Skeleton Warrior] back, raising his sword.
“Wait!”
I called out to him, and he paused. I walked up to the last surviving Skeleton. It lay underneath the [Hero]’s feet, struggling to get back up.
“I want to test something.”
Placing a hand on its skull, I took a deep breath and uttered the name of a Skill.
“[Demon’s Mark].”
I prayed— I hoped for the sake of me and my companions— that this was a tracking Skill, something that would let me find Edithe or Daniel if I ever got lost. Alas, it was not meant to be.
A symbol burned itself on the Skeleton’s skull. Then it seemed to expand, covering the entire undead in a red sphere. My eyes widened.
“Get back!”
My companions quickly backed away from the Skeleton. I leapt away with a single faux flame burst. The undead crawled back to its feet, stumbling forward as the translucent sphere followed after it.
Then a spire of fire shot out of the ground beneath it. It incinerated the Skeleton, turning its bones to dust and ashes. It shone brightly, a pillar for all to see, marking the earth with its bright light for an instant.
The flames dissipated, and the flash was gone. Nothing was left of the Skeleton. It couldn’t even try to escape from the attack, because it followed after it.
“Huh.”
I stared at the ground, scorched black despite the blight. I let out a nervous chuckle as I turned to my companions.
“It’s a good thing I didn’t test it out on you guys, right?”
They didn’t say anything. They just silently turned and walked away.
Defeated [Skeleton Archer  - Lvl. 101]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
…
Defeated [Skeleton Warrior - Lvl. 102]!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others! 
Class [Adept of the Fae] Level Up!
[Adept of the Fae - Lvl. 10] -> [Adept of the Fae - Lvl. 11]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
Class [Adept of the Fae] Level Up!
[Adept of the Fae - Lvl. 11] -> [Adept of the Fae - Lvl. 12]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!




55. Wishful Thinking

As it turned out, I could only use [Demon’s Mark] once every three hours. I was surprised. A Skill with as much destructive power as that would normally take a whole day before I could use it again. But I was Level 100 now. The next time I was evolving would be at Level 150. It made sense that the Skills gained during my evolution would be somewhat exceptional.
Also, there was more to it.
“Unused Skills have both pros and cons, Salvos. Not choosing a Skill you obtained means you may never have the chance to experience what that Skill does, especially if it’s a good one. However, if you leave it untouched, there is always a chance a Skill would advance— or in your case, evolve— along with you. And those Skills become extremely valuable, most of the time. After all, upgraded Skills are generally better than new Skills.”
“Huh. That’s pretty good.”
Edithe nodded as she continued.
“That’s why I never understood why you always chose and tested all your Skills whenever you evolved. It’s better to leave the ones you think are unremarkable untouched. You’re wasting its potential, otherwise.”
While she was in a lecturing mood, I decided to prod Edithe about how leveling my Class worked. I leveled a few times since entering the Plaguelands, mostly only when I used its Skills in combat, never really during any other time.
“It depends on your Class description. As a combat Class, [Adept of the Fae] probably levels from fighting and killing things like most other combat Classes. But since it’s ‘secondary’ to your Subspecies, it only gains experience when you actively use it in battle. The more you use your ‘main’ Class, or Subspecies, it’ll detract from the leveling speed of your secondary ‘Class’. The only other way you can actually level it up is by doing things related to its description.”
I tilted my head back up, pursing my lips.
“I don’t really remember what it said, but I think it mentioned something about Fairies? And learning from them, maybe?”
“That sounds right. And it means that it’s probably not going to be easy to level [Adept of the Fae], since it requires more exceptional circumstances.”
“Aw, really?”
The red-haired woman gave me a wry smile.
“That’s the advantage and disadvantage of having a rare Class, Salvos. Beginner Classes like [Warrior] may be inferior to [Adept of the Fae], but they’re able to gain experience from simple training and doing basic drills enough times. The requirements for your Class are higher, but the payoff is better.”
I scowled at first. But slowly, I let out the biggest grin onto my face as I realized what that meant.
“More time in the Plaguelands, yay!”
“...Edithe, why?”
Daniel gave the red-haired woman the most pained expression I have ever seen on his face. She just shrugged.
“You’re getting close to Level 100 too, aren’t you? I don’t see the harm in sticking around until you’ve advanced.”
“I know that, but… just…”
I pointed accusingly at the Human man.
“You just want us to return to Human lands as quickly as possible so I have to eat your stupid food!”
“And you just want to delay it for as long as you can.”
He crossed his arms. I rolled my eyes, pausing only when I saw the outlines of Skeletons approaching us from afar. Fire engulfed my body as I turned away from Daniel.
“It’s not like we’re in any rush to return anyway, are we?”
Fiery blades appeared around me. They shot out at the undead, ripping apart their ranks from afar, even before they could come near us. He sighed.
“I am not, no. But Edithe is, isn’t she? Which is why I’m surprised she’s fine with this suggestion.”
An arrow zipped our way, and I used [Banish] to divert it away instead of dodging. I had to get whatever experience I could from these encounters for my Class.
“We told Hadrian that we’d be borrowing her for a while, didn’t we?”
“That was half a year ago, Salvos.”
Edithe was the one to speak. Turning to face me, she gave me a rueful look, even as she blasted apart the undead from the distance.
“A lot of things can happen during that time. I can’t lie and say I’m not worried about my friends. I’d like to return and help the Valiant Dreamers in whatever way I can, especially with the way the company war was looking before I left.”
“You guys were winning!”
I spoke, exasperated, waving my arms around. Another arrow came speeding at us, and I teleported it away once again. I spotted a Ghoul amongst the Skeletons. It came bounding at us, far faster than the Skeletons could hope to move.
“We were winning, only after suffering significant losses, Salvos. The Iron Champions also outnumbered us. I haven’t received any updates from my company for a long time. I’m worried about them. Just as I’m sure they’re worried about me.”
My shoulders sagged as I saw Edithe’s face turn dour. I stopped conjuring weapons to shoot out at the undead, even as the Ghoul was getting closer. Then I shook my head, concentrating at a single ball of fire in the palm of my hand.
It burned red at first, before turning blue, then white, and finally, black. It expanded into crescent shape, like the moon. A bow, with the same-colored strings attached to it. That was not all. I created an arrow in a similar way, and nocked it onto the bow.
This weapon was made of fire, but it was not burning. It didn’t exude any heat. It was entirely physical, created from magic, turned into a solid object.
[Nebular Bow: Medium Grade - A bow created from the Skill, [Nebular Construct].]
[Nebular Arrow: Medium Grade - An arrow created from the Skill, [Nebular Construct].]
I loosed it straight at the Ghoul, and the bolt dug itself deep into the undead’s chest. It stumbled from that first hit, before I fired a second one straight at its head. It let out a guttural cry as it tried to gather itself. I simply finished it off with a few more Nebular Arrows sent to its head.
“Fine. I guess we can return to the Human lands. I have a Class now, anyway. I could go and speak to Lily for advice, or ask Saffron about enrolling me into one of your Human academies to learn more about space magic.”
We finished off the rest of the undead, just like that. Even Ghouls were no longer as difficult to kill as they once were. [Nebular Spark] was a very good Skill. It created weapons that persisted even after a few days. I didn’t have to expend any magic to upkeep it. I could collect the Nebular Arrows from the Ghoul’s dead body and reuse them for future fights.
Edithe placed a hand on my shoulder, giving me a grateful look.
“Thank you, Salvos.”
I blinked. Then I beamed.
“Of course! You’re my companion, not a minion, after all! I can’t just order you around!”
Although, I couldn’t lie and say I wasn’t a little unhappy about it. I mean, this meant I wouldn’t  get to see the Lich. Which sucked! Because I really wanted to see him!
—--
Class [Adept of the Fae] Level Up!
[Adept of the Fae - Lvl. 12] -> [Adept of the Fae - Lvl. 13]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
...
Class [Adept of the Fae] Level Up!
[Adept of the Fae - Lvl. 15] -> [Adept of the Fae - Lvl. 16]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up!
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 100] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 101]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
My new Class was leveling nicely compared to my Subspecies. [Adept of the Fae] had leveled 6 times in less than a week, while [Daeva Cambion] only leveled once. Granted, I was stepping back during the fighting just a little bit, letting Daniel soak up the experience, so he could get to Level 100 as soon as possible.
We were heading back to the Human lands. We had a map and a compass, and two Humans who were able to actually read that stuff. Most of the Plaguelands hadn’t been mapped out, so navigating our way back was still a little bit difficult. However, as long as we knew the general direction we were going, we’d be able to return to the Vaun Qieuer Empire eventually.
While the Plaguelands was certainly less dangerous to us, especially since I was Level 100 now, we didn’t simply throw caution into the wind. Daniel made sure that we camped out in places where we weren't just out in the middle of the open for any horde of undead to attack us, and instead had some sort of shelter to protect us.
We cleared out a small, ruined town full of Ghouls and Skeletons before settling down for the night. It was flanked by a blight flower field to the left, and a vast, open flatland to the right. It was late, and we were forced to make do with what we had.
My companions set up their camp as they usually did, but instead of having the usual inane conversations, we were talking about more serious things. Such as what Daniel would do when he returned from the Plaguelands.
“You could always just follow me to the Brilsum Ruins, you know?”
I offered him the suggestion as he chewed on some dried meat.
“While we’re there, we could deal with that Archdemon problem and speak with Lily— kill two wild Demons with one rock.”
“The expression is ‘kill two birds with one stone’.”
Daniel snorted, before taking a sip from his flask. Was that alcohol? His face was a little bit redder than usual.
“I’m just not sure… about what I want to do. What if what Faith said really was true? That the Inoria Empire was evil? Shouldn’t I go back to help her?”
“You told us that she manipulated and used you in the past, Daniel.”
Edithe almost looked annoyed at the Human man.
“You’d be fucking stupid to trust her again.”
“I know that, I know that.”
Taking a deep breath, he drew his knees closer to his chest and hugged them.
“It’s just that— I have a responsibility, don’t I? I’m supposed to be a [Hero]. And yet, people out there are dying because I’m too scared to fight. I could make a difference. I could save so many lives. But I’m just… here. Scared. Afraid.”
“Yep, you’re a coward, Daniel.”
I nodded, agreeing with him. He let out a heavy sigh, and Edithe winced.
“Not helping, Salvos.”
“It’s the truth.”
Perhaps it was because he was drunk, but the Human man didn’t make any sort of retort. That was better for me, since I could continue.
“However, despite being a coward, you’ve been by my side, even against all odds, you still fought. You never ran, leaving me alone. You’re a coward. But that has never stopped you from fighting before. It has never stopped you from doing what you want.”
It was an attempt at cheering him up. Maybe I could have worded it better, but I had no reason not to be blunt with him. It was better for him to hear things like this. Just like when he kept his secret from Edithe for so long— skirting around the issue wouldn’t bring any results with Daniel.
“As… harshly as Salvos is putting it, she’s right. You don’t have to follow her. You don’t have to save the princess—”
“Hey! I’m a Princess too!”
The red-haired woman ignored me, instead gently resting the tip of her fingers on the back of his hand.
“You can do whatever you want. You don’t have to decide now. Just think about it, alright?”
Daniel looked up at her. He stared at Edithe with a grateful smile. Then it slipped away as he buried his face into his hands once more.
“And what about that whole Apocalypse thing? What are we going to do about it? We have to do something, right?”
This time, Edithe was stumped too. She hesitated, trying to work her jaw, but nothing came out.
“I… that’s… fuck, good question.”
“Why do you have to do anything?”
I fixed both of them with a puzzled look. The question took them by surprise. They both turned to me at the same time.
“Uh, because it’s something that affects all of us?”
“Everyone will die, Salvos. If what Xidra says is true—” 
“Then it doesn’t matter.”
I raised my shoulders in a shrug. Then I shivered slightly as a cold chill swept over our camp. The fire flickered with the wind, almost growing smaller from the breeze.
“If these Dragons couldn’t do anything about it, how are we supposed to stop it? Also— what if Xidra is wrong? Maybe she thinks she’s telling the truth, but maybe someone lied to her. Neither of you have to do anything about it.”
There was a pause. Edithe and Daniel exchanged a glance, as if deciding who should speak first. They seemed to settle on the red-haired woman as she started.
“Salvos, even if—”
I raised a hand, cutting her off. A prickling sensation ran through me. The one I always felt when I thought I was being watched. But it was different this time. It felt… real. Almost overwhelming.
I leapt to my feet, grabbing my Nebular Bow, nocking it as I turned around. A heavy mist encroached on the ruined town, surrounding it from all sides. The burning fire was snuffed out as another freezing zephyr swept over our camp, and my companions drew their weapons, growing alert as the veil of darkness fell upon us.
“Someone is…”
I didn’t finish. A figure stepped out from the mist. My eyes grew wide as I saw yellow bones. A black robe. A skull with fire for eyes, glowing a bright green. An ethereal voice left its mouth like a whisper.
“Hello, my beautiful Lilian. It has been so long since I last saw you.”
[Lich - Lvl. 143]




56. Weak Hero

[Lich - Lvl. 143]
“Hello, my beautiful Lilian. It has been so long since I last saw you.”
An ethereal voice spoke out, wispy, as if his words were made of smoke. I aimed the Nebular Bow at him, feeling a chill creep up my shoulders, wrangling around my neck, threatening to suffocate me.
“You’re… the Lich? There’s no one here called Lilian. What do you want?”
I was excited to meet him. He was supposed to be a Human who transcended the need to sleep or eat. A [Hero] who came to this world and became incredibly powerful unlike Daniel. However, I was now nervous. Afraid, even.
Because he didn’t come here to befriend us. The magic I sensed gathering around him— it was filled with the intent to kill.
“Foolish Demon.”
He spoke dismissively, his flaming eyes flickering. His sable robes were untouched by the gust of wind billowing behind him, blaring like the alarms in my head, warning me to flee. I stood my ground as a cackle left his unhinged jaw.
“I have slain thousands of your kind with only my left hand, and brought down those far above your level with only my right. Do not challenge me or you will perish.”
I didn’t back down. Flame and ember engulfed my being as my companions readied themselves for this powerful enemy.
“Tell us why you’ve come here, Lich.”
Daniel boldly stepped forward on wobbly legs. He was still drunk. That idiot.
The Lich’s head tilted. He peered at the [Hero]. There was a moment’s pause as his flaming eyes seemed to burn through the Human man. Finally, he shook his head, disappointed.
“Pathetic.”
“Hey! You don’t get to call him pathetic!”
I stood beside my companion, nodding. Daniel blinked, facing me.
“Salvos…”
“Just because he’s weak, and stupid, and very bad at fighting despite being a [Hero], doesn’t mean he’s pathetic at all! Unlike you, he’s still alive!”
“...why did I think you’d actually defend me?”
Daniel sighed as I shot him a thumbs-up. The Lich ignored us. His gaze slid over our slipper figures, resting gently at Edithe.
“Ah, Lilian, you haven’t aged a day since I last saw you.”
Edithe narrowed her eyes.
“Wait, you’re talking to me? I’m not Lilian—”
He almost seemed to hover as he drew closer. We tensed as he continued.
“Why did you leave me, my darling? My gorgeous red flower. My…”
His voice trailed off. A word was said, but I couldn’t understand it. I rubbed my ears as Daniel cringed.
Edithe stared at him.
“What was that?”
“My lovely Lilian. Come here…”
Again, the word was cut off. I cocked my head as I saw Daniel buried his face in his hands.
“What’s he saying? He’s speaking English, right?”
The Human man nodded. Slowly, he faced me with his red cheeks, murmuring in English.
“He’s saying ‘my bae’. He’s calling Edithe ‘bae’.”
“Huh.”
I didn’t really get what was wrong with it, but Daniel was overwhelmed with embarrassment. Edithe was confused as well. But she didn’t have time to voice her thoughts as the Lich decided the time for talk was over.
“Return my beloved to me, and you will have my eternal gratitude. Keep her, and know that no salvation awaits your future.”
He was mad. He thought Edithe was Lilian, ignoring her words that she was not. We had no choice. I wasn’t just going to part ways with my companion because a bag of walking bones told me to. This would be our toughest fight yet. But just as we defeated Lucerna, we’d beat him back.
I glanced over at Edithe, and she nodded.
“No.”
I spoke simply, loosing the Nebular Arrow straight at him. The bolt slowed, being covered from its tip in a frozen box. It halted mid-air, before dropping to the ground and shattering into tiny icicles. I narrowed my eyes.
The Nebular Arrow wasn’t hot, per se. However, its base form was still created from fire. It shouldn’t have been frozen like that. Not that easily.
“Weak—”
The Lich didn't finish. Edithe leapt to the side, unleashing a blazing arrow straight at him. He raised a hand in her direction, creating a wall of solid ice. A powerful blast erupted from Edithe’s Skill, but it left not even a dent on the mirror-like surface.
“Daniel!”
My body was shifting. I beat my foot forward, placing my two arms on the ground to steady myself. More arms sprouted out next to my shoulders as I morphed into a taller, hunched form with a skull-like face.
The Human man placed a hand on my shoulder, nodding.
“[The Will of the Hero]!”
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 123 (+5) (+5%) (+10%)
[Strength]: 100 (+5) (+5%) (+10%)
[Endurance]: 108 (+5) (+5%) (+10%)
[Wisdom]: 184 (+5) (+6) (+5%) (+10%)
[Agility]: 241 (+5) (+5%) (+10%)
Edithe was knocked back by a strong gust of icy wind. Her body was coated in a thin layer of ice. However, it didn’t freeze her. It shattered her barrier, but the magic grew immensely weaker when it reached her.
I leapt past the flying red-haired woman, my claws being overcome with a black flame. I barreled straight for the Lich, dodging spikes of ice as they shot out of the ground. A burst of flame carried me over it, [Haste] taking effect on me and my companions.
“Kneel.”
I pointed at the Lich as I descended upon him, a falling star from above. The Lich’s fiery eyes dimmed for a moment. He stood still, unable to react.
“[Radiant Slash]!”
And I dug my claws deep into his chest. They tore through his robes— there was some kind of protective enchantment there. But it broke under the pressure from my attack. His bones caved in, his ribs shattering, his skull flying off his spine.
A grin spread across my face as I bared my teeth.
But no words resounded in my head.
“What…?”
The fallen skull moved its jaw.
“[Rimebloom].”
I leapt away as the Lich spoke. But it was too late. The ground beneath the pile of bones turned death-white. A sphere of ice exploded out, instantly freezing everything within its radius. It consumed the whole town, spreading out into the field of blight flowers and the rolling flatlands, turning it all into a frozen sculpture.
My companions— perhaps it was because they were far enough away, they managed to react. They used my [Haste] to flee, caught only at the edge of the ice blast. But even with my Greaves of the Wanderer, I couldn’t avoid the attack. I was sent flying away, my flaming armor shattering into pieces, and my Pendant of Greater Protection losing its magic.
A thin layer of frost crept over my body. I tore it away, breathing heavily.
“How did he do that?”
I stared at the Lich as his body slowly repaired itself, the fallen bones flying back up to his body as he sauntered over to his skull, picking it back up. Edithe coughed as she picked herself back up.
“He’s a Lich— we can’t destroy his body. We have to find the place where his life force is stored.”
“But that means…”
We couldn’t kill him. Even if we threw the most powerful spells and attacks his way, the Lich would always survive it.
He couldn’t be defeated.
Spinning around, he faced us. He said nothing, his time for talk over. Raising a hand to the sky, he spoke softly.
“[Comet Hail—”
“[Hero’s Slash]!”
Daniel swung his blade over his head. The weapon gleamed with a white energy that lit up the night. The Lich caught the Human man by the arm, a freeze grip that halted his attack entirely. The energy was released past the Lich. The remnants of white light striking out, tearing down the frozen houses to the ground.
“I know all your tricks, boy. I have walked your footsteps. I have done more than you could ever hope to accomplish.”
The [Hero] struck out at the Lich with his free hand. A deafening thud echoed as I rushed over to help him. His fist connected, but it didn’t even leave a crack on the skull. The Lich shook his head.
“[Comet Hail].”
The sky darkened. The mist from before gathered into clouds above. White clouds. One that rained meteors of ice. My eyes widened as I saw chunks of frozen rock falling at the earth, moving faster than even the arrows of the [Skeleton Archers]. It tore apart the earth, a powerful magic that would permanently change the landscape into a field of craters.
I bounded around the falling ice meteors, watching as my companion struggled helplessly in the Lich’s grasps. There was a crack. A scream. And I reached the Lich, striking at him from behind with a [Barrage of Cinders].
It forced him to let go of Daniel. I broke his brittle bones with six rapid strikes. Then I grabbed him and tossed him into one of his own falling comets. The large chunk of ice smashed him back down. It exploded on him and dug deep into the earth.
But that wasn’t all. [Demon’s Mark]. The pillar of crimson flames shot out of the earth, its heat felt even from where I stood. It melted the Lich’s ice. The frozen wasteland he turned this place into was now being dried up in an instant.
I bent over Daniel. He wasn’t moving.
“Daniel, are you—”
I paused. His right arm was limp. But more than that, it was entirely shattered. I could see the whites of his bone peeking out of his skin, blood seeping out around it, instantly freezing from the extreme weather.
“Healing potion, where’s the healing potion?”
“Behind you, Salvos!”
Edithe called out as she blew apart a falling comet. I spun around, letting out a plume of blue fire from my mouth with a roar. The Lich returned with a cold breath. A zephyr that froze even my most powerful flames.
“Begone, Demon.”
He flicked a finger, and a lance of ice shot at my shoulder. I stumbled back, gritting my teeth.
“You—”
I gathered everything I had. Right now, I was stronger than I have ever been. I raged with my fire, baring my teeth at him. [The Primordial Spark] erupted like a wildfire that spread out at the Lich.
But he shook his head.
“[Ray of Frost].”
It was a simple sounding Skill. It didn’t sound like it’d do much. And yet, as he raised his hand, a beam of ice shot out and cut through the earth. It didn’t just dig a shallow hole, one that barely scratched the ground’s surface. It left a scar behind where it cut.
It opened up a canyon where it touched the earth. A massive crevice that fell deeper than even the deepest caves I have ever been in. It came at me, a magic that made my most powerful flames wink out of existence in a mere moment.
I braced for the attack. It would kill me. But I couldn’t dodge it. Not this. It came—
“Stop!”
A voice called out. Edithe stood before me, her arms spread wide. The Lich’s magic… disappeared. A ravine lay before her. But she stood in defiance against this destruction.
“I’ll go with you. Just please, don’t hurt my friends.”
I stared at her.
“What are you doing, Edithe?”
She glanced back at me, a wry smile on her face. Behind her, the tempest of ice comets came to a halt. The Lich approached her, joy clear in his voice.
“You’ve finally come back to me, Lilian. Yes, they may live. Thank you for bringing  her to me. Oh, thank you.”
His tone changed. He sounded grateful towards us. I wasn’t sure what was going on, but he took Edithe by the arms from behind. I sputtered.
“You—”
“Salvos.”
She placed a hand on my shoulder. Slowly, both her arms wrapped around my neck. She shook her head and whispered.
“Take Daniel and get out of here.”
The Lich pulled her away as she drew her hands back. I paused, seeing what was in her hand. Nodding, I hefted the Human man over my shoulder. I ran off before the Lich could change his mind, although he likely wouldn’t.
He was too preoccupied with Edithe. He didn’t even look once at me as I disappeared into the distance. I glanced back, watching Edithe as she walked away, following after the Lich, heading to the northwest.
And then she was gone.




57. Frozen

Daniel stood in a bustling city. It was an almost nostalgic sight. It was not the nearly medieval buildings he was so familiar with nowadays. There were no gothic towers peeking out of the corner of his eyes. Neither were there tall walls girdling around the city, keeping out the monster from beyond, built to fend off armies of thousands of [Mages].
Instead, it was a modern city. It was filled with the blare of traffic— cars were honking, screeching down intersections, with drivers shouting at each other for their own bad driving. The sidewalks were bustling with people going about their day. Some of them were staring down at their smartphones, too preoccupied to even see where they were going. Others were chatting with their friends, practically hugging each other.
But wait, this wasn’t right. Wasn’t there something… a pandemic going on?
The young man was confused. Puzzled. He looked around, trying to find any semblance of reality at what he was seeing. Then he paused. He saw a young woman standing before him. Brown hair. Hazel eyes. A kind smile on her face.
Daniel’s heart stopped. Aren’t you…? The question crossed his mind. But he threw it aside, reaching out desperately for her.
“Emily—” 
And reality shattered.
Blinking, Daniel found himself standing before a grave. There was crying, sobbing. A single teardrop streak down his cheeks, and he was now in his college dorm. His roommate was livid, demanding to switch rooms.
Daniel sat atop a pile of garbage, plastic bags, empty pizza boxes, all the trash he hadn’t bothered to clean up. He watched his roommate storm out. And he wished he was dead. No— he wished to start life anew. In a better world. In a place where he actually meant something to those around him.
There was a flash. A glint of gold and silver. Daniel covered his eyes, and he was now surrounded by knights, a king sitting on a throne. Beautiful ladies flocked to him. Gorgeous women he would never have hoped to show interest in him.
One of them in particular caught his eye. Her orange hair stood out like the sunrise at dawn. Her name was alluring, a beautiful word that seemed to fit her personality.
Faith.
Daniel was caught in a web of lies. He didn’t know what the truth was. He was happy— content. He was a [Hero]. For the first time in his life, everyone looked up to him. Children stopped him in the streets just to speak with him for a moment. They listened intently to what he said, an illusion he was happy with believing. Until everything came falling down.
The world froze over. Green flames burned away the web that had caught him so tightly in its snare. A powerful blizzard raged all around him. He glanced around, searching for his friends.
“Salvos? Edithe?”
No response came. The sky darkened overhead. The green flames coalesced into bones, building a towering figure over him. His eyes grew wide as a giant skull stared down at him.
“You are no [Hero].”
The ethereal voice came at him from all sides. He felt his legs giving out. He trembled before the overwhelming enemy. He couldn’t do anything.
Daniel spun around, running from the Lich. The Lich laughed, and the world around him crumbled. He fell into a pit of darkness, screaming, hoping someone would save him.
That was, until a sharp pain stung him across his face.
—--
“Daniel! Daniel! Wake up already!”
Salvos slapped the young man across the face. He leapt to his feet, blinking.
“Ouch— what is wrong with you, Salvos?!”
He looked around. He was in a dark cave, only a small blue fire lit up its interiors. Then he stared at Salvos, and she breathed out in relief.
“Oh, you’re alive. Good.”
“No thanks to you. You slapped me.”
Daniel narrowed his eyes. Salvos raised her claws defensively.
“I only did it because you didn’t want to wake up!”
Shaking his head, he let out a sigh. There were plenty of other ways she could’ve tried to wake him up. He knew she probably only slapped him because she wanted to. In fact, why did she even need to force him awake?
Daniel paused, the events of earlier racing through his mind. His eyes grew wide.
“My hand—”
“It’s healed.”
Salvos held up his arm. It was wrapped in hastily put together bandages, lying next to a few empty vials of healing potions.
“I tried using your healing potions, but they didn’t work. I wasn’t sure why. I think it had something to do with the Lich’s ice— it froze your blood. I had to burn it off before I could properly heal you. So, um, sorry for using half of your potions.”
She scratched the back of her head, avoiding his gaze. Daniel stared at her.
“Uh, thank you.”
He felt slightly embarrassed now, for assuming she was messing with him. He looked down at his arm, inspecting it, flexing his hand. There were some scars, but otherwise he could move it without a problem.
“I’m assuming you used all the high quality healing potions, didn’t you?”
Salvos grimaced, and he rolled his eyes.
“Of course you did.”
“We still have some lower quality potions! Just… not the ones that can regenerate a lost arm.”
She gave him an uneasy smile. Daniel shook his head, mentally taking stock of what he had left in his Dimensional Storage Unit.
“Alright, so we still have seven medium quality healing potions, nine—” 
“Wait, that doesn’t matter right now!”
Salvos cut him off, waving her arms. He blinked as she spoke hurriedly.
“We need to find Edithe. The Lich took her!”
“The Lich… what? Why? How?”
The young man didn’t know how to react. But she continued.
“He would’ve killed us! He had this ice beam which tore the earth apart! But Edithe stopped him— she told him to take her and let us go.”
Salvos’ shoulders sagged the more she spoke. Daniel opened his mouth, trying to figure out what to say. But nothing came out.
The Demon girl steeled herself and continued.
“We have to find her. Save her from him!”
“We can’t.”
Daniel spoke faster than he would’ve wanted. It was a cruel thing to say. Especially to Salvos who would never leave behind her companions. But the Lich was far beyond their levels. It was suicide.
“The outcome won’t change if we go after him now. We’ll lose, just as we did before. We have to return to the Human lands, find allies.”
“That’ll take days, Daniel. What if the Lich does something to her by then?”
“He’d have already hurt her if he wanted to. He wanted her alive.”
Salvos frowned. She crossed her arms, meeting his gaze with a wisdom he didn’t know she had.
“There are worse things than death, Daniel. You know that better than I do.”
He flinched. There was a flash. A memory. Was it because of that nightmare he had that Salvos’ words stung harder than ever?
“Even so, it’d be stupid for us to go after the Lich. We’ve had this discussion many times, Salvos.”
“It’s different, this time.”
She faced him seriously. Daniel frowned.
“Why?”
“Because this is our best chance at finding them.”
Salvos stood up, glancing out of the small cavern they were hiding in. She placed a hand on her chest— something was off, Daniel could tell.
“Edithe told me to come find her after a day passes. I saw where the Lich was taking her. Northwest.”
The young man stared at her dubiously.
“How are we even going to find the Lich? The Plaguelands is… large. Even if you know the general direction she went, that doesn’t mean we’ll be able to find her.”
Salvos smiled.
“Because Edithe took my Horn of the Caller.”
Daniel remained silent. It was ridiculous. They lost to the Lich very easily earlier. They’d lose again. Edithe was, more often than not, pragmatic. Sometimes she’d be stubborn and hardheaded. But when it came to herself, Daniel knew she was the one to sacrifice herself if a situation turned awry. So, why did she do this?
Salvos seemed to know what he was thinking.
“When we were fighting the Lich, Edithe told us that there was no use attacking him. It would regenerate from whatever attack we could muster. Not unless we found where his life force is stored.”
Daniel tapped a finger on his chin, understanding.
“Edithe thinks the Lich will bring her to it. And then we can destroy it together.”
“Exactly.”
Salvos nodded.
This was a risky plan. Daniel didn’t want to do it. He still felt the sharp pain in his arm from when the Lich crushed it with his icy grip. But they couldn’t just leave Edithe, right?
It was foolish. It was a [Hero]’s thoughts. Maybe Salvos disagreed. She wasn’t a [Hero], nor did she think it was foolish in any way. She thought it through, and she believed it would work out. Daniel, on the other hand, thought it through, and he only saw failure. However, despite their constant disagreements, their arguments and their squabblings, they both agreed on one thing:
It was the right thing to do.
“Are you certain about this?”
She met his gaze, her golden eyes unwavering.
“I am.”
“Good, then we’ll need this.”
Raising a hand, Daniel summoned the Herald’s Brush. Salvos blinked. Then a grin spread across the Demon girl’s face as she saw it. She grabbed a hold of it, nodding.
Then she paused, as if remembering something.
“I just hope I don’t get teleported to another plane of existence again.”
“...wait, what?”
***
“Do not be afraid.”
The Lich held out a hand for Edithe. They stood on a tall stairway, leading up to a ruined castle. Its foundations were falling apart. If not for the immense magical Edithe sensed filling the walls and the bricks of the keep, she was certain it would have collapsed by now.
Behind her, the Plaguelands sprawled out, riddled with blight flower fields, the brown smog rising up like a thick blanket, covering the sky towards the horizon as well as the rising sun. She saw more undead than she had ever seen in her life on the way to this castle. Hundreds of them. Thousands. Enough to fell a country.
[Zombies], Skeletons, Ghouls, [Wights], [Revenants], Draugr. They all listened to the Lich. They bowed to him as he passed, almost floating, his foot seemingly never leaving the ground and never touching it at the same time. The lowest leveled of the undead were at their 50s. The highest was Level 120.
A pair of [Revenants] guarded the massive gates leading into the keep. They held ethereal weapons in their hands— some sort of magic which enchanted a chosen item they touched with power.
Edithe was led through various halls and chambers, each of them in a state of decay, what were once glorious rooms taken over by time and death. She paused right by a painting, the only thing that had its majesty preserved throughout the whole keep.
It depicted a red-haired woman. Not Edithe— she had a pair of dazzling purple eyes and a skin so tanned it seemed like she had been working in the sun all her life.
The Lich stepped up behind Edithe.
“Ah, Lilian, you have not changed since I last saw you. Even after all these years.”
“I… I am not Lilian. I don’t even look anything like her.”
He ignored her, brushing his cool, prickly fingers over her cheeks.
“When I came into this world, I had nothing. They took me from my world, took my life away from me, and turned me into their slave. But when I met you, you freed me. You gave me a reason to live. A life without you is a life with… nothing.”
The Lich continued on his way, musing only to himself, uncaring of what Edithe said. He took her to a room with a set of double doors at the front. She narrowed her eyes as he gestured for her to enter.
“What is this place?”
“It has been so long since you’ve last been here, it is no wonder you have forgotten. Enter, my dear, for it is your beloved room. The room where I first met you. Where our love bloomed and the seeds of our future together were sowed.”
Edithe hesitated. That’s… But she entered anyway.
Her eyes grew wide as she stepped into the room. She froze right by the doorway, her mouth hanging open. The Lich patted her on the back and turned around.
“It has been a long day. I am sure you are tired, my beloved. Now rest while I tend to our kingdom.”
He slammed the door shut, leaving Edithe behind, all alone in the dark, empty room. Except, if it were empty, Edithe would have happily sat on the violet bed and begun planning her escape. But she wasn’t alone.
Of course she wasn’t.
Because she stood in a room filled with corpses.
These weren’t skeletons. If they were, she’d be fine. Instead, she was in a room full of bodies of women. All of them with the same fiery red hair Edithe had. And they were frozen, faces full of horror, eyes filled with terror.
Edithe clutched tightly onto the Horn of the Caller hidden in her pocket, glancing out the window, past a frozen figure of a woman longingly staring into the outside.
Wait for the sun to set. When the moon is at its highest. Salvos and Daniel will come for me— I know it.




58. Mad

I wasn’t sure how far the Lich would take Edithe. Neither was I the best tracker. In the Netherworld, when Haec was captured by Lucerna, I managed to track him down because of the trail of blood left behind. It was easy to follow, especially since the stone ground was a pure, clean white.
The black stains stood out in this clean canvas, a direct road to Lucerna’s Lamp. It worked because there was nothing else to the Netherworld. It was a desolate landscape full of rocks… and wild Demons. Maybe there was more to it. I just never saw it.
The Plaguelands, on the other hand, was far more chaotic. I’d run into any number of undead if I wandered aimlessly for a day, unlike the Netherworld where I could go for days seeing nothing else. Also, the blight obfuscated my sight. It was difficult to see beyond the nearest hills, especially this deep in the Plaguelands.
That was not including the way the blight would rot the landscape. Whatever tracks, trails, or paths left behind by the Lich were eaten away by the foul magic. So, Daniel and I were headed in a nebulous direction.
We returned to the site of our defeat. The entire area was torn apart, its face changed by the powerful magic of the Lich. It was not difficult to find this spot, what came next required a lot more care.
“Are you absolutely certain, Salvos?”
Daniel fixed me with a dubious look. I nodded.
“Yep. The Lich took Edithe by the hand and brought her there.”
“And that direction is…”
“Northwest!”
I exclaimed, gesturing at the sky.
“Look, so the sun is up there, so north is there, and west is there, making northwest here!”
“I don’t know, Salvos…”
“Just come with me!”
I grabbed him by the arm, yanking him after me. The sun was at its zenith, beginning its descent towards the horizon. Once that happened, the world would return to darkness. And we would have only a few hours before Edithe decided to blow the Horn of the Caller.
Anyone within ten miles of it would be able to hear its call. It was an artifact suited for someone who often found themselves lost, away from their friends, wandering around alone. Like me. But I never had the chance to use it.
And it found a more suitable owner with Edithe. The red-haired woman was captured. Not against her own free will— although I was sure Daniel would disagree with that. She said she’d use it after a day passed, once we recovered.
The Lich was bringing Edithe somewhere, and we believed it was a place where we could find its source of its life force and destroy it. We just had to find her.
Ten miles wasn’t the vastest distance. However, with the speed the Lich was walking, I believed— or hoped— that ten miles was enough for us to hear the artifact’s effects.
Daniel and I waded through the blight, crawling through the Plaguelands. We moved at a brisk pace— not fast enough that we’d completely miss the Lich’s Lair, and neither slow enough that we wouldn’t keep up with his glacial pace.
The blight grew thicker and thicker the deeper we went. Blight flowers stood on their lonesome. Scattered and spindly, a smattering spread wide. Not the sight of a field, but the showing of a foul magic’s yield. 
No place was free from the blight. The blight was no longer just a billowing wall coming from a field, diffusing to its surroundings. It came from everywhere. From the fields and the lands between. Daniel made a face of disgust. I wasn’t bothered by it.
I only focused on one thing. And that was finding Edithe.
“Leave us alone!”
I cried as my claw sheared through the [Wight]. It let out a ghostly scream as the life flickered out of its eyes. Another came forward, reaching to touch me, as if to brush its fingers kindly over my cheeks. I opened my mouth and screamed.
“Where is Edithe?”
I knew it wouldn’t answer. It couldn’t answer. I engulfed its entire being with blue flames. Then when it dissipated, I grabbed the [Wight] by the hand and flung it over me. Daniel sliced up, and it fell apart.
“Relax, Salvos. And stop shouting— you’ll attract more undead to us.”
“Aren’t you mad, Daniel?”
I turned to the Human man. He stepped over the dead [Wight]. The last of the ones we encountered.
“The Lich took Edithe.”
“And if we want to defeat it, we’ll have to conserve our energy.”
I narrowed my eyes as I identified him.
[Hero - Lvl. 98]
When was the last time he leveled? I shook my head, pressing forward. I spotted a group of Ghouls bounding after us, readying [The Primordial Spark].
“We can rest once we find Edithe. If something happens to her because we’re too late… I can’t allow it.”
Daniel stared at me. He pursed his lips as he spoke in a hesitant voice.
“You’ve never lost anyone close to you before, have you?”
I blinked.
“I have not. Why does it matter?”
He readied his sword, not facing me.
“It’s nothing. Come on, they’re here. Try to kill them without drawing the attention of even more.”
I bared my teeth as my fire enveloped the foremost Ghoul.
“I won’t.”
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[Nebular Construct] - Lvl. 1


[Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)


[The Primordial Spark] - Lvl. 10


[Wings of the Netherworld] - Lvl. 1


[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Unused Skill Slot] x3
Secondary Skills:
[Available Secondary Skill Points: 5]
[Banish] - Lvl. 10
[Spatial Sight] - Lvl. 10
[Unused Secondary Skill Slot] x1
***
“What did he do to you?”
Edithe placed a hand on the ice sculpture. A woman with red hair stood frozen in time. Her hands were placed on her chest, her mouth open, as if she had been talking moments before she was turned to ice.
She wasn’t like the other women here. The rest were dressed in adventurer’s clothing. They had armor and equipment, as if they came to the Plaguelands to do battle, but were captured when they faced a foe far beyond their level. This woman, however, wore a long, silken dress. Like a noble.
There was no reason for someone like her to have been anywhere close to the Plaguelands. It was a story Edithe would’ve loved to hear. It was the kind she read in books and saw in plays. Unfortunately for whoever this woman was, her story ended as a tragedy.
Edithe didn’t want that to be her fate. Her fingers tightened around the Horn of the Caller. If only midnight could come faster. She saw the orange glow of the sunset. The vague shape of an fiery circle pierced through the veil of blight. But she couldn’t use the Horn of the Caller. Not yet.
She lay on the violet bed and faced the ceiling. It was the only place she could look at without seeing a possible future for herself. What did these women do which made the Lich kill them? There were a myriad of possibilities. Shutting her eyes, she tried to think of what she could say to avoid death.
Not long after, exhaustion set in, and she dozed off without thinking of any feasible plan.
—--
Edithe was startled awake when the door creaked open and a voice blared into the room.
“Lilian, my dear Lilian.”
The Lich drifted towards the red-haired woman, his arms spread wide.
“I have tended to our marvelous kingdom. Come, embrace me, for the night has begun and we can share our love once more!”
She quickly scrambled to her feet, nearly stumbling back when she saw how vigorously the Lich approached her. Taking a deep breath, she offered him an uneasy smile.
“My… dear Zacharius…?”
There was a pause. She waited to see if the Lich would react violently to the name. He did not.
“How fares our kingdom? Are the people fine?”
“They are glorious, my lovely Lilian. This paradise we’ve built is flourishing, teeming with milk and honey. The other kingdoms may quarrel over us, threaten our borders, but our people know that they’re safe as long as you and I continue to live.”
“Live, right.”
Edithe hoped that she didn’t make a weird face. Or if she did, the Lich wouldn’t be able to parse it. He placed a hand on her shoulder, and she flinched.
“Now, my darling Lilian, that night has settled upon us, shall we partake in our nightly activities?”
A shudder ran through Edithe as she realized what this meant. He brushed his finger over her cheek.
“I have been feeling tired lately, my gorgeous Lilian—”
“How about a night stroll, my… um, great Zacharius?”
The red-haired woman bit her lower lip, cursing that she couldn’t think of an appropriate word in time. The Lich, however, didn’t pay it any mind.
“A stroll, this late at night?”
He tilted his head, and she hurriedly nodded.
“Don’t you just vie
for a change in scenery? See how our beautiful land is under the sparkling stars of the night?”
“That is… a marvelous idea, my dear Lilian!”
The Lich forcefully grabbed Edithe, like an excited child trying to drag his mother along. But Edithe was not his mother. Nor did she find the icy grip of a skeletal hand to be comparable to the soft grip of a child.
They headed down the run-down halls, headed for a pair of decrepit double doors up ahead. Edithe paused for a moment as she caught a glimpse of a tall, arched entryway. Rotted red carpets led to the inside, and a throne sat atop an incline of steps at the very end of the room.
She narrowed her eyes as she saw a black box sitting on the cushioned chair.
Is that the phylactery? If it was, then that was likely where the Lich’s life force was stored. She had to destroy it.
Edithe spoke up, slightly apprehensive.
“My dear Zacharius, how about we take a break?”
“This early into our walk?”
He glanced back at her, and she rubbed her shoulders.
“I am feeling rather weary today. Perhaps we could rest in the throne room? Ask our servants to bring us a late meal?”
These were just suggestions— the kind made in casual conversation. Unfortunately, Edithe didn’t know the Lich. She barely knew the history of Lilian or Zacharius. They were only ever talked about under the context of Zacharius’ betrayal, never about what they sought to build.
“We do not have servants.”
The Lich’s words stabbed Edithe like a knife. She felt her legs growing weak, and her voice quivering as she spoke up.
“Oh…? W-we don’t?”
The flames in his eyes dimmed. He peered at her, not saying anything else. Was this it? Edithe couldn’t just let it all end her. She waved a hand off, letting out a chuckle.
“My dear Zacharius, that was a joke. A rather crude joke, of course. That’s right, we don’t have servants. After all, this is paradise, yes? Come now, let’s just continue our walk.”
She hesitated. Should she have said all that? She might be digging herself deeper into her grave here. The Lich remained silent, and Edithe almost closed her eyes in resignation.
“Haha… hahaha.”
The Lich began… laughing?
“HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA.”
He bent over, slapping his knees as he erupted into terrifying laughter. Shaking his head, he wiped a nonexistent teardrop from his eyes. Edithe took a step back, unable to bring herself to laugh with him.
“My beautiful Lilian, your sense of humor truly has always been far beyond my feeble comprehension. Yes, how silly of me, to think that you’d ever need to rest. Come, let us enter the garden.”
Edithe found herself being pulled along by the Lich, sighing in relief. Now all she had to do was survive for a little longer— convince the Lich to keep his hands off her for the night— and she’d be able to escape with Salvos and Daniel.
She stepped out into the garden… and froze. There was a glint. Light reflected from the moon above. She took in the blight flowers, the crumbling stone, and the ice sculptures spread throughout the front patio alone.
Oh no. The realization sunk in that Edithe wasn’t the first one to have thought of this plan. And that it was not as simple as she thought it would be.




59. A Heroic Act

Edithe felt her heart racing as she followed the Lich down the dilapidated steps. They were covered in moss and lichen— part of the aesthetic of the ancient garden, overgrowing with dead plants and blight flowers. Taking in a deep breath... she almost puked.
The stench here was far more rancid than anything she had ever smelled before. It was a beautiful perfume of death and disease. The only thing that could’ve made this little night stroll better was a few corpses added to the mix.
And there they were. Edithe saw the glints— she caught sight of the frozen redheads. They stood in varying degrees of defiance and fear, a stark contrast to the more resigned women in the bedroom.
There were dozens of them. Maybe even over a hundred alone, just out in the garden. This was the fate that awaited Edithe. Faced with the Lich, entrenched in a myriad of lies, there would come a time when it all came cascading down, and with nothing else to die, she would die.
She was afraid. More than she had ever been before. It wasn’t something like the company war, where there was a chance of fighting back. The Lich was far above her level. Anything she attempted would result in her death.
“It is beautiful, is it not, my Lilian?”
The Lich’s voice was ethereal— creepy. It sent shivers down her spine, especially with the cold aura he seemed to exude.
“It is indeed beautiful, my Zacharius.”
She copied his speech pattern. That was the only hope she had in fooling him long enough for Salvos and Daniel to arrive. Except… could they even find her? It wasn’t even close to midnight. There were still a few more hours to go before she should blow the Horn of the Caller.
Well, she could try it now. But would her friends even be ready?
“Everything we touch turns to gold, my dear Lilian. If only they understood that. They’re too afraid. They are far too obsessed with doctrine of a time long gone. The Immortal King Alexander fooled them. He has led them all astray.”
Edithe heard a crack. She glanced down, seeing the balled fists of the Lich. His hand was shaking, trembling, as if overcome with anger. The first real sign of emotion he showed, beyond his deep obsession for Lilian.
“The world is ending, but he has erased it all from their memories. Instead, he formed a pact with the Spirit Lord and turned necromancy into a scorned art, just so Spirit summoning may reign. He threatens the very existence of the Nexeus for his own gain. What a… capitalistic pig!”
The Lich’s eyes burned with fury, the kind that chilled Edithe with fear of reprisal just from standing near him. And yet, there was something to what he said which piqued her interest. Against her better judgement, she spoke slowly, drawing the Lich’s attention.
“And yet, the Kobolds still oppose us.”
She flinched when the Lich twisted his neck to face her. But what she said was true. At least, partially. Everyone knew that it was the Kobolds who slew Lilian and Zacharius. With a bated breath, Edithe waited for the Lich’s response.
“Yes, they oppose us. Even when we offered their Scale Guard peace. A chance to work together for a better future. They met with us and betrayed us. Broke the treaty. Took my life from me. And killed my beautiful Lilian—”
He paused. Edithe’s eyes grew wide in fear. Was this it for her?
“Why are you…?”
But the Lich shook his head.
“My mistake. They took you away from me. Temporarily. But I have found you now, my darling Lilian. And I have brought you back to me.”
“Yes…”
Edithe didn’t pry any further. If she said anything else— he’d have her head. She got lucky, this time. It wouldn’t happen again.
“They took everything from me. But slowly, I am regaining it all. My memories. My beautiful Lilian. All of it. Once I have it all back, I’ll be able to finally do what is right. I’ll be able to save the world.”
“With me by your side, of course, yes?”
The Lich nodded, a satisfied look passing over his skull face.
“Yes, together.”
Edithe’s heart was beating faster and faster. But it was no longer of fear. What the Kobolds said was true— this was all the confirmation she needed. Salvos wouldn’t care. However, if she could somehow convince Hadrian and Baris that this was true… maybe even find proof in the history books… then something could be done.
She was excited. But that feeling was snuffed out as the Lich turned to her.
“Ah, yes, I’ve almost forgotten. My beautiful Lilian, I have a request for you.”
“What is it, my h-handsome Zacharius?”
He moved his jaw, the teeth clattering with no muscle to move them. But an ethereal voice still seeped out.
“I have lost my [Hero] Class in death, my dear Lilian. Without it, I am far too weak to carry out my duty to protect the Nexeus. However, now that you’re here, your great magic will surely restore me of what I’ve lost, yes?”
Edithe froze. What could she say? She highly doubted that even the real Lilian would be able to return his lost Class to him. If it was never preserved in the first place, that meant that Lilian couldn’t do it.
That was the only valid response, right?
“I apologize, my dear Zacharius. It is not within my domain of power. If I were able to cast such grand magic—”
“Oh, you jest! You are the greatest [Necromancer] to have walked this world. If  not you, then it is impossible.”
Edithe jerked as he grabbed her arm. He brought his face close to hers, a peering gaze that stared straight into her soul.
“I-I c-cannot—” 
“You must jest, my Lilian. Unless… you are not truly my Lilian, are you?”
Was this how the other women met their end? He made a demand for something that no soul could possibly accomplish?
She breathed deeply, trying to steel herself. Speaking placatingly, she raised a hand.
“My Zacharius, I assure you—”
Edithe ripped a dagger out of her pocket, stabbing it at the Lich’s arms. He hissed as he stumbled back, his bones rapidly decaying as he looked down in shock.
“This is… corrosion magic?”
She pointed at him.
“[Arrow of the Flame Elemental]!”
A fiery bolt struck the skull of the Lich. It sent him reeling back, blowing his head off his neck. It didn’t smash it into a thousand pieces. It was just something else to delay him.
Spinning around, Edithe pulled out the Horn of the Caller and blew it with all her strength, Then she ran deeper into the garden, hearing the heavy thumping of her heart, and the screams of a maddened Lich behind her.
“YyyyYOOuuuuUU aRE NoT mY LILIANNNNNNNNNNN!”
Edithe pocketed the Horn of the Caller and the Fangs of the Devouring Deep. It was a good thing she kept the weapon with her. The Lich would heal from any attack inflicted upon him. But the corrosion magic would allay his regeneration.
It would buy her time. Hopefully enough for Salvos and Daniel to arrive.
Snow began to descend from the sky. The ground was covered in a thin sheet of sleet. Edithe sighed a misty breath, knowing that they had to come soon.
***
Defeated [Ghoul of Despair - Lvl. 108]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
…
Defeated [Wight - Lvl. 109]!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
Class [Adept of the Fae] Level Up!
[Adept of the Fae - Lvl. 20] -> [Adept of the Fae - Lvl. 21]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
Class [Adept of the Fae] Level Up!
[Adept of the Fae - Lvl. 21] -> [Adept of the Fae - Lvl. 22]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
“Did you hear that?
“I did, Salvos.”
I exchanged glances with Daniel. It wasn’t midnight. Not even close. And yet, Edithe used the Horn of the Caller. That meant—
“She’s in trouble. Come on!”
Dashing forward, I cast [Haste] on my companion. He ran forward as I felt a sharp pain running through my back. My [Wings of the Netherworld] spread wide as I took off into the air, the Herald’s Brush in one hand, Daniel in the other.
There was a blight flower field ahead of me, in the direction I heard the blare of the Horn of the Caller. I couldn’t see past it. Not unless I removed the blight.
“Be useful, you stupid thing!”
I swung the Herald’s Brush. The smog— with a greenish hue at night— slowly vanished. I saw [Nightscourers] flying above me. I downed a mana potion as [The Primordial Spark] flared up around me. It was stronger now that I raised its level. I could create up to five weapons at once. I launched them at the flying undead, keeping them away from me.
Below, I saw a horde of Ghouls, Skeletons, [Zombies], and [Wights] giving chase after us. But they couldn’t reach us. I cleared the land of the blight, their flowers wilting rapidly as their foul magic was countered by the Herald’s Brush.
The curtain fell, and I spotted a castle in the distance. Ten miles was far. But I was over Level 100. I reached the keep moments later, still carrying Daniel.
A pair of black undead shot up after us. They were shrouded in a dark mist, wielding ethereal weapons as they came after us. I pursed my lip.
[Revenant - Lvl. 116]
[Revenant - Lvl. 118]
“Can you take care of them, Daniel?”
“Just find Edithe!”
I nodded, letting go of him. His sword was wreathed in a bright light as he fell on the first [Revenant]. It let out a shrill screech. The other tried to ignore him, but he pulled it by the leg, dragging it down with him.
I made laps over the decrepit castle, trying to spot the red-haired woman, wherever she could be. I caught glints of blue and white: figures made of ice, standing in courtyards, in balconies, in the garden—
A giant wall of ice shot up, and my eyes widened. There. I recognized that Skill— it was Edithe’s [Shield of the Misty Lord]. It was shattered a moment later. Dark clouds gathered over it as I dove straight down.
My body rippled with energy. My form shifted as cracks resounded from my body. I saw a figure looming over Edithe, her legs turning to ice.
I growled.
[Title Skill: Zealous Call]!
His head snapped my way. Edithe blinked as the magical ice stopped forming under her. She broke out as I zipped past the Lich.
“Over here, you stupid skeleton!”
The Lich’s eyes burned with fury and anger. The green flames filled his eye sockets entirely, his gaze trailing after me with pinpoint accuracy. I watched Edithe stumble away as the Lich raised a single finger at me.
“[Ray of Frost].”
I made a sudden turn as the beam of ice shot out. It froze everything in its path. Even the things it didn’t touch. Then the ice cracked, and the earth broke with it. [The Primordial Spark] blazed around me— a sphere of flaming armor that protected me from the freezing effects of the attack, even as I managed to avoid it entirely.
My fire froze, slowly breaking apart, just like everything else. But I mostly escaped unscathed. When I glanced back at the destruction wrought from that Skill, I saw half of the Lich’s keep had crumbled to the ground. The rest was still being kept up by some great magic, one that I didn’t spend time investigating the source of.
The Lich let out a roar.
“You Demon, how dare you. How DARE YOUUUUUUU!”
He was no longer under the effects of [Zealous Call]. And yet, he directed his rage at me. He clapped his hands together, and spikes of ice shot up from the ground. I weaved around the magical terrain, avoiding anything that jutted out, barely escaping with only the slightest of scratches.
“Salvos!”
A voice called out to me. I saw Edithe gesturing towards the keep and running in its direction.
“His phylactery— his life force— it’s in the throne room!”
I nodded.
“Go destroy it—” 
I was cut off. I stopped flying. I didn’t know why, but I started freefalling. I looked back— and saw my wings were frozen. Turned to ice. They fell apart behind me, an agonizing pain that accompanied my descent. I glanced up, barely seeing a sphere of frozen ice falling with me.
The Lich lowered a hand, shaking his head.
“I had aimed for your head, but… your wings are fine too.”
I came crashing down before him as he spread his arms wide.
“Now, perish. [Rimebloom].”




60. Lilian, My Lilian

“[Rimebloom].”
The ground beneath the Lich turned white. An explosion of frost shot out, freezing everything within a dome around him. My eyes grew wide as the blast came. It chilled my skin, a layer of sleet that almost impeded my movement.
Still, I moved. If I didn’t, I would have died. I leapt out of the way, propelled by a burst of flames. Behind me, the wall of ice came. It froze everything it touched, even the flame barrier around me. It caught me by my legs, freezing it in an instant. I tumbled to the ground, struggling to move. I still had my six arms, but the damage done to my lower body was undeniable.
I whimpered as the Lich shook his head, approaching me.
“You shall suffer, Demon. You will not die a painless death.”
There was a flash. I spun around, creating a pair of flaming blades. They shot out at him, but he simply pointed. A cold breeze knocked up into the air. They exploded a bright blast up above. But it didn’t touch him.
“Did you really think I was lying when I said I have slain countless of your kind?”
Crawling away, I shot more flaming projectiles his way. They barely impeded him. He flicked a finger, and more cold wind sent them up and away from him. But I tugged at them, lancing them around his back. They pierced his spine— they tore through his tattered robes.
The Lich still walked. He didn’t care. Not for any harm I could inflict upon him. With a grunt, I created a Nebular Sickle Grenade. I hurled it as hard as I could, grasping onto the chains so that it would stay on target.
His eyes dimmed. He knew he wouldn’t be able to deflect it. Instead, the Lich raised a wall of ice to block the attack. The explosion shattered the crystalline barrier. It didn’t completely tear it down, instead leaving a large hole in the center, concentrated where the attack struck.
I saw the Lich through the hole in his barrier. His ice barrier sheeted over the ground, the garden, and himself. He bore a hateful gaze, one of scorn and fury. His own weapons made of ice formed over him. They came to existence, shards which gleamed in the night.
“I will have my Lilian back, even if your king tries to take her from me. I shall—”
He was cut off as fire and ice rained down on him. I glanced over at Edithe, staring at her wide-eyed.
“What are you doing? Why did you come back here?”
“I can’t let him kill you, Salvos.”
She dashed over to my side, grabbing for me as the Lich was caught in her magic. I groaned as she pulled me to my feet.
“Your legs—”
She blinked. I focused my fire over the ice, trying to burn myself free.
“It’s no use. His magic is too powerful.”
Edithe opened her mouth— and was blasted back by a plume of cold wind. I fell back to the ground and glanced back at the Lich.
“My Lilian, you’ve returned!”
She gritted her teeth, shaking off the frost that formed over her skin. The red-haired woman got to her feet, standing next to an ice sculpture, glaring at the undead [Hero] before her.
“I am not your Lilian, you insane bastard! [Fiery Riposte]!”
Flaming winds, just like the Lich’s icy zephyr, shot out towards him. It blasted him back, sweeping him off his feet, launching him deep into the thicket of dead trees.
Edithe panted as she stumbled over to me. She hauled me over her shoulders, gasping.
“Come on, we’ll destroy his phylactery together.”
My wings were gone. I tried to grow them back— use [Wings of the Netherworld] to force another set of wings out of me. But it didn’t want to. Was there a cooldown to the Skill’s use? That never happened before.
I was slowing Edithe down. She was exhausted. The Lich was behind us, somewhere in the garden, just waiting to strike. I couldn’t just lay and let her do all the work. I saw a flicker coming our way.
He was screeching, a shrill shriek that sounded completely inhuman. The Lich launched out, his clawing hands reaching for the red-haired woman.
“REEEEEEEEEETURN HER TO ME!”
His insanity was beyond my understanding. Did he see Edithe as Lilian, or did he realize she wasn’t Lilian? I would’ve thought it was the former, if not for the fact that he was trying to kill us both.
The Lich held a spear made of ice in his hand. It wasn’t like any other spear I had seen before. It was the size of a tree trunk, the kind that would tear down a city’s walls in an instant, magic resistance or not.
He hurled it our way. Edithe spun around, staring at our impending demise. Any barrier she conjured would be crushed in an instant. Same with me. There was only one thing I could do.
[Demon’s Mark]. I marked my own arm, before ripping it right off. I winced— I still had five more arms, but it hurt. Black blood dripped down as I tossed it at the incoming spear. The pillar of flames shot up, incinerating even the ice spear, my arm along with it.
I wonder if I can grow that back.
I didn’t want to find out. Right now, I had to get up. I had to force myself up or Edithe and I would die here. My flames burned over my legs, but the Lich’s ice refused to budge. So, I did something else. I took a deep breath, layering the flames over my leg. Then I tugged at its strings of mana, manipulating it just as I did the floating swords and floating spears.
I felt my lower body move. I pushed myself off Edithe’s shoulder, steadying myself on the ground. I stood taller than before, an extension added to my legs so that it would bend at the tip of my frozen feet into a crooked shape, like the hind legs of a goat or some other animal.
The flames from [Demon’s Mark] dissipated. The Lich came, a storm of ice creeping up behind him. Edithe placed a hand on my shoulder, nodding. I felt a surge of energy wash over me. I bared my teeth.
“[Lend Skill: Restore Skill]. [Beacon of Guardians].”
“Thanks! I’ll be right behind you.”
She dashed away as a glow overcame my body; I was too tall to stand straight on two legs. So, I bent over, clawing my hands on the ground as the Lich raised a hand. Ice spikes jutted out of the ground as I bounded around it.
“Stay still!”
Just as before, the Lich’s eyes flickered for a very brief moment. It was enough for me to close the distance and radiate a powerful black flame from all of my claws. I barreled straight through the Lich, using [Radiant Slash] to rip him apart. Then I spun around.
And now—
“[Restore Skil: Demon’s Mark]!”
I placed the tip of my finger on the Lich’s skull, barely grazing it as I ran for Edithe. The Lich’s body began to reform, but a blast of flames blew him apart once more.
Edithe was hurrying up a stair when I found her. She threw the double doors into the keep open, charging in as I reached her side.
“Where is it?”
I asked as we turned corner after corner. She pointed.
“There!”
I spotted the grand archway leading into the throne room just up ahead. I ran past Edithe, conjuring a Nebular Bow and Arrow as I reached its entrance. A black box sat on a chair, atop an elevated platform. I aimed and fired a shot—
And a hand jutted out of the ground, grabbing the arrow from mid-air. It was a blue hand, cold, almost like that of a [Wight]. But far, far larger.
Out of the black brick floor, a creature crawled out. It tore its way from the ground, a hulking undead that stood double my height as it currently was. Its head nearly reached the ceiling, a deformed face staring down at me. Its hand caught on fire briefly, the effects of the Nebular arrow afflicting it, but it was snuffed out soon enough.
[Draugr - Lvl. 121]
It roared. Edithe cursed as she stopped behind me.
“Fuck— that’s going to be a problem.”
As if that wasn’t bad enough, a blizzard entered the hallway behind us. The walls froze over as the Lich made his approach, arms spread wide.
“My Lilian, oh my Lilian, why have you betrayed me?”
His voice came as a song. A lullaby, sung to children, to terrify them into an eternal slumber.
“First, my family. Then, my friends. Even in this new world, I was sent to my death. Lilian, my Lilian. The Kobolds did this to you, didn’t they? They turned you against me, just as they turned against me. I hAd NotHiNG You wERE aLL I HAD! WHY WON’T YOU COME BACK?”
I turned my Nebular Bow towards him, an arrow already strung and ready to loose. But the Lich halted. Footsteps echoed behind him. A voice spoke up, followed up by the sound of a sword being drawn.
“She’s gone, Zach.”
Daniel stood behind the Lich, his sword drawn, his body coated with a golden energy. He spoke casually, almost as if he was friends with the Lich. Taking a deep breath, he continued in English.
“Let it go, bro.”
“The fake [Hero] wishes to challenge me again?”
The Lich cackled, conjuring dozens of icicles around him. He aimed them at Daniel, each the size of a large spear, as his jaw dislocated in a grin.
“You will lose more than your arm, this time, boy.”
Daniel shook his head, stepping forth.
“I am not a boy. Why not see for yourself?”
I narrowed my eyes, and even the Lich paused.
[Hero - Lvl. 100]
He was Level 100 now? But wait—
“Go, Salvos, Edithe!”
He shouted, rushing the Lich. The spears of ice shot out at him as he parried them, closing the gap quickly. I spun around, focusing the Draugr, pelting it with even more Nebular Arrows. It brought a massive hand down, trying to crush me.
I rolled out of the way as Edithe dashed under its legs. She raised a hand, pointing at the phylactery. The Draugr raised a foot. Daniel reached the Lich. And I opened my mouth.
A cone of flames blasted out, burning the Draugr’s face. Daniel swung his sword, meeting the Lich’s own frozen blade. His sword shattered, and the Lich grabbed him by the neck.
“You… you have not advanced your Class, have you?”
“Of course not.”
He grinned as a layer of frost creeped over him.
“I didn’t have the time.”
The Draugr stumbled back, falling to the ground as Edithe leapt to the side. Lightning crackled on her fingers, a smirk spreading across her face.
“[Lightning Orb]”
A ball of lightning shot out, streaking at the unprotected box. There was no barrier around it. Nothing left to keep it safe. Edithe’s magic obliterated the box entirely, sending a plume of black smoke into the air. Ashes and dust.
“For every woman you’ve ever kidnapped… it’s over.”
Edithe spoke, her voice low.
It was destroyed in an instant. The life force of the Lich was gone. He could no longer regenerate, recover from any attack struck upon his feeble bones.
I nearly breathed out a sigh of relief too. We did it, I thought, relaxing slightly.
And the Lich dropped Daniel, his flaming eyes dimming into mere sparks.
“No, no, no, NO, NO, NO!”
He rushed past me, swatting me aside with a blast of cold wind. I groaned and rubbed my head.
“Why isn’t he—”
Edithe sent another [Lightning Orb] at the Lich. It blasted apart his left shoulder, but he ignored it. She paused as he hurried up the steps, scrambling for the broken black box. His bones zipped back at him, reattaching themselves as threads of mana quickly weaved them back together.
I stared, blinking. Edithe was at a loss for words. She lowered her staff as the Lich sweeped up whatever remained of the box into his arms. He spoke slowly— and we understood what happened.
“You destroyed my Lilian. All that was left of her… gone… forever…”
We were wrong.




61. Self-Destructive

“No, no, please don’t go.”
The Lich desperately tried to gather the dust and rubble from the ground, hugging them into his arms, only for it to fall, scattering, dispersing like the pollen of a flower on a beautiful spring day.
Edithe stared at this sight, unable to react. It wasn't the solemnity of it which caused her to hesitate. No— the very weakness Edithe had been targeting proved to be nothing more than a box full of ashes. That meant that the Lich…
“Why aren’t you dying?!”
Salvos cried out as she loosed more Nebular Arrows at him. It broke his bones, it set him alight, but it never once bothered him, not in his mourning. The Draugr swiped down at Salvos, drawing the Demon’s attention.
Daniel stumbled over from the hallway, glancing around the chamber as the battle between Salvos and the Draugr raged on. Edithe just stood there, wide-eyed, nearly dropping to her knees.
“We’re all going to be killed… we need to leave, now!”
She spun around, only for Daniel to grab her by the hand.
“What’s going on?”
“The Lich is—”
“Give her back.”
Edithe was cut off, even before she could explain the situation. There was a moment’s pause where the Lich stood silent. She took it as her chance to yank Daniel away from whatever came next. And it was a storm of wrath and death.
“Give mE bAcK my LiLIAAAAAAAAANNNNNNN!”
The Lich spun around, the green in his eyes blazing like small suns. His fury directed at the world itself. Rage. Rage against all that had ever wronged him. He brought his hand up towards the heavens, calling forth a calamity from his fingertips.
“[Comet Hail]. [Rimebloom]. [Arctic Death].”
Spikes of ice shot out of the ground. Frozen boulders tumbled through the air. An explosion of frost froze everything close to the Lich. It was an unbridled anger that did not discriminate between friend or foe.
The Draugr screamed, falling to its knees as it was ripped apart by the Lich’s spell. Salvos leapt away as the rooftop came crashing down. The powerful magic that held together the castle’s walls couldn’t withstand the overwhelming tempest brought about by the Lich’s anger.
But wait, why didn’t the Lich do this sooner? This was the very same power he demonstrated in their first encounter. Why had he been holding back?
Edithe paused, and Daniel shouted.
“Edithe!”
He pushed her aside as the ground broke open. They narrowly escaped from the massive icicle that shot up like a sword. She scrambled to her feet as the pair left for the hallway. Glancing back once, Edithe caught sight of ice and fire exploding out of the throne room. Then the entire chamber collapsed.
“Daniel, this entire castle— it’s not just reinforced by some magic. It’s being kept together by the Lich’s life force itself!”
She spoke as they ran through crumbling corridors. Daniel glanced over at her.
“Are you certain?”
“Yes! It has to be. Why else would the Lich hold back for so long? It’s his fucking phyalctery—”
Edithe didn’t get to finish. The ground behind them gave way as a crevice ate up the earth. And from beneath the darkness poured out a plume of arctic wind. One that turned everything it touched into ice.
“[Open, My Cold Heart, And Freeze Time Itself].”
A Grand Skill. One that ripped a hole in the earth, releasing a deluge of white.  Edithe saw it coming. It rapidly approached her and Daniel.
The [Hero] gritted his teeth and stood before Edithe. His arms were spread wide, and a glow overcame his body.
“[The Will of the Hero].”
***
Would it work? Did it work? Daniel didn’t know. He was afraid. Very, very afraid. He might have lost his life here. But he had to act. He had to do something. Even if that something was risky.
Daniel didn’t know much. He didn’t grow up in this world, learning things just as others did, naturally picking things out until it was common sense. No, he was summoned to this world, a lost, lonely young man.
He was taught everything he knew in the short span of a few months. One of the things he learned was how powerful a [Hero] was. With each advancement, he’d get a [Hero] Skill. [Hero’s Slash], [Passive - A Hero’s Strength], and [The Will of the Hero] were the ones he got so far. These Skills were special. Faith told him they were. When he asked why, she simply said that they were nearly equal to a Grand Skill.
So, whether it was a foolish attempt at protecting Edithe, Daniel threw himself in front of the Grand Skill that would’ve consumed them both, and prayed for the best. All [The Will of the Hero] did was boost his Stats, right?
But that couldn’t be it. Daniel never tested it out, but it had to have done something more. So, he prayed that it would protect them. He hoped that it would somehow save them. A barrier of protection, even if momentarily, would have kept them alive.
There was a flash. As if two great powers collided. He felt a searing cold run through his body, but it somehow didn’t kill him in an instant like he thought it would.
But his head spun. The world around him turned into a twisted mess. He found himself lying on the ground, next to debris and dust as Edithe kneeled over him. His Draconic Scalemail was destroyed.
“Daniel, Daniel—”
She shook him awake. He drew himself to his feet, feeling a burning sensation on his hands. But he forced himself up.
“What happened?”
He tried to view his Stats, only to find that there was no boon. His Skill protected them, and that was it. It ended there and then.
“We survived, somehow.”
She gave him a small smile, but glanced around.
“But the castle is still standing. Part of it is. Look.”
Pointing past all frozen desolation, Edithe’s gaze landed on a single tower. The only thing left of the Lich’s keep.
“That’s Lilian’s room. We just have to destroy it now and we can defeat the Lich.”
“Right. But where’s the Lich?”
Daniel staggered forward, trying to see if he could find where the Lich was located. There was no signs of the Lich. Not anywhere close to them.
“This is our only chance. Hurry!”
Edithe ran forward, conjuring a spell in her hand. Her staff was gone. Just like Daniel’s sword. There was too much destruction. He was surprised that they were even alive.
The red-haired woman loosed a powerful ball of fire at the base of the tower, damaging its brick surface, but not bringing it down. She clicked her tongue.
“Help me out here. It’s fucking tough!”
Daniel nodded and ran up to the tower. He couldn’t throw a punch, his hands were too damaged for it. He kicked at it, using his Skills and everything he could muster up. But that was just like a miner picking away at a mountain.
It barely broke apart the brick layer. He was just too tired. Too exhausted. Too injured to tear down the tower. It was reinforced by immense magic— if it was a regular wall of stone, Daniel knew he could bring it down.
“We need something more powerful. Something that can tear it down completely.”
Edithe grunted as she stepped back, closing her eyes and conjuring an even stronger spell.
“Step aside—”
She tossed the ball of fire and lightning, only for it to freeze mid-air. It exploded into a million pieces of ice as Daniel and Edithe spun to face the Lich. He was hovering in the air behind them, a sorrowful look on his skull face.
“This is all that’s left. Everything else has been taken away from me. I will not let you rip the last vestiges of Lilian away from me.”
The pair of Humans backed up. They were going to die here. Daniel accepted that fact. Even as Edithe stared defiantly up at the Lich, he had already given up.
“We never took anything from you. You came to us and kidnapped me. My friends only tried to bring me back.”
The red-haired woman, even in the face of overwhelming power, did not surrender. Daniel didn’t understand it. There was no point trying to reason with the Lich.
That was what he thought until he saw what Edithe saw. A flash of white and silver. A dim glow.
Daniel stepped forward, standing beside Edithe. A man from another world together with a red-haired woman, both opposed to the Lich. That sight made the Lich hesitate. Then scream.
“Why? Why? WHY? Why did it all go so… wrong?”
It was a morose cry. One that threatened the pair’s very lives. Swords of ice formed around the Lich. But Daniel spoke out, making the Lich listen before he killed them both.
“Did it, Zach?”
It was in English. And it made the Lich hesitate.
“Maybe you’re right. Maybe things didn’t go the way you wanted it to. Maybe others were the ones responsible for hurting you. But what you did after was your own fault. We never once threatened you.”
Taking a deep breath, he spoke insistently, not letting the Lich get a word in.
“Even when Salvos sought you out, she wanted to befriend you. That never happened, because we had to go back. We were finished with the Plaguelands. This destruction you see? The current state you’re in? It’s because of how you reacted after things all went wrong.”
Was Daniel speaking to himself? Or was he speaking to Zacharius? He didn’t know. He just knew that his words were getting through to the Lich. It made the Lich think for a moment.
“You can end this now, Zach. That’s your real name, isn’t it? Or is it Zack with a k? Let us go, and we’ll leave you be.”
Daniel drew his lips into a thin line, waiting with bated breath for a response. The Lich had a thoughtful look.
“I…”
But that moment of thought came to an end. Insanity returned to his burning eyes. The Lich spread his arms out towards the air.
“For what you’ve done to me, to my Lilian, you shall die a gruesome death.”
It was an eerie calm the Lich spoke with. No longer as crazed as before. But still, insane. Daniel sighed.
“Fine.”
He grabbed Edithe and jumped to the side, shouting.
“Salvos, now!”
From behind the Lich, the Demon girl leapt into the air, her hands unfurling a scroll. Its runes were already glowing. They came to life, symbols which filled the air. Then a circle seemed to form, a hole that led to an abyss of nothing.
“Runic Scroll of Starfall.”
The Lich spun around, confusion clear in his face.
From that darkness, the hole in the sky, twinkling balls of light shot out. They quickly expanded as they came, like a star that came crashing down to the earth. But they didn’t crash from the sky. They came from the hole, a small ball that grew in size the closer they drew to the Lich.
They soared through the air, left, right, up down, coming at him from all directions. At first, the size of a fist, then the size of a head, then the size of a person. It wasn’t made of rock or ice or fire. It was a ball of light. Magical. Purely made from mana. It sparkled like the stars in the sky. And it exploded with calm blasts, as if it were underwater.
The golden light blasted the Lich down into the tower. It blew apart the unsteady foundations of the last remaining structure of the castle. It turned it into rubble and dust as the Lich was caught amid the explosions.
Dozens, hundreds of these little ‘stars’ came down at the Lich. It swerved around his barriers, whatever he fired back at Salvos didn’t come into contact with falling stars. The Lich screamed as he tried to fight back, but his spells grew weaker and weaker.
His voice lost its ethereal ring. He sounded like a Human. A sad man, broken from millenia of loneliness.
The salvo stopped. And Salvos hopped down next to Daniel and Edithe.
“Are you guys ok?”
Daniel nodded as he got back to his feet. Edithe wiped at her forehead, letting out a sigh.
“That was a close one. Is he…?”
She glanced over at the fallen tower. The dust from the explosions was beginning to settle. A figure stood within. The Lich stumbled out, and Salvos readied her weapon.
“Why is he still—”
“Wait, Salvos.”
Daniel held out a hand. He walked up to the Lich, meeting the undead’s gaze. The green fire in his eyes were gone. There was only a husk standing before them.
“I only wanted… I just wanted… to be happy…”
“We all want the same thing, Zach. Everyone wishes to be happy.”
The Lich’s hollow eyes bore into Daniel.
“So, why did they betray me? Why did everyone…?”
Daniel shook his head.
“Not everyone did. You were hurt and betrayed by others. Because of that, you betrayed everything you had left. You lived, Zach. You survived your betrayal. You could’ve continued being a [Hero]. Instead, you did all this.”
Gesturing at the fallen castle around them, Daniel turned back to the Lich. The Lich stared at the destruction he had wrought. Then at his own hand. He spoke softly.
“I… see…”
And the Lich crumbled to a pile of ashes.




62. It’s Coming Home!

Defeated [Risen Draugr - Lvl. 121]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
...
Defeated [The Remnants of Zacharius (Quisling of Fate) - Lvl. 143]
Abundant experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 40 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the Title Quisling of Fate!
Skill [Faux Limbs] Learned!


Experience is awarded for the learning of a Skill!


Class [Adept of the Fae] Level Up!
[Adept of the Fae - Lvl. 22] -> [Adept of the Fae - Lvl. 23]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
...
Class [Adept of the Fae] Level Up!
[Adept of the Fae - Lvl. 25] -> [Adept of the Fae - Lvl. 26]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up!
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 102] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 103]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
…
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up!
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 104] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 105]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
“Oh, I leveled three times!”
Pausing, I tilted my head back.
“Technically I leveled seven times since my Class leveled four times too!”
I glanced between my companions, an excited look on my face. They were tired. The battle had drained them greatly. I was also at the precipice of just falling over and passing out. The well of mana within me was practically exhausted. I had used all the mana potions I had, and was barely able to even cast a spell by the time the battle ended. However, I found my energy returning to me as I went over all the notifications in my head.
Frowning, my companions sat up.
“Wait, how did you level…?”
Daniel narrowed his eyes, and Edithe smacked her forehead.
“Of course.”
“What?”
I identified both of them. They were Level 102 and 95 respectively. I expected them to level at least by 5 levels, considering that they should’ve gained about as much experience as me when they were a lower level. But they did not.
“It’s because the experience you gain from killing something comes from how much damage you contribute to defeating it. It’s not an equal split, of course. But since the Lich just regenerates before the source of its life force is destroyed, all our contributions don’t… really count. At least, not as much as after the fact.”
“Huh. And I was the one to destroy it.”
I cocked my head.
“But you still leveled twice, right?”
“Yes, but that’s mostly from running and surviving an encounter with something that’s literally 50 levels above me. Same with Daniel.”
“I probably gained more than Edithe because of my experience multiplier as a [Hero].”
Daniel shrugged. The red-haired woman nodded. Two levels was still a lot, especially from a single enemy. A total of eleven levels split between the three of us was not an unimpressive number. However, I dealt the finishing blow to the unprotected Lich, which was why I leveled as much as I did.
Seven levels were the most I’ve ever gained from a single encounter. Even against that large Demon, I only leveled twice. Against Lucerna? Four times. And even with all the other feats added into the mix, the three of us only leveled a total of 10 times back then.
We didn’t accomplish as many feats for killing the Lich as we did stopping Lucerna’s path of destruction. It had something to do with the perception— we were seen as heroes for stopping Lucerna there and then. While the Lich was far more feared than Lucerna ever would be, he wasn’t directly threatening the lives of thousands of people at that moment he died. So, back then, we gained experience for many more things than simply killing a Greater Demon.
Of course, we did more than just level now. As Edithe said, running and surviving from such a powerful enemy was an impressive feat in itself. But it was a personal accomplishment. That was the main difference.
Bonus Stats is awarded for the following feats:


Surviving at near death for a prolonged period of time!


+5 [Vitality]


Showing physical and magical durability even when stamina and mana are depleted!


+5 [Endurance]


Performing feats of magic far greater than your magical limits!


+5 [Wisdom]


That was not all, either. I also received a new Title option for defeating the Lich. And it wasn’t something I hogged for myself even! My companions got it too!
Title for Great Feats:
Requirements for one Title have been met!
You now have four Titles available!
I ignored the other Titles I had already taken a look at, focusing only on the newest one.
Titles:
(Liberator of the Plaguelands)
You have freed the Plaguelands from the thousands of years of rule from the Lich of Zacharius the Quisling. The blight will not vanish in a day, nor will the undead leave their lands. But with enough time, perhaps life will flourish here once again.
+25 to [Vitality]
+25 to [Strength]
+25 to [Endurance]
+25 to [Wisdom]
+25 to [Agility]
“Woah.”
I blinked, and my companions gasped. We exchanged a glance.
“Did we all get the same Title?”
“Seems like it.”
Daniel rubbed his temples, for once, not because I was pestering him. But because it was almost too much to take in.
“This is awesome!”
I pumped a fist in the air.
“I’m taking it— wait, do I lose my previous Title Skill if I change my Titles?”
“You do, Salvos.”
Edithe was smiling. Did she already replace her old Title?
“But with these added Stats, it’s likely that it’ll be better than what you previously had.”
“And how do you know?”
I peered at her.
“Try it.”
That was all she said. I was slightly apprehensive. I didn’t know what I’d get. But Edithe reassured me, so I went ahead with the change anyway. [Zealous Call] had been useful up until now, but maybe it was time for a change.
Title Lost!
(Death of the Destroyer)
[Vitality] -5
[Strength] -5
[Endurance] -5
[Wisdom] -5
[Agility] -5
General Skill [Title Skill: Zealous Call] Removed!
Title Gained!
(Liberator of the Plaguelands)
[Vitality] +25
[Strength] +25
[Endurance] +25
[Wisdom] +25
[Agility] +25
General Skill [Title Skill: General Curse Resistance] Obtained!
General Skill [Title Skill: Recall Skill] Obtained!
My eyes grew wide.
“Wait, [Recall Skill]...?”
“Yeah. It’s exactly what you think it is.”
Edithe grinned. I had to sit down. That was a lot to take in. It meant that any Skill I had in the past could be used again, even if only for a short period of time.
“You probably can only use it once a day, if we’re lucky. Once a week if not. I highly doubt it’ll allow you to cycle between any of your old Skills within a single battle.”
“That’s still very impressive!”
I looked over at Edithe, waving my arms wildly.
“You know what that means, right? I can test out any new Skill I get without worrying about losing it ever again!”
“Relax, Salvos. Yes, yes, I know what that means. I’m a little bit excited about it too.”
She giggled, and the realization of what she meant sunk in.
“You could try summoning again!”
“If the Spirit Lord ever decides to forgive me? Yes.”
“That’s awesome!”
I hugged Edithe, and she laughed.
“Come on, Salvos. You’re suffocating me.”
“Oops.”
I pulled back away from her and glanced over at Daniel. The Human man was smiling too, but not nearly as excited as I thought he’d be.
“What’s wrong, Daniel? Is something bothering you?”
I asked the question as I sidled up next to him. He blinked, then shook his head.
“It’s nothing.”
He paused. His gaze slowly turned to where the Lich once stood. Taking a deep breath, he sighed.
“Well, actually, it’s something. I just… feel bad for the Lich, you know?”
“You feel bad about someone responsible for the deaths of thousands of innocents?”
Edithe frowned, crossing her arms. He winced and quickly corrected himself.
“No, that’s not it. Let me rephrase.”
Daniel closed his eyes and placed a hand on his chest as I raised a brow.
“I feel worried. That I may fall down the same path as Zacharius. So far, things have gone well for me, Edithe, Salvos. Ever since I realized I was being lied to, things have been getting better in this world. I met the both of you, and you have both been so kind to me. Now I finally feel like I have a place where I belong. But… that won’t last forever, will it?”
He drew his knees towards his chest, hugging it.
“Things won’t always go the way I want it to. It pains me to even say this, but one of us may die. All of us could’ve died here. We were lucky to even survive, let alone kill the Lich. If something like that happens, would I be able to continue being who I am and not go insane as the Lich did?”
Edithe pursed her lips as Daniel finished. She didn’t have an answer for him. These were heavy questions— very complex thoughts which required delicacy.
I snorted.
“I don’t see what the big deal is. If you already know that, there’s no need to worry about it. Just try your best not to do the same things he did.”
“That’s easier said than done, Salvos.”
“Everything is easier said than done! Stop overthinking things, you idiot!”
I lightly bonked Daniel’s head with a fist, then hugged him.
“Anyway, you won’t go down the same path as Zacharius because you’ll return home to your friends and family. I promised you, didn’t I? I’ll find a way to bring you back.”
He stared at me. There was a pause where he didn’t say anything. Then he lightly pushed me off him.
“You do realize that being hugged by five arms from one person is slightly terrifying, right?”
I bared my teeth in a grin.
“I have a new Skill now— I can hug you with even more arms.”
“Please don’t.”
Daniel whimpered, and that was that.
Salvos (Liberator of the Plaguelands)
Species: [Archdemon of Pride]
Subspecies: [Daeva Cambion] - Lvl. 105
Class: [Adept of the Fae] - Lvl. 26
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 7
[Identification] - Lvl. 5
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1
[Racial Skill: Demonic Essence] - Lvl. 1
[Racial Skill: Partial Mortality] - Lvl. 1
[Rest] - Lvl. 4
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 2


[Title Skill: General Curse Resistance] - Lvl. 1
[Title Skill: Recall Skill] - Lvl. 1
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 128 (+25)
[Strength]: 105 (+25)
[Endurance]: 113 (+25)
[Wisdom]: 200 (+25) (+6)
[Agility]: 250 (+25)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 2]
[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)


[Demon’s Mark] - Lvl. 5


[Haste] - Lvl. 5


[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)


[Faux Limbs] - Lvl. 1


[Nebular Construct] - Lvl. 6


[Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)


[The Primordial Spark] - Lvl. 15


[Wings of the Netherworld] - Lvl. 1


[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Unused Skill Slot] x2
Secondary Skills:
[Available Secondary Skill Points: 2]
[Banish] - Lvl. 20
[Spatial Sight] - Lvl. 15
[Unused Secondary Skill Slot] x1
—--
“Rest well. I will make sure your families know of what happened here.”
Edithe stood before the destroyed garden, bowing. She spoke softly to herself, not meant for anyone in particular to hear, although I still picked it up.
The ice that had frozen over the landscape was gone. The statues had melted, leaving the rapidly decaying corpses of all the women who had been captured by the Lich. There had to be dozens of them in this courtyard alone.
Edithe said there were likely even more in the ruined castle. Most of them looked like adventurers, which was a surprise. The only adventurers that would ever venture this far into the Plaguelands were Diamond Ranks. But it made sense. The Lich must have been doing this for a few millennia.
Zacharius the Quisling came to this world after the Immortal King Alexander and the Oracle of Light Melissa. He was the reason why there was a lull in [Hero] summonings for so long. Never once before did people consider that a [Hero] would betray those who summoned them.
With all the resources that were spent in the summoning ritual, people decided that there were other, more useful grand magic that could be cast instead.
“So, what do we do now?”
I asked Edithe as she slowly walked back over to us. I glanced out into the rest of the Plaguelands, making out far fewer undead surrounding the Lich’s keep than before. His magic over them was gone. They had no reason to gather in this specific spot anymore.
“I think this adventure of ours has lasted long enough.”
Edithe spoke simply, glancing over at Daniel. The Human man made a noise in agreement.
“Mhm, we’ve had far too many close calls here in the Plaguelands. I think we should just head straight back to the Human lands.”
“Aw. Are you sure? Daniel’s at Level 100 now, Edithe. You just need a few more levels to reach your next advancement! Give it a week of fighting Draugrs or [Revenants]—”
“No.”
Both my companions spoke at the same time. Edithe crossed her arms.
“I’ve had more near-death experiences in the past year than most people have in their lifetime. I’d rather not take any more risks for now.”
“Then we could just kill those [Unarmed Skeletons]! Maybe it’ll take a few months at that rate, but...”
I paused as I saw the incredibly reluctant looks of my companions. Daniel raised a hand.
“We’re just tired of the Plaguelands. The blight, the constant fighting, the undead— we just need a breather.”
“I can reach Level 100 on my own, Salvos. I appreciate the thought, I really do. But we’re not you. You grew up in the Netherworld, so you’re used to it. We’re more used to not having a close call with death on a daily basis.”
Edithe offered me a wry smile.
“I hope you understand.”
I scowled.
“Fine.”
Then I perked up, an idea crossing through my mind.
“So, since you guys want to return as quickly as possible… what do you think of flying?” 




63. Proudly Awake

It seemed like it took a day for me to regrow my wings after it was shattered by the Lich. Considering that this was a Skill that produced magical wings, it made sense that it could just regenerate with enough time. My real limbs, on the other hand, couldn’t just grow back.
I sighed as I took a look at myself. My body was transformed, [Demonic Essence] taking effect hours ago when the sun rose, making me larger, with more arms, a more terrifying appearance all throughout. However, something was missing. The arm I had ripped out and thrown at the Lich was gone. Even after I applied some healing potion on it. Even after I waited a day to transform back.
“It won’t regrow, Salvos. That’s not how transformations work. If it did, you can recover from any wound you take in your transformed state just by reverting to your normal self.”
“But my wings—” 
“Are made of magic and blood.”
Edithe gestured at the black ooze dripping from my bone-like wings. I grimaced.
“At least I have [Faux Limbs] now, right? Although…”
I focused on the Skill, activating its effects. It could only create up to two limbs at its current level, and they only lasted for about an hour.
Flexing the flaming clawed arm replacing my missing limb, I hesitated.
“It feels a bit weird. Like it’s not at full strength yet.”
“That’ll probably only happen when you maxed the Skill. Come on, let’s go already.”
Edithe grabbed hold of one of my arms, and I nodded. I held a hand out for Daniel too, but he scratched the back of his head.
“Uh, are we sure this is safe?”
“Why wouldn’t it be?”
I cocked my head. He murmured something.
“Well, you see, uh, if something happens— like, if we… you know, drop…?”
“You’ll live. You have like 200 [Vitality], don’t you?”
“Just about, yeah. But—”
“And you’ve got a second Class now, too! Stop whining and hurry up already!”
I rolled my eyes, emphatically waving my four free arms at him. He sighed, edging forward.
“If I die…”
Daniel was cut off as I yanked him up into the air. With a single beat of my wings, we were off, the fallen castle disappearing rapidly behind us. I soared over the clouds of blight, laughing as the Human man screamed, begging me to slow down.
I did not. My companions wanted to return back to the Human lands as soon as possible, so I would ensure it happened.
I wasn’t sure how long the trip would take. I caught sight of the blight flower fields, the ruined villages once home to so many people, and the undead lurking far beneath me. They scoured the barren earth, a relentless hunger driving them, insatiable, in search for something they would never find.
I almost pitied them. They were wild creatures. No thoughts beyond the barest instincts that drove them. Worse than rocks.
It was a long trip. A whole adventure. But finally, it was time for us to leave the Plaguelands, returning stronger than ever.
—--
“Uh, oh. I spot people.”
In the distance, a group of adventurers were entering the Plaguelands. I wasn’t sure if they caught sight of me. But I hurriedly dipped down, hiding behind a blanket of blight before landing.
“Oh thank—”
Daniel fell to the ground, practically hugging it like he was Zacharius and the earth was Lilian.
I scrambled to put on my clothes. My blue jacket, my pants, my shoes— my everything— as I transformed back from [Demonic Essence] into my regular form. I tossed the hood over my head, and it got caught by my horns.
“Umm, we have to avoid those adventurers!”
They were just up ahead. We had to go around them. I frantically gestured to our right, trying to get my companions to move.
“What’s wrong, Salvos?”
Edithe blinked as I yanked the fighting Daniel to his feet. He was trying to equip my Necklace of Obfuscation. I pointed.
“They’re coming!”
“Can’t you just transform?”
“Yes, but—”
“Hey!”
An unfamiliar voice called out. I instantly spun around, hiding behind Edithe as panic settled in. Oh no, if they see me like this—
“We saw your summon fall from the sky! We just wanted to check if everything was alright?”
A group of four approached us. They wore uniforms— I recognized these uniforms from somewhere. Were they a part of a company?
The one who spoke was the leader of the group, a rather burly woman with an axe on her back.
“Is everything… alright?”
I couldn’t see them, but I was pretty sure she was looking at me. I took a deep breath, and stepped out.
“Y-yes, everything is f-fine.”
I barely managed to speak. They exchanged a glance. Edithe and Daniel looked over at me. I was a Human now. There was no sound, no slow transformation that alerted others that something was happening. [Partial Mortality] allowed for rapid shapeshifting, unlike [Mortal Form].
Its only downside was— 
I stumbled forward, grasping at Edithe’s shoulder. The red-haired woman steadied me, and the adventurers frowned.
“Are you alright?”
The adventurers— they were around Level 105— had looks of concerns on their faces. I was about to fall asleep right there, the drowsiness taking over me, clouding my vision. They seemed to identify each of us, and one of them, a young man, snickered.
“These idiots are too low leveled for the Plaguelands. Of course they’re having a hard time dealing with the blight.”
I snapped awake.
“I’m completely fine!”
That was a lie. I was doing my best to not fall asleep there and then. But it wasn’t because of the stupid blight—
“Go home, little girl. This isn’t the place for someone at your level.”
I narrowed my eyes. The man wore a smug look on his face. He was only a level above me, the lowest of his group. But he adjusted his badge as if it was something important, only for the burly woman to snarl.
“Cody, shut up!”
“Yeah, shut up!”
I echoed her sentiment, stepping forward on wobbly feet. I was too angry to fall asleep right now.
“We’re not low leveled! I’ll have you know, we just came back from killing the Lich of the Plaguelands!”
Edithe and Daniel stared at me. The red-haired woman hesitated.
“Salvos, maybe we shouldn’t…”
I ignored her. Instead, I emphatically stamped a foot on the ground and crossed my arms.
“That’s right! We just killed [The Remnants of Zacharius (Quisling of Fate)]! I’ll have you know, he probably could kill all four of you with the snap of his bony fingers!”
Cody, the jerk who mocked me, paused. He looked back at his companions. Then he burst out laughing.
“This girl is actually delusional— ha, good one.”
Even their leader seemed to be slightly amused. She tried to stymie her team’s laughter, but a grin crept across her face betraying her words.
I scowled.
“What’s so funny?”
“Look, I’m sorry Miss, while I respect any adventurer willing to take a risk out here in the Plaguelands, what you’ve said is just, well, ridiculous.”
She shook her head, wiping a tear from her eye. I glared at her with a single open eye. The other one was shut, the bags underneath my eyes weighing my eyelids down.
“It’s the truth.”
“Do you have any proof?”
“I-I…”
I didn’t think of taking anything. I always created my own weapons, and everything else was provided by my companions. I had nothing to show.
I pursed my lips, trying to think of anything I could show them to prove I was better than them. Maybe if I challenged them to a duel—
“Actually, I recovered this.”
A voice came from behind me.
Daniel produced an object in his hand. It flashed into existence, the magic of his Dimensional Storage Unit conjuring it out of nothing. It was a skull. But not just any ordinary skull. It had a pair of dim green flames glowing in the center of its eye sockets.
I blinked as I realized what that was.
[Skull of Zacharius the Quisling: Unique Grade Item - It is the skull of Zacharius the Quisling. Having been turned into a Lich at the moment of his death, the former [Hero] Zacharius haunted the Plaguelands for many millennia before being vanquished in battle.]
“That’s…”
The burly woman’s eyes grew wide. Cody stepped back, his jaw hanging open.
“T-this has to be a trick!”
“It’s real.”
Another man spoke. He adjusted his glasses, his voice steady.
“The magic emanating from that… it cannot be a fake.”
“But—”
“See? I told you.”
I smirked. The burly woman bit her lower lip. Then she took a deep breath, bowing as Cody sputtered.
“I apologize for our disrespect, truly. We were just skeptical because the Lich has existed for thousands of years. The idea that it would just perish never crossed our minds.”
“You are forgiven.”
Edithe glared at me as I spoke in a haughty voice. The burly woman proffered me a hand.
“I’m Katie, the leader of our group. It is an honor to meet you, Miss…?”
“Me?”
I raised my chin as my eyes closed.
“I’m Salvos, the Liberator of the Plaguelands.”
She shook my hand as I felt satisfied with myself. Now that that was settled and I proved my point...
General Skill [Racial Skill: Partial Mortality] has leveled up!
[Racial Skill: Partial Mortality - Lvl. 1] -> [Racial Skill: Partial Mortality - Lvl. 2]!
Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!
“Huh.”
The words resounded and I cocked my head. Then I collapsed, snoring.
—--
When I woke up, I no longer smelled the blight and death. The putrid stench of the Plaguelands was nothing but a memory in my nostrils, something that seemed like from a time long ago. I sat up abruptly, rubbing my head.
“Ow, ow, ow. Why does waking up feel so painful? Did I travel through time?”
“You fell asleep, idiot.”
Daniel stared at me. I frowned.
“Rude.”
“Sorry, it sounded funnier in my head.”
I glanced around at the room we were in. It was a rather large room with a desk and three beds. The floor was carpeted. The drapes were a colorful red, hung over the windows. It seemed like the kind of place Saffron would stay in. By that, I meant rich.
“Where are we?”
“We’re in the Crystal Palace, the most expensive inn in Huthwaite.”
I narrowed my eyes.
“Wait, you have money?”
“Katie is paying for us. And we will have money once we collect our reward.”
“Reward for what?”
“For killing the Lich. The Adventurers Guild and various other companies, including the Forsaken Company, have a bounty on the Lich’s head. Literally. And since you decided to make a scene earlier— Edithe’s collecting that reward now.”
“Huh.”
Daniel didn’t look away from me. I felt like he was glaring.
“What?”
“You better not ruin this. If you get us in trouble so we have to pay a thousand platinum fine—”
“I won’t, I won’t.”
I snorted, getting to my feet. I dusted myself down— my clothes were especially dirty juxtaposed to the fancy carpeted floor.
“How did I get here?”
“I had to carry you all the way here. You were pretty heavy, you know?” 
He rubbed his shoulders as he made the comment. I didn’t react.
“Of course you wouldn’t care about that.”
I stumbled forward, heading for the doorway. Daniel watched me go.
“Where are you going?”
I gritted my teeth, not feeling like answering him. But my silence was betrayed by the sound that came from my stomach. I glanced back at him, apprehensively speaking, not meeting his gaze.
“I, um, feel hungry.”
And Daniel laughed.
“So, Salvos, are you ready to have some delicious Human food?”
For some reason, Daniel was the one with a hungry look on his face. I raised a hand slowly.
“Maybe I don’t feel so hungry anymore?”
My stomach growled.
“Fuck…”




64. Cathartic

There was a rumble in my stomach as I sat, waiting for Daniel to return. The Human man had hurriedly gone downstairs to gather a platter of food— an array he was going to spread out for me to try.
“Hurry up already or I’ll transform back!”
I groaned, and my stomach groaned with me. He was taking too long. I was getting bored. And even though it had only been about ten hours since I activated [Partial Mortality], I felt like I could already revert forms.
Was that what leveling the Skill did? It would be useful to be able to switch forms far quicker than it currently was. It might have also helped me stave off the need to sleep, and maybe even the need to eat. Initially, at least.
I didn’t think that a Skill that was called [Partial Mortality] would ever rid of something mortals apparently needed on a daily basis.
It wasn’t that much of a problem, honestly. If I didn’t want to eat or sleep, I’d just refuse to use the Skill ever again. It wasn’t like I never infiltrated a Human settlement as an [Imp]. So, I waited for Daniel to return. I made a bet with him— I suggested that if he beat me in a race, I’d try one of his Human foods just once— and I lost the bet somehow.
He must’ve cheated! He had my [Haste] boosting his speed!
But a bet was a bet. And he was finally going to give me a taste of the ‘greatest Human cuisine I’d ever find’.
After what felt like forever, Daniel finally returned hauling in a cart full of foodstuff. Fancy plates covered in mirror-like cloches were placed on the table before me. He even had a tablecloth thrown over it, with a candle in the middle just to set the mood.
He set out a fine selection of drinks— different kinds of alcohol such as ale, wine, whiskey— and I knocked them away, spilling it all over the tablecloth.
“What are you doing, Salvos?!”
“Gross, I said I’d try your Human food. Not your Human drinks!”
I crossed my arms. He scowled.
“You didn't need to do that. You got wine all over the tablecloth!”
“We don’t need a tablecloth! Just hurry up and give me your dumb food!”
Sighing, Daniel set the plates down on the sticky table. He had four different plates, each of them covered by the gleaming cloche, just waiting to be opened.
“First on the menu: a delectable, medium rare steak.”
I blinked as he revealed the first plate presented to me. It was a block of meat, sizzling hot, with smoke still rising from its brown exterior. He held up a knife and fork, slicing into the steak, cutting it open to reveal a red interior, some blood dripping down onto the plate. He stabbed the fork into the slice of steak and held it up.
“So, Salvos, what do you think?”
I had to admit, it smelled kind of nice. It was like the perfume Humans used to make themselves smell better, except it was put on the food.
“Give me that.”
Snatching the fork away from Daniel, I bit into the slice of steak. I didn’t want to waste time debating with myself. The moment was now, so I was acting now. I chewed on the piece of steak, my eyes growing wide.
Daniel leaned forward in anticipation.
“What do you think—”
And I spat it back out at his face.
“Ew, it tastes nothing like it smells! It’s disgusting!”
He wiped his face, snapped his eyes shut, and took a deep breath.
“Alright… that was…”
Shaking his head, he unveiled the second plate.
“That didn’t go so well. But maybe you’re not much of a meat eater. So, how about something simpler? This is a Cyclops delicacy, a bowl of rice with some fish on the side. What do you—”
“Gross, no!”
Once again, I spat it out at Daniel’s face. His left and right cheeks were smeared in saliva and half-chewed food. He grabbed a napkin and cleaned himself.
“This time, maybe try swallowing the food before you make a decision, Salvos, ok?”
He smiled kindly, although I could tell it was very forced. I nodded.
“Fine.”
Daniel handed me a bowl with a pair of wooden sticks.
“This is something from Earth. My world. It’s a home cooked dish, stir-fried noodles with vegetables. Surely you’d like it somewhat, right? It’s mom’s recipe after all.”
I was dubious at first. It took me a moment to figure out how to use these ‘chopsticks’ Daniel gave me. I tried a string of this noodle, and I paused.
“This…”
I started to chew slowly, feeling the texture of the noodle in my mouth. I made sure to get a good taste of what it was like, absorbing it into my memory. He peered at me.
“Well?”
“It doesn’t taste like anything.”
I shook my head.
“I think it’s disgusting.”
“Seriously?”
His shoulders sagged. I nodded.
“Seriously! It’s like eating a rock— have you tried eating a rock?”
“Have you?”
“I have.”
“...I probably should’ve expected that.”
Daniel looked exhausted. He wanted to resign— to give up. But he steeled himself. He slapped himself on his cheeks, readying himself for the final plate.
“This is the last option. Are you ready? No man on Earth has ever resisted the alluring tastes of its drizzling oil spilling all over your taste buds. I present to you the greatest biological weapon America has ever invented: the burger.”
Daniel was proud of himself. He wore a smug look on his face as he explained.
“I was never much of a chef back on Earth, but a burger is relatively simple to make. I spoke with a Level 47 [Chef] working in the inn and had him reproduce the exact same—”
“Brughghaehw! Ew! You eat that?! It doesn’t even taste like rocks like the others! It tastes like Human excrement!”
“I give up. Wait, how do you even know how…? Actually, nevermind.”
The Human man slumped over on a chair, rubbing at his temples. I patted him on the back and tried to comfort him.
“At least you tried.”
“I just don’t get it. So, this entire time, it wasn’t because you were a Demon? You just never liked the taste of food?”
“I guess? I mean, it smells nice. But it doesn’t actually taste anything like how it smells.”
“Do you have some kind of scent synesthesia or something? Are your taste buds broken?”
Daniel seemed to inspect me, poking me on my cheek. I glanced over at the half-eaten plates of food. It was a waste. The steak and the noodles actually smelled nice. The rice and the fish didn’t have much of a smell to it. The burger smelled like it would kill me from the inside. It tasted like it would kill me from the inside.
In fact, didn’t Daniel say something about how burgers were a biological weapon? I wouldn’t be surprised if eating burgers was responsible for tens of thousands of deaths a year in his world.
The Human man rambled on about how it made no sense why I couldn’t eat most of the Human food when I now had to eat food and all that boring stuff. I ignored him, still feeling hungry. Maybe I’d just finish the steak or the noodles to fill my stomach. I brought a hand over to the plates, and hovered it there.
I caught sight of something hiding within the sticky table cloth. Tiny little critters— ants, smaller than my fingertips— that crawled its way towards the food. My stomach rumbled again.
“Salvos, Salvos? Are you even listening? What are you—”
I picked up a handful of ants and put them in my mouth.
“What the fuck are you doing?!”
He jumped back, horrified. I crunched down on the insects. And for the first time ever, felt my mouth watering from eating food.
“This is… delicious!”
My eyes went round. I glanced over at Daniel who seemed to edge further and further away from me, before turning my attention back to the long line of ants on the table waiting to be eating. I snagged even more of them and began to feast on the critters.
“I’ve never tasted anything like this before!”
It was like I unlocked a new sense. One which I have never experienced before. Was this what eating food was like? It was wonderful!
A fly buzzed by my ear. It was quite big for a fly. It headed straight for the leaves mixed in with the noodles, and I grabbed it out of the air. I chomped down on it.
“Daniel, you have to try this—”
I looked over at the open doorway, hearing the heavy footsteps fade away.
“Huh.”
—--
“—and then she started eating bugs?”
“Yes, Edithe. You have to protect me from her. She’s a monster!”
“Hey! I’m not a monster, I’m Salvos—”
“I know, I know.”
The red-haired woman rolled her eyes and pushed Daniel off her. He stumbled forward, next to me, then hurriedly skittered back behind Edithe for protection. I bared my teeth at him, which made him shrink back since there were ants stuck in them.
“Salvos.”
Edithe placed a hand on my shoulder, meeting my gaze. A smile spread across her face.
“Ignore Daniel. I’m glad you found something you finally enjoy eating. Just make sure you don’t eat something that makes you sick, alright?”
I beamed.
“I won’t! And I found out I can eat without pretending to be a Human too! Isn’t that amazing?”
I tilted my head back.
“I wonder what Centinels taste like.”
She laughed and gestured for me to follow her.
“Come on, there’s something outside waiting for us.”
“There is?”
Edithe led us down the hallway of the inn. Daniel kept a wide berth away from me as we started down the stairs. I was curious about what was awaiting us down below. I blinked as I saw adventurers gathered in the common room of the inn.
They were all wearing the same uniforms— I believed that meant they were of the Forsaken Company? It was apparently a very big company. One of the Three Honorable Companies. Each of their fighting power rivaled or even surpassed that of nations.
I glanced around at the standing figures. I picked out Cody and Katie amongst them. They all stood respectfully facing us.
“What’s going on, Edithe?”
The red-haired woman smiled.
“Just follow me.”
We took a step forward— and the adventurers began to clap. It came all at once, a cacophony that nearly startled me, blowing me off my feet. I blinked. Then I realized they were clapping for me.
No, for all of us.
I slowly walked behind Edithe as she nodded at the adventurers. Most of them were below Level 40. There were only a few who were Gold, with even less Platinums. But the Diamonds? There were four of them. And they were the ones who gave us the most respect.
Because they were the only ones who have ever been to the Plaguelands— seen the powerful undead that walked the blighted earth. Cody hung his head low, speaking softly.
“I am sorry for what I said earlier, Salvos, Liberator of the Plaguelands.”
I paused, staring at him. Then I grinned.
“It is fine. As long as you understand that.”
“There’s more, Salvos.”
Edithe tugged me along, pushing the double doors of the inn open. I covered my face as the morning light shone in, taking a moment to acclimate to its brightness.
And the clapping grew louder. More than that, there were cheers, hollering, and shouting. I thought I was being attacked. But I saw a massive crowd standing before me. They looked at us with awe and wonder. The people of Huthwaite gathered before us.
People I have never seen before. Or wait, I knew some of them. Were there people from Ghostlight mixed in as well? Yes there were! I saw Jaden, the boy [Innkeeper], standing with the crowd. He was cheering, just as everybody else.
A feeling rose up within me. It was the very same one I felt back when I saved Silvergrove and slayed Lucerna. It was pride. Not just the pride of knowing that I accomplished something, but the satisfaction that came from being recognized by others. I did not shy away from this.
Daniel looked like he wanted to hide behind Edithe again, but for a different reason. Edithe took it all in stride, not really ashamed, not really enjoying it. But me? I embraced it. I basked in the moment, in the attention and in the praises. I raised my chin higher, smiling from ear to ear.
A man stepped forward from the crowd. I knew the badge on his shirt as signifying that he was in charge of the local Adventurers Guild. He held three badges in his hands, a blue gem in the middle of it.
“Salvos, Daniel, and Edithe. For slaying the Lich of the Plaguelands, the three of you are hereby promoted to Diamond Rank.”
He attached it to our clothes and stepped back.
“I know it is not a befitting reward for the feat you have accomplished, but unfortunately, the Adventurers Guild is not as resourceful as I’d like. If it were, there’d be no need for companies, right?”
The man chuckled as a woman took his place. She seemed almost familiar. It took me a moment to realize she was the guard captain who fined us a few months back. She nodded at us, a vastly different look from what she had then.
“The three of you, for your efforts in aiding the Vaun Qieur Empire and killing [The Remnants of Zacharius], are rewarded the medallion of heroes. It is given by Emperor Nor Maran to only the noblest of individuals, giving you the privilege of having his ear whenever you are in need of help.”
These medals were fancy. They were etched with complex symbols and adorned with shiny crystals. I tapped on its hard surface as the guard captain continued.
“You will also be given property within the Capital city of Morningvale. It will be issued to you when you fill out these documents—”
Edithe’s eyes bulged as she accepted the pieces of paper. I ignored it. It didn’t matter to me. Daniel seemed uninterested as well. I wasn’t sure why it mattered so much to the red-haired woman.
Instead, I took in all the stares. The looks given to me by so many faces. Was it adoration? Admiration? I spread my arms wide, absorbing this feeling. Today, I discovered that eating was not so bad— not when I was eating what I liked. But even if it was a new, fascinating thing for me, the taste of food would never rival this.
This was what I loved. Recognition. From others, more than just myself. Of my actions and of what I have done. Knowing that the near-death experiences I had was not something only I knew about, but others were aware of as well.
It might have weirded others out. Humans thought of pride as something vain. They looked down on the idea of arrogance. But I didn’t. I wasn’t a Human. I was a Demon, and I was going to savor this moment.
“I am the Liberator of the Plaguelands, the Death of the Destroyer, the Savior of Falisfield, and many more. But most importantly, I am Salvos, and you will remember my name!”




65. Companion Construction

We left Huthwaite a day after, gold filling our pocket, new titles to our name, and property to own. I didn’t see the point of any of this. I much preferred the cheers of people, chanting my name. I’d have stayed in the city for longer just because of that.
But we had to leave. We had things to do, places to go. Edithe had to return to her company, while I had to speak with Lily. Daniel also finally decided on what he wanted to do.
“Wait, are you serious?”
I stared at him, in shock. Edithe blinked.
“I’m with Salvos on this one, are you really sure you want to do this?”
Daniel nodded.
“I made my decision. I’m stronger now. Smarter. I have two Classes and a rare Title. I’m more experienced and I know about their manipulative tactics. I will return to the Elutra Kingdom.”
“After all they did to you, you’re going back to help them?”
It wasn’t that I disagreed with his decision. I was just surprised by the suddenness of it. He shook his head.
“I’m not going to help them. No— Faith told me that the Inoria Empire was planning on a mass summoning ritual. One that would sacrifice all the citizens of the Elutra Kingdom. If this is true, then someone has to stop it. Someone has to step in. But only if it’s true.”
“So, you’re going to investigate first?”
I snapped my fingers, and Daniel drew his lips into a thin line.
“I’ll try. I can’t just stand idly by knowing that millions of lives are in danger and I can do something to stop it.”
I grinned.
“I’m impressed. You’re actually sounding like a [Hero] now.”
He scoffed, walking forward.
“I have always been a [Hero]. But a hero? That’s something I’m trying out for the first time.”
Then his shoulders sagged.
“I just hope I don’t die in some dumb heroic sacrifice moment.”
Edithe patted him on the back.
“We’ll just have to buy all the equipment you need to ensure that doesn’t happen. We have the platinum, after all.”
The Human man brightened. He greedily pulled open a pouch full of a hundred platinum. That wasn’t all we had. Each of us had a bag of 100 platinum coins on our person. In our bag, we had another 300 gold. That still wasn’t it. The rest was too much to carry or collect all at once. So, we stored the remaining 2,700 platinum, 573 gold, and 1045 silver pieces with the Merchants Guild.
Apparently, there were a lot of rewards to be collected for killing the Lich. Daniel said that it should have amounted to over 10,000 platinum coins total, but not everyone wanted to pay up the money. Some companies or countries or organizations had placed the bounty hundreds of years ago, so they said it was not valid.
Edithe suggested that we tried to press for it, but Daniel thought it wasn’t worth it. We were still getting thousands of platinum coins from this.
“We have more money than a small country even has!”
He sighed wistfully as we sat on a carriage, on the way out of the Vaun Qieur Empire.
“I’m going to buy all the best equipment. Since that damn Lich broke my longsword, I’ve felt practically naked.”
“But you’re wearing clothes?”
I cocked my head.
“It’s a metaphor. I’m just so used to having a weapon on me at all times, I don’t feel complete without it.”
“I have to admit, I’m the same way.”
Edithe chuckled. She gestured at the air, pretending as if she was holding something.
“Ever since my staff was destroyed by the Lich, I’ve felt oddly vulnerable. I’m glad you flew us back as quickly as you did, Salvos. We avoided a lot of possible mishaps that way.”
“I am pretty amazing, aren’t I?”
I beamed, leaning back. Then I peered at my companions.
“But can you guys not fight without your weapons?”
“We can, Salvos. My staff, however, was enchanted to boost my spellcasting. I do have the Cane of Retribution, but it has more of an active effect than the passive effect of my previous staff.”
“And my longsword was made out of mithril. It’s supposed to be one of the toughest materials out there. It’s said to be equivalent to the eldergreen wood used by the Elves or orichalcum used by the Dwarfs.”
“Huh.”
I glanced between the pair. They had basic equipment, bought from the local smith in Huthwaite. But they didn’t really have anything extravagant. Daniel’s Draconic Scalemail armor was also destroyed by the Lich. Really, despite being Diamond Rank, the three of us had basically no gear.
We did have some gear when we set out for the Plaguelands the second time, after Ghostlight was destroyed. But after all the battles we had, we now had nothing.
Edithe and Daniel excitedly exchanged ideas on things that they could buy. All the scrolls and potions and equipment they could afford with all the money they had.
“If we find a high enough leveled [Alchemist], we could even get a Potion of Regeneration for you, Salvos.”
The red-haired woman turned to me, smiling.
“A what?”
“It’s a potent potion, far superior to even the highest grade of healing potion. It can help you regrow lost limbs, remove all your scars from your body, and return you pretty much to your physical prime.”
My jaw dropped.
“Woah. Yes please! Give me that!”
“Well, we’ll have to find an [Alchemist] capable of brewing one. They require a lot of rare ingredients, so they’re pretty hard to find even amongst the highest leveled [Alchemists]. I know Gabriel has never bothered making one due to how difficult it is.”
I was starting to get excited, just like my companions. Thankfully, our money wasn’t ripped away from us like the past few times it happened. Daniel especially was happy. But I didn’t really understand why they fussed over the different types of weapons they could buy. I never used them.
I could always make my own weapons. Or, actually, why didn’t I just make some weapons for them?
—--
We stopped in a few cities on the way out of the Vaun Qieur Empire. Edithe wanted to drop by our given properties in the Capital city, but unfortunately it was close to the northeastern end of the empire. We were headed in the opposite direction, to the west.
So, we would only claim our lands later. Edithe was simply happy that she now had a last name. I didn’t get what it meant, and she explained.
“It means a lot, for a commoner like me. I grew up without a father, Salvos. Only my mother looked after me. And she was a prostitute. A nameless whore in the slums of Viechester.”
“Isn’t that rude?”
“Not really. That’s how she used to refer to herself. Then she died. But now I am not just given land to call my own, but I can take on the title of a noble too? I, a commoner, became part of the nobility in the biggest empire in the world?”
She laughed, shaking her head.
“It’s like a dream come true for any girl!”
Speaking of dreams, since I leveled up in [Partial Mortality], I didn’t feel the overwhelming urge to fall asleep whenever I changed to a mortal. I still had the need to sleep. There was no change to the amount of time I needed to sleep as a ‘Human’. But I wouldn’t just flop over whenever I transformed.
Now it took an hour for the exhaustion to seep in and for my eyes to begin failing me. I wondered if I leveled the General Skill enough, would I be able to delay sleep for up to a day? Maybe even more?
But I’d have to sleep eventually. Because that was how you blended in with mortals.
And I tried my best to blend in. I ate their food, even if it was stale, but only when others were around. When I was on my own and hungry? I had a bag full of worms, flies, and other bugs saved up for some munching.
Daniel was disgusted by it. Edithe, not so much. Although she wouldn’t try a cockroach even when I offered her one.
Not a lot of things were happening in this journey. We were just… going back to Viechester. There, we’d split ways. Each of us on our own separate journeys. It was uneventful. But we were spending time together— kind of like a family.
But I had a surprise for them. I wasn’t idle, even if there wasn’t much to do on our trip. Whenever they weren’t paying attention to me, I’d practice my creation magic. So far, I have been using [Nebular Construct] to create Nebular Weapons. Each one, on their own, were Medium Grade. They lasted far longer than any weapon I created previously, the arrows I kept were still usable even after days passed.
Yet, the magic was waning. I knew it would dissipate eventually. I needed something that could last forever. The Nebular Weapons were like the Spear of Flames. They could maybe keep form for a few months. But it would disappear eventually. No— I wanted something better than that.
If that Demon with the crooked horn was capable of creating something as powerful of the Spear of Flames as only an Archdemon. Or, I assumed he was an Archdemon. Then I should be able to make something even better, right? Because I was Salvos.
I didn’t just use [Nebular Construct]. I experimented. [The Primordial Spark] was an amalgamation Skill of various other Skills including [Advanced Fire Creation]. It had to have retained some aspect of that Skill.
So, I used both Skills: [Nebular Construct] and [The Primordial Spark]. I used them together. First, I created a blueprint of what I wanted with [Nebular Construct], then I built over it with [The Primordial Spark]. The process of this weapon creation was not done in a day. Even if I excluded all the failed attempts which took up weeks of my time, the final product took a long time to finish and perfect.
It was like I was a smith, using the flames to heat the sword so it could be tempered. But instead of simply making it stronger, I wanted to make something that would never erode. Something that would last for as long as I lived.
General Skill [Advanced Mana Manipulation] Level Up!
[Advanced Mana Manipulation - Lvl. 7] -> [Advanced Mana Manipulation - Lvl. 8]
Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!
General Skill [Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] Level Up!
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom - Lvl. 2] -> [Lesser Enhanced Wisdom - Lvl. 3]
Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!
General Skill [Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] Level Up!
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom - Lvl. 3] -> [Lesser Enhanced Wisdom - Lvl. 4]
Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!
Class [Adept of the Fae] Level Up!
[Adept of the Fae - Lvl. 26] -> [Adept of the Fae - Lvl. 27]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
“Huh. So, General Skill experience is added to my Class.”
“Did you say something, Salvos?”
“Nope!”
We were far beyond the borders of the Vaun Qieur Empire now. We switched carriages a few times, no single carriage able to carry us all the way to the Sunmere Republic. We had just crossed through Nixa, entering the borders of the Sunmere Republic, when I decided to finally unveil my gifts to them.
“I have something to show the both of you.”
I spun around as we entered the fancy bedroom of the inn. They exchanged a glance, slightly wary of what I was hiding behind my back.
“Salvos—”
I ignored Daniel, instead revealing the weapons I had spent the past half a month creating. 
“Ta-da!”
[Primordial Longsword: Medium Grade Weapon - A weapon created by Salvos, gifted to her companions. It can be enchanted, upgraded, and tempered just as any other weapon. Inflicts minor fire damage.]
They stared at it with wide eyes. Daniel picked up the longsword. It was made of metal throughout, down to the handles. The crossguard jutted out from the hilt like horns, twisted up into the air. The blade was lined with a gray, and the rest of it was a pure white.
“This is…”
He swung it once, and what almost seemed like a trail of black smoke followed behind it.
“You’re giving this to us?”
“I am!”
I nodded eagerly. I glanced over at Edithe who was inspecting the staff I had given her. It was very much like her old staff, except with a gray and white shape that seemed to coil into each other to the very tip of the staff.
[Primordial Staff: Medium Grade Weapon - A weapon created by Salvos, gifted to her companions. It can be enchanted, upgraded, and tempered just as any other weapon. Minor enhancement to fire magic.]
“You made this, Salvos?”
Edithe was baffled. I could see her eyes glazing over the intricate network of mana threads used to design the staff.
“Yep!”
“The amount of refinement behind it… it’s made out of magic, but it’s real. It would take decades for it to even begin to lose form. And it’s not even difficult to repair— you can bring it to an [Enchanter] to restore it whenever it starts to degrade.”
She glanced over at me, her mouth hanging open.
“You could sell this for hundreds of gold.”
“It’s for you.”
I shook my head, vehemently forcing it into her hands. She accepted it, still in shock.
“I—”
I hugged her. I tightly clung onto the red-haired woman— my companion— and spoke softly.
“Thank you, Edithe.”
Looking over at Daniel, I grabbed him and pulled him into the hug as well.
“You too. The both of you are my companions. You accept me for who I am, more than anyone else in the Mortal Realm. Thank you.”
They were surprised at first. They didn’t know how to react. But slowly, they accepted the hug as I continued.
“A part of me will be with the both of you, even when we separate, alright? When you’re fighting those jerks in the Iron Champions Company, I’ll be there with you, Edithe. When you’re killing those jerk [Cultists], I’ll be fighting by your side, Daniel. Don’t forget it.”
I paused, taking a deep breath. Then I exclaimed.
“And especially don’t die!”
They chuckled. Daniel shook his head as Edithe smiled. She lightly tapped me on the forehead.
“We should be the ones saying that to you!”




66. Knock Knock

Vamont was a city located right at the edge of the Sunmere Republic. It was at the border which ran close to Nixa and the Elutra Kingdom. We could see the Motharis Mountain Range from here, the undulating crests very close to the city, with a road that ran up one of the shorter mountains.
We were still a while away from Viechester— perhaps another three or four days if we traveled non-stop via carriage— but we were in no rush. And our driver didn’t want to take us all the way to Viechester. He dropped us at Vamont and suddenly had a change of heart after a day.
“I apologize, Miss Salvos, but you’ll have to find another wagon or carriage to bring you to your city. This is as far as I’ll go.”
“What?”
I stared at him, nearly dropping my bag. Edithe and Daniel stood behind me, just as surprised at this turn of events as I was. I pointed an accusing finger at the carriage driver.
“You said you’d take us to Viechester!”
“That was before we arrived in Vamont. I’m sorry, but I’ve heard rumors. Monsters coming down from Motharis and attacking travelers. Even entire caravans have been completely destroyed. I can’t bring you there.”
“But we’re Salvos, Daniel, and Edithe! We’re the Liberators of the Plaguelands! We were given the medallion of heroes by the Vaun Qieur Empire! We saved Silvergrove!”
He shook his head, taking off his cap. The driver was a weary older man, a former [Warrior] who now rode carriages for a living. Apparently, he used to be a soldier for one of the Eastern Kingdoms a long time ago.
“I’ve seen too many people die in my time. Even if they were the greatest commanders on the field, or the bravest adventurers. I will not take any risks.”
With that, he grabbed the reins and took off. I could only watch as our ride left us. I had nothing to say. I was speechless. But Daniel wasn’t.
“...he didn’t even give us back our gold.”
—--
“We got scammed, that’s what happened.”
Daniel was still not over the fact that the carriage driver stole our money. I didn’t care about Humans and their materialistic obsession over those shiny coins. I was just annoyed that we had to take even longer than necessary to get to Viechester!
I was eagerly awaiting to see Rachel once more. She would’ve been absolutely blown away by the fact that I was over Level 100 now! Maybe I could even impress her with tricks from my [Adept of the Fae] Class!
There was so much we had to catch up on. I was so excited— but our trip was delayed because we couldn’t find any carriages that were willing to bring us to Viechester.
“Wait, why not? We have the gold!”
I sputtered, and the wagon driver turned away from me. She wasn’t that high leveled. Not like our previous carriage driver. Her wagon wasn’t even fancy, it could barely even fit all three of us into it, but she was the last one we approached after an entire day of asking around.
“It’s not about the gold, Miss. I’m not getting killed for no damn reason like Kenny did!”
She shut the door on us, leaving the three of us stranded. I cocked my head.
“Who’s Kenny?”
It seemed like no one wanted to travel the roads beyond Vamont. In fact, the city was unusually crowded. Vamont was not the biggest city I’ve been in, not even close. But its streets were so packed, I almost thought we were in a city twice the size of what it actually was.
“This sucks.”
I glowered, and my companions followed after me. They had on them various potions and artifacts. They hadn’t been idle. They spent a lot of their time in these cities shopping and buying brand new items.
They had their Primordial weapons with them too— the ones I created and gave them just yesterday. I was quite proud of what I made, seeing the white and gray metal held by my companions.
But that was not all the new equipment they had. Their armor was bought from a famed smith in the Vaun Qieur Empire. It was made of simple steel, tempered with Skills that made it comparable to mithril. Low Grade Armor, without any enchantments. After they saw an [Enchanter] in Nixa, it was now easily Medium Grade. I wondered what it’d take for it to be High Grade, but they said it would require far more specialization from a Level 70 [Enchanter]. Which were rare.
Other than just armor and weapons, they had rings and necklaces and other such jewellery too. These mostly had small effects— extra resistance to fire magic, ice magic, poison magic, etcetera.
In addition to all those Low Grade Equipment, Edithe got a bracelet too. It matched with mine; it served no purpose besides being purely decorative. I called it a friendship bracelet, and Daniel cringed for whatever reason.
“It’s not like we’re in any rush, Salvos. Just enjoy the moment.”
Edithe spoke as her attention was drawn by a street performer. A [Mage] was juggling rocks the size of his head, much to the awe of children.
“Look. You don’t see [Mages] doing such things in other cities, do you? These are sights you can only see in the Sunmere Republic.”
I narrowed my eyes, before pointing an accusing finger.
“He’s not even touching the rocks! He’s using magic to toss them around!”
“It’s still entertaining.”
The red-haired woman rolled her eyes. I glowered, crossing my arms.
“Can’t we just walk to Viechester? It really isn’t any trouble at all.”
“We could.”
Daniel nodded as he appeared by my side with a stick of meat. It looked like either lamb or beef. Gross.
“But we may as well just stay another night. Buy some gifts for our friends in Viechester.”
He flipped his hand, revealing a doll.
“See? This is for Rachel—”
I snatched it out of his hand.
“For Rachel, from me, right?”
The Human man let out a heavy sigh.
“Sure, sure. I don’t get why you don’t just buy your own present for her though.”
“I… um, don’t know what she likes?”
“Get her something any girl her age would love, Salvos.”
Edithe smiled as she started ahead, twirling to face me.
“Let’s see. While I hated to admit it, I was always jealous of other girls with their frilly dresses, while I was stuck with rags and cheap clothing. I’m sure Rachel would like something nice like that.”
I paused right before a shop— a [Tailor], supposedly Level 43. I snapped my fingers.
“I should make her feel like a Princess.”
Then I had an even better idea.
“I should make myself feel like a Princess!”
“Uh, Salvos—”
Daniel started, but I ignored him and rushed into the shop. My companions exchanged a glance. Edithe shrugged.
“That should keep her occupied for the next hour or so. Come on, I saw a nice restaurant right around the corner.”
—--
“Thank you!”
I left the shop with a pile of clothes in my hands. The [Tailor] waved at me, a big, beaming grin on his face, and a lot of gold in his pockets. I found Daniel and Edithe sitting in a tavern, a few empty mugs on the table, laughing.
“—and then Hana just lunged straight at the [Rock Golem], ignoring our plans completely. Suffice to say, Paul gave her a long lecture.”
“Oh man, Hana sounds like she was a massive pain to deal with.”
“She was definitely a pain in the ass, but Paul was a hardass too. That’s what I liked about both of them.”
Edithe sighed wistfully. She was drunk. Daniel was too. Their cheeks were burning with the alcohol— a light blush which almost glowed in the dimly lit tavern.
The Human man fidgeted.
“Edithe—”
“Hello!”
I plopped down on a chair, setting my clothes down on the table. It knocked over their drinks, spilling them on the nice fabric, much to my horror.
“Hey! Why’d you ruin my clothes!”
My companions blinked. Daniel sputtered.
“Wait, why are you blaming me for that?”
“You didn’t make my clothes disappear!”
He stared at me, slack-jacked. The red-haired just giggled.
“Enjoyed your shopping spree, Salvos?”
“I did!”
I snatched a bug zipping around the table and stuffed it into my mouth. I spoke as I crunched down on it.
“The [Tailor] was annoyed by me at first because I kept asking questions, but when I set a bag of gold on the table, he stopped being rude and kindly gave me everything I wanted.”
“Money is very, uh, persuasive.”
Daniel placed a hand on the pile of clothes, and it vanished. The other customers in the tavern jolted, caught off-guard by it. But they didn’t question it. In fact, everyone had already been giving us a wide berth.
No one here was above Level 40. Most of them probably couldn’t see our levels. They probably assumed we were high Gold or even Platinum. Maybe some even suspected that we were Diamond Ranks. Whatever we might’ve been, they thought it best to avoid us entirely… for whatever reason.
The Human man faced me.
“Now you understand why I value having a disposable income, right?”
I nodded eagerly.
“Yep! I can’t wait to spend more gold!”
“...I don’t think you get it.”
“I’m glad you’re thinking of others, Salvos. I’m sure Sophia and the others would be grateful for your gift.”
I paused as Edithe took a sip from her mug. A bead of sweat trickled down the back of my neck.
“Um, yes! I totally meant to buy it for them too!”
“Honestly, you’ve matured a lot since we first met.”
The red-haired woman lightly placed the mug down on the table.
“I’m glad to see that. I can’t lie and say I wasn’t a little bit worried for you.”
I felt compelled to flex an arm and give her a reassuring grin. But I saw the serious look on Edithe’s face. Daniel, too, leaned forward, wearing a solemn expression.
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing. Just feeling sentimental. Especially since we probably won’t see each other for a while.”
I tried to wave a hand off.
“Come on, that’s not true. I’m just going to go and see Lily, and maybe visit Saffron’s magic academy. Enroll for a bit— until I reach Level 70 in my Class!”
Edithe pursed her lips.
“Don’t you know, Salvos?”
I cocked my head.
“Wait, what?”
“Most magic academies only let you graduate after a few years. They focus on learning and studying, leveling General Skills and, refining your own spellcasting without Skills. It’s not the kind of place which throws you into a Platinum Rank Dungeon for you to level up as much as possible. It’s for theory and application of said theory, through a very rigorous curriculum.”
Daniel nodded.
“Even if you’ve been leveling very quickly for your [Adept of the Fae] Class, that won’t be the case for a while. Especially if you want to learn the space magic needed to easily travel between the planes in the Nexeus.”
“But why?”
I was confused. My brows were creased, and I was rubbing my temples, trying to comprehend this. The red-haired woman shrugged.
“You’re halfway to Level 40, and you still only have two secondary Skills, right? If you level too fast, your growth won’t keep up. Academies would ensure you’re actually learning new Skills, even if they’re Skills you’ll never use. This is to produce the best Class advancement you can get, while outfitting you with the best Skills for your style of combat.”
I hesitated. There was a long pause as I absorbed this. Finally, when I could speak, I only said a single word.
“Huh.”
Edithe leaned back on her chair. She was less drunk now. She tilted her head back.
“I spoke about this to Daniel earlier. I’m happy to see how much you’ve grown, Salvos. You can be playful and immature at times— but you also know how to act when it really matters. So, I’m not worried. I know you’ll be able to hold your own without us.”
I stared at her, trying to find the words to say, only for my lips to quiver. Daniel placed a hand on my shoulder.
“You’ll be fine. You took care of yourself long before either of us ever met you.”
Why was he being so sappy? I glanced between both my companions. They were both making it such a big deal! I could always fly to them, right? Sure, I was bad with directions. And yes, they probably wouldn’t be easy to track down, what with Edithe having to deal with a company war, and Daniel having to investigate the Inoria Empire.
But it was always a possibility I could find them! So, why… why was I crying?
My companions hugged me as tears covered my cheeks. I tightly held onto their hands. I opened my mouth.
“I…”
And there was a gong. A bell rang from across the walls. There were shouts outside. The streets were filled with chaos and panic.
We poured out into a sea of panic. Humans were fleeing into their homes, pointing at the walls as adventurers and patrols of guards headed for the battlements. I quickly wiped my face and grabbed a man.
“What’s going on?”
He faced me, wide-eyed.
“I don’t know! But those are siege bells! We can’t be out in the streets!”
I let go of him as he ran into a nearby building. I turned to my companions.
“What is…?”
They were just as bewildered as me. The city’s gates were barricaded shut as a susurration ran through the walls. My companions and I hurried up onto the battlements, flashing our Diamond Rank badge to gain quick access up the steps.
The guard captain on duty was shouting orders as [Archers] drew their bows. I ran up to her.
“Hey, why are you guys closing the city? What’s happening?” 
She shrugged me off, pointing.
“Why don’t you see for yourself?”
I blinked and followed her hand. My gaze settled at the base of the Motharis Mountain Range. I took a step back as I spotted the flood of creatures making their way down, headed straight for the city.
Daniel’s hands dropped to his sides.
“Oh no.”
We recognized these monsters. They were the ones that inhabited Motharis. Drakes, Wispcreepers, Saeves, Gatho Mammoths, Ground Cravers, Razorwings, Scavenger Yetis. There were more. Others I have never seen before. But they were a part of this impending horde. And the ones which I was most familiar with hovered over them all, leading them to Vamont.
Mindreapers.




67. Who’s There?

An army encroached on Vamont. It came not from another Human country, but from the Motharis Mountain Range. Monsters of all kinds filled this giant horde. I recognized and fought many of them such as the Drakes and the Saeves. But they weren’t all that came.
Silver Rank monsters, Gold Rank monsters, and even Platinum Rank monsters. Monsters of all shapes and sizes. It was as if all of Motharis itself decided to descend from the tall peaks to trample over the weak Humans lying in wait below.
“There has to be tens of thousands of them…”
Daniel spoke, breathless. I glanced over at him, before turning back to the impending army. Both of us have seen this sight before; we had encountered many of them on the way to the Brilsum Ruins Dungeon, when we first sought out a Fairy Temple over a year ago now. They were natural inhabitants of the vast mountain range.
But when we arrived at the Brilsum Ruins, we found a nest of Mindreapers leading the monsters of Motharis, all controlled by an Archdemon by the name of Belzu. There were dozens of Mindreapers then, leading a small army of hundreds. Now, however, their numbers have grown to an exorbitant amount.
It looked like there were more monsters than people in the city. Most of them were smaller, Silver Rank monsters. But there had to be thousands of Gold Ranked monsters mixed amongst them. Maybe even more.
And the Mindreapers that were herding them? Hundreds.
Hundreds of Platinum Ranked threats. Each one, on their own, would be able to bring down a town on the outskirts of Nixa. I was pretty sure a single Mindreaper would be able to do more damage than Lucerna, even if they weren’t nearly as durable as him.
They were coming for Vamont. The city was in lockdown, preparing for a siege. They had archers lining the battlements— those above Level 40 already had their bows drawn, raining fire at the army so far away. But they must have only numbered in the bare hundred. Maybe even less.
“It’s pointless. Vamont will be destroyed.”
Edithe whispered, her hands tightening to balls. I met her gaze.
“So, do we leave?”
My companion narrowed her eyes.
“Leave?”
“Yep. Those are a lot of monsters. I don’t think I’ve ever seen that many monsters in my life! We should run away, right?”
“I…”
She hesitated. Daniel clicked his tongue and shook his head.
“No, we can’t just leave Vamont.”
He spoke with finality in his voice.
“We have to help evacuate the city. We can’t just leave these people to die.”
Sure enough, I craned my neck and saw the streets were packed. An evacuation order had been called. Word was spreading of this monster army, and everyone wanted to leave now. City guards were rounding up the terrified citizens with the help of volunteering adventurers.
But there were no orderly lines. A stampede was slowly forming as the march of the monsters drummed closer to Vamont. [Mages] have joined the [Archers] in targeting the monster army from afar, but the monsters were now firing back as well. The wall shook and rumbled with each hit, which struck more fear into the evacuating populace than before.
The only reason why the crenellations didn’t just collapse was because of the [Barrier Mages] deflecting the attacks.
I scowled at Daniel’s declaration.
“Oh, so now you’re trying to be brave.”
He ignored my comment, and Edithe nodded. She took a swig of a potion before handing it to Daniel. With that drink, the pair shook off the last of the alcohol within their system and resolved themselves.
“We fight.”
They spoke at the same time. They were resolved to do it, whether or not I stayed. I could have left if I wanted to. They wouldn’t force me to do anything— they couldn’t force me to do anything, if I didn’t want to do it. Especially something as incredibly stupid as this.
I stared at them. Then I grinned.
“And you guys call me the reckless one.”
Edithe and Daniel exchanged a glance. The red-haired woman was the one to speak.
“Are you sure about this, Salvos? You don’t—”
“I know, I know. But I can’t just abandon either of you. So, I’m staying.”
It was the same thing with Haec. It was the same thing with them. I looked over past the walls at the army of monsters. These poor creatures had no say in what they were doing. Mind magic, illusion magic, and curses drove them to destroy this city. It was unfair to them. But it was us or them.
I chose me, of course.
The three of us marched up to the guard captain as she shouted orders at those on the walls. She was directing supporting adventurers to various different parts of the city, preparing for a battle within these streets. They knew they were going to die.
“Guard captain!”
Edithe stopped before the rough woman. She was a Level 72 [Warrior], wearing scars on her face. Probably one of the highest leveled individuals in the city— besides us, of course. She definitely could see Edithe’s level. And when she glanced over at me and Daniel, she straightened.
“Adventurers. Diamond Ranks, I presume?”
“Yes. Look, there’s no time for formalities. Tell us how we can help.”
Daniel stepped forward, nodding. The guard captain grunted.
“You’re a [Warrior], right? If you can take hits, I need you to position yourself by the gates, for when it falls. Hold the tide of monsters with the other [Warriors]. And you two [Mages], if you’re able to use long-range spells, we need you up here for as long as possible. We can’t let the walls fall.”
“Got it.”
Edithe immediately took her place on the crenellation, at the very fore, and began casting spells that eclipsed the magic of everything within the vicinity. Her [Storm of Ice and Fire] raged on in the distance, sweeping monsters off their feet, ripping apart the very front lines of the oncoming army. There were gasps and stares as [Archers] and [Mages] couldn’t help but look her way. The guard captain snapped, drawing their attention.
“Don’t let up! We need to hold them off until the city is fully evacuated!”
Judging by the haphazard mess of the streets below, I highly doubted that that would happen anytime soon. I didn’t join Edithe as she decimated dozens upon dozens of monsters at a time.
“I’m not really good at fighting from afar.”
The guard captain narrowed her eyes.
“I… then help your friend down below—” 
But Daniel cut her off.
“Salvos, you can fly, can’t you?”
I paused, tilting my head back.
“Yes?”
“I know it’s a risk, but—”
“You want me to fly over them and burn them to slow their approach, don’t you?”
He pursed his lips but did not deny it. I hefted my sack and leaned it against the wall.
“I’ll do it. Just do your thing, alright?”
“Thank you.”
He ran down the steps as I took a deep breath. There was a spark. A blue glow that descended upon me. I wreathed my body in flaming armor. It almost solidified around me, protection equivalent to a Medium Grade Armor. Then I spread my arms wide, the flaming armor unfurling behind my back.
It covered the wings that sprouted from my skin, burning the black blood before anyone could see it oozing off me. Or would it be red blood, since I was ‘partially mortal’? A pair of brilliant, burning wings revealed itself as heads turned to face me. I grinned, lying as I whispered.
“Flaming wings.”
Was that even a real Skill? I just said it so people would think I wasn’t using a Skill that only Demons had. The guard captain seemed fooled by it, at least.
“That’s…”
I patted Edithe on the shoulder before leaping off the walls. The guard captain stared for a moment, before snapping at the other watchers to focus on the monsters.
As I soared through the air and got closer to the army of vicious, terrifying creatures, I readied myself for what was to come. I spotted the Saeves down below, already picking up rocks. The Gatho Mammoths wouldn’t be able to reach me, but the Scavenger Yetis had powerful ice magic to toss my way.
And the most worrying one of all were the Mindreapers. I squinted at the figures floating far above the others, like they were somehow better than the others. And they were, in a sense. They were what enabled this army to form.
I knew what to do. But first, I had to draw their attention.
I quickly zipped over the front lines of the army, releasing a flaming breath into their numbers. It incinerated everything in an instant as I flew over them, mouth open, spewing powerful, magical flames. Hundreds of monsters died. They stood no chance against me. The ones behind them tried to fight back. They slung magic and projectiles my way, but I mostly managed to avoid their flurry of attacks.
Some struck true. When a thousand pebbles were thrown, even I couldn’t avoid all of it. But I wasn’t an idiot. I knew what to dodge and what to ignore. The small orbs of fire would splash off my magical protection. But the lances of ice, the boulders that were hurled high up into the air, and the bolts of lightning would have actually been felt if I weren’t protected.
So, I evaded those. I made sure those didn’t touch me. I managed to stave off taking any damage for the longest while… until I heard the sound magic blaring in my ears.
Ground Cravers leapt up at me, screaming their unavoidable attacks. I blew them apart as fast as I could, seeing the ripple that ran over my body. My Pendant of Greater Protection managed to repel their assault. It was the only thing that stood between myself and the sound magic. It was a strong magical barrier over my body itself. However, it wouldn’t hold up against what was to come next.
I looked up at the Mindreapers rapidly descending upon me. They came by the dozens, the mild effects of their mind magic quickly amplifying as they edged closer and closer. I took a deep breath as a hot feeling boiled in my chest. Then I released it with an explosive speed. A sphere of flames shot out and exploded amongst the Mindreapers. A dozen of them dead from that single blast.
But more came. And the magic— the aura of protection around my body— grew weak. I unleashed one more powerful blast against the Mindreapers, before fleeing. I felt the Pendant of Greater Protection begin to fail as I sped back to the walls.
“Yep. Their mind magic is as annoying as ever.”
There had been a lot of close calls when I was in the Brilsum Ruins. And while I have leveled plenty and grown far more durable since then, I was still very much vulnerable to their magic. Back then, I struggled and nearly died fighting single Mindreapers. Now, one of them alone wouldn’t be a problem, but there were hundreds, all using their mind magic at the same time.
“Nope. I’ll definitely die if I engage them for too long. However…”
I glanced back at the army of monsters. A lot of Mindreapers had died. That didn’t break the monsters from their sleep-induced hallucinations. That much was clear from my past encounters with them. But now you could break them free with just the right push.
I bared my teeth and pointed.
“Kneel before your Princess!”
I screamed as loud as I could. My words were carried over the first rows of monsters. All at once, hundreds of monsters were freed from their sleep. It was an effect of [Intimidation]. It wasn’t like [Zealous Call], which instantly freed them from their madness. It only freed the ones who were being led by the dead Mindreapers.
They thrashed and turned against one another. Those leading the charge of the army were thrown into disarray. I didn’t get the experience for what they did, but that hardly mattered.
It slowed them nonetheless.
I landed back on the walls, laughing and spreading my arms wide.
“That was dangerous. Especially when they all concentrated their magic on me. Good thing I’m amazing at surviving, right Edithe? That could have gone very wrong if I stayed out there for too long.”
I glanced over at the red-haired woman— past the rows of adventurers and guards unleashing what they could at the faraway army. I was expecting them to cheer for me or shout praises for what I accomplished, but they were far too engrossed in what they were doing.
I shrugged and went to pick up my sack. I paused when it wasn’t there.
“Edithe, did you take my potions? Edithe?”
She didn’t respond. I looked over at her, not paying any attention to me. Then my eyes widened as I looked past her, at the city walls far from where I was.
“What?”
The crenellations around me vanished, bubbling into a colorless gas. I spun around in a panic as a shadow loomed over me.
A creature stood there. A winged being with a bulbous body. It had six legs, each bent at odd positions, crooked and wretched. It stared at me with obscenely round eyes, a crimson gaze that bore into my soul.
It was… not an it. No— it was a he. And he was here. I identified him and saw nothing. But the illusions were enough to clue me in to who he was. 
Belzu himself appeared. He looked like an abomination of an insect, doubling me in size and height even when I was overtaken by [Demonic Essence]. And he smiled.
“Ah, those wings… a [Changeling], then? Or perhaps a [Succubus] or a [Cambion]?” 
Shaking his head, he took a step forward. With the click of his leg, the world around me vanished, and his voice was all I could hear.
“It doesn’t matter. You’re in the way.”
[Hellprince - Lvl. 151]




68. Nobody

“Salvos! Salvos, where are you going?!”
Edithe screamed as loud as she could, but the Demon girl flew away from the walls, happily landing on a nearby hill instead of the crenellations. The red-haired woman clicked her tongue. She had to stop Salvos. Whatever was going on, it wasn’t good.
She could sense the powerful magic, even amidst the fighting and battle. It drew Salvos to it. And Edithe was determined to stop it. Even if it meant that she had to leave the walls—
Salvos winked out of existence.
There was a flicker. Edithe blinked. And her friend was gone.
“What?”
The red-haired woman couldn’t help but stare. She didn’t know what happened. One moment, Salvos was there, the next, she was gone. Edithe grew worried. If something bad happened… but she couldn’t focus on that.
An army of monsters bore down on Vamont. Salvos staved off their approach with her efforts. But at some point during her attack, she must have gotten confused. She started attacking their flank, even as the vanguard pressed onward to the city.
Now, they were here. Edithe bit her lower lip as she saw the first of the Gatho Mammoths charging for the gates. They were followed by leaping [Rancor Mites] and hopping Saeves. The red-haired woman pointed her staff at them, focusing her [Storm of Ice and Fire] to allay their approach. The lower leveled monsters fell by the dozens as the flames and frost gathered in a sphere. A Gatho Mammoth fell, and so did another.
But the third one reached the gates. It slammed the metal bars open just as Edithe’s magic brought it down. She cursed internally as even more monsters poured through the gates. She had to concentrate all her magic on the broken gates. But something drew her attention.
A terrible pain set over. Edithe clasped her head as the [Mages] around her collapsed, bleeding from the mouth and screaming. She glanced up at the Mindreapers. A dozen of them hovered over her side of the wall. [Archers] and [Mages] struggled to loose their projectiles at them, but were quickly brought to their knees by the powerful mind magic.
Edithe turned her [Storm of Ice and Fire] towards them, but only one was caught within it. The others scattered around, still blaring their mind magic. The Mindreaper fell quickly as Edithe narrowed her eyes. Fine, if you want to play it like that—
Six Mindreapers circled over Edithe. They coordinated with each other— Mindreapers were known to be intelligent monsters. But that was their mistake. They blasted her with their mind magic at the same time, and she grinned.
“[Fiery Riposte].”
All at once, they were engulfed in flames. A powerful fire that could not be dodged. It was a replica of what they struck her with. It wasn’t exactly as strong as the magic they used against her, but it was enough to bring them all down.
Edithe hurriedly uncorked a healing potion and took a large gulp from it. She didn’t have the highest [Vitality]. And while that assault didn't come close to killing her, she needed to be at full health for the battle. There were tens of thousands of monsters out there. If she even let her guard down once, she could die.
And, unfortunately for Edithe, she did let her guard down. Just briefly with a single sip.
She glanced back up just in time to see a Gatho Mammoth ramming into the crenellations. The stone crumbled over as the red-haired woman was sent tumbling through the air. The walls of the city fell, and the evacuating city was left vulnerable to the encroaching horde.
***
[Hellprince - Lvl. 151]
The world around me vanished. It was like I was sucked into a darkness. The very same void which held me before I was born. Everything was gone, even if I could still feel the earth and grass beneath my feet. I saw none of it.
“H-how…?”
I shook my head, creating a Nebular Kusarigama. I couldn’t hesitate now. Only one thing was clear— the magic permeating the air was powerful. I was completely outmatched. I had to be on guard, ready for anything.
I glanced over at the shadows around me, hearing their whispers, threatening to lash out at any moment. I calmed myself, taking a deep breath.
“Lily said you were Level 138.”
It was a simple statement. I waited for any kind of a response. One came from my left.
“Lily? Ah, the Fairy who lived. So, you were one of those two rats she helped escape that night.”
I spun around and released a cone of flames in that direction, burning everything that could’ve possibly been hiding the darkness. It lit up the void. I saw flashes— flickers of a tree being burned. The grass was engulfed in my blue flames. But Belzu didn’t scream. He only chuckled.
“Did you think my illusions are limited to your sight alone? No. I can alter all your senses: what you see, what you hear, what you smell, what you taste, and what you feel. It is but a simple trick to fool a mind, no matter the level of the individual.”
His words came in scattered voices. Fragments broke in from below me followed by questions from my right. There was no way for me to discern where Belzu was. I narrowed my eyes.
“How are you Level 151 now?”
“You, yourself, were not an Archdemon, were you? Tell me, [Changeling]— are you a [Changeling]?”
“I’m Salvos.”
“Salvos, then.”
Belzu sounded satisfied. At least he was using my name and not calling me other things like girl or fool, as others kept doing.
“Do you truly believe you are the only one who levels? The only one who pursues a higher power?”
He spoke as something shot out of the shadows. A boulder came sailing at me. I leapt to the side as it shattered on the earth. I stumbled back, snapping my gaze around me. This time, a tree tumbled my way. I raised my Nebular Kusarigama, slashing in half, only for it to vanish without feeling.
I blinked, and was struck from behind. I rolled on the ground and turned back, seeing Belzu disappear into the darkness.
“I have labored long and hard to reach the Mortal Realm of my own capacity. Now that I am here, I shall not remain idle. I have amassed my army, I have evolved beyond a mere Archdemon, and I shall prepare for his arrival.”
“His arrival?”
The world around me warped. The ground returned, but it was a pale white. Hills and hillocks rose up, towering over me, creating a familiar sight. The sky turned red, and Belzu buzzed overhead.
“Your King.”
I leapt up after him, flapping my wings as rapidly closed the distance. Belzu grinned. And I slammed straight into a wall. I tumbled through the air as the world around me rolled, turning itself over.
Now, I stood on the crimson sky, and straightened.
“I serve no King. Only myself.”
“Oh?”
The ground below me shot up, but I didn’t flinch. It was an illusion. It faded through me like it was nothing. According to Lily, Belzu could cast illusion magic and curses. As far as I was concerned, no curses allowed anyone to cast earth magic.
“Ah, you lack a summoning collar. I should have noticed it before.”
I walked through the false attack unharmed. It was as if an entire chunk of the red sky fell out, displaced, trying to strike the ground.
“I am Salvos. I have companions. I have friends. But I will do what I want, never what others tell me to do. If I ever listen to something someone else says, it’s only because I wanted to do it myself.”
“Such a simple reasoning. So, you do not serve Regnorex then?”
I shook my head.
“I do not serve the Demon King. Nor do I serve the Devil.”
“Then you are like the Beast.”
Suddenly, the world around me shifted. It was like I was being carried through the Netherworld, seeing the rapidly changing landscape. The mountainous terrain dipped into a massive crater, and a creature rested dormant in the center. Around it lay the corpses of thousands of Demons. Infant Demons, Lesser Demons, Greater Demons, and even Archdemons.
[Fiends], [Succubi], [Incubi], [Hellbeasts], [Legions], [Gadarenes], [Changelings], [Cambions]. Nothing was spared from this creature. It bore the body of a wolf without fur. Its legs were clawed, that of a bear. And from its neck were the heads of many serpents.
Belzu’s voice echoed as it cracked an eye open.
“An untamed creature, obedient only to your fickle desires.”
“I am not fickle—”
The Beast roared. It turned its thirteen heads my way and unhinged their crooked jaws. A black light shone within its mouths, before releasing a dark beam of terrifying energy at me.
It was supposed to be an illusion. I knew it was an illusion. But an intense pain gripped me. It made me curl up into a ball as a searing heat overcame me.
“W-what is this…?”
“There are more things than you can understand. More things than you know. Perhaps, if you have never interfered with my business, you could have lived. Alas, you shall die today.”
I screamed as the pain grew worse and worse. I tried to get up. I tried to move. It was too much pain. I knew this feeling— it was the magic of the undead. It was a curse.
I writhed and cried while it drained me of my health and mana. Trapped in a bubble of Belzu’s powerful curse. The level discrepancy between us was clear. He tricked me, toyed with me, and now he was going to kill me. Even with my protections— my artifacts and Skills— it was… it was…
My eyes widened, even through the pain. My Pendant of Greater Protection still covered my body. My Ring of Lesser Curse Protection didn’t flash its usual light. Even my [Title Skill: General Curse Resistance] didn’t activate.
The realization settled in, and I knew what this was. It was an illusion. Belzu had trapped me in an illusion of pain. He made me believe I was truly being cursed, once I figured out I didn’t have to avoid his false attacks. This pain wouldn’t kill me. It didn’t even hurt me. It was just a sensation I felt on my skin.
I closed my eyes, immersing myself away from whatever sights Bezlu would conjure up. I had no reason to see what he showed me. It was never real in the first place. The pain was still there, but the less I focused on it, the more it receded.
I couldn’t rely on my senses. Not my five senses, anyway. There were other things I could trust. My instincts and my magic.
[Spatial Sight]. [Passive - A Hunter’s Sense].
The world opened up around me, even as I ground my teeth in pain. I saw the world through a sphere of space magic. The Skill had leveled since I first used it, and now I could see up to twenty feet in any direction. And I saw no one around me.
There were trees. I sensed the dirt and rock. I was standing on an incline, at the edge of a hill. Powerful magic muddled even my [Spatial Sight], but I could pick out that it was a different thread of mana, one responsible for the illusion.
Next, I focused on my other Skill. It was almost instinctual. It told me when I was being watched with malicious intent, and it let me know if I was in grave danger. Not always, but often enough that I trusted it. And now, it only told me one thing:
Belzu isn’t here.
I wasn’t in danger. Nothing around me threatened to kill me. The voices I kept hearing— what Belzu was saying— was nothing but an illusion. This entire time, I had been speaking to… myself.
I spread my wings wide open and took off into the sky. I kept going, even through the intense pain, past the web of illusion magic, until I was hundreds of feet in the air. I broke free from the illusion and the pain, before finally opening my eyes.
“Where am I?”
I glanced down, seeing a dark cloud covering the entire hill Belzu had led me to. In it, I sensed his magic, but didn’t see him anywhere nearby. I cast my gaze towards the city— towards the army of monsters surrounding it— and I saw the insect-like figure.
Belzu hadn’t been wasting his time with me. He was in Vamont. And his army circled the entire city, cutting off any escape.
“Oh no.”
With a deep breath, I burst into action, rapidly returning to the city, in search of my companions.
***
Screams echoed throughout the streets of Vamont. A woman ran with a child as a giant monster gave chase. It tore through the buildings, cracking the roads with each step, and letting out a furious roar.
It smashed its fists on the earth, sending a tremor which broke apart the floor beneath the woman. She stumbled, turning around in terror.
“No—”
“[Crescent Fury]!”
Even from afar, Daniel’s sword tore through the [Prima Saeve]. The giant ape crumpled to the ground, easily defeated by a single Skill.
The [Hero] landed next to the mother and child, offering them a hand.
“Thank you…”
“Get out of here. Go!”
He didn’t have time to accept their gratitude. He heard the stampede coming their way. A horde of Scavenger Yetis charged down the street, freezing everything in their path. The woman and child scurried away as he braced himself, readying a Skill—
“[Arrow of the Flame Elemental].”
A single bolt of fire shredded the Scavenger Yetis before they even reached him. A red-haired woman ran up next to Daniel, panting, downing a mana potion.
“Are you alright?”
“Edithe… I’m fine. I thought you were—”
Edithe shook her head, dusting herself off.
“I took a little fall. Nothing too bad.”
She glanced around as Daniel sighed in relief.
“The city is surrounded from all sides. Half of the monster army broke off to block the only escape. We need to help them break the siege!”
The red-haired woman started for the southern gates, but Daniel didn’t budge. He looked over the death and destruction around them, speaking softly.
“Why are they doing this? Why are they…?”
Edithe hesitated.
“I… I wish I knew the reason behind it as well, Daniel. But it doesn’t matter right now. What matters is we save as many people as we can—”
She was cut off by a scream. It was more like a shrill shriek. Daniel and Edithe exchanged a glance, before hurrying over to the source of the noise. They saw a man collapsing over some rubble, around a pile of corpses.
Daniel reached for the fallen man.
“Are you alright?” 
“Wait!”
Edithe grabbed him, pulling him back. He blinked.
“What—”   
And the fallen man spun around, clawing for Daniel. Edithe blasted him back with a [Lightning Orb] before he could touch the [Hero].
“That’s… a [Crypt Horror]. An undead.”
She stared at it. Then she looked over at a figure standing on top of a roof. Daniel identified it.
[Crypt Lord - Lvl. 74]
It raised its arms, and there were more cries. Edithe whispered.
“It’s raising the dead.”
Then she cursed.
“Fuck, it’s bringing the dead back to life. They’re trying to make an even larger army!”
Before the corpses could turn into [Crypt Horrors], Edithe blasted the [Crypt Lord] apart. The twisted bodies dropped back to the ground as the [Crypt Lord] fell. But that wasn’t the only one.
Daniel spun as he saw the undead marching down the streets all around them. A city was being turned into an army, all for a Demon to use. Their plans to evacuate Vamont fell apart as its entire population was decimated. If this was really Belzu’s doing, he would have an even larger army once he left this city.
“Behind us!”
A swarm of [Crypt Horrors] bounded after the pair of adventurers. Edithe raised her staff, conjuring flames and frost. But as Daniel drew his blade, he paused. His eyes widened as he looked overhead.
“A little help here?”
“There he is.”
Daniel stared at a figure, hovering at the very center of Vamont. He almost thought it was an insect buzzing around him at first. But it was simply because it was a distant figure. But it was there.
The Demon. Belzu. It floated, surrounded by a hundred Mindreapers. It had a bloated body, with a pair of rapidly flapping wings. Its red eyes scanned the city, like a careful leader, strategizing, moving his troops to adapt to the evershifting battlefield.
“We can end this now.”
Daniel stepped forward, a glow overcoming his sword, and power rippling through him. Edithe blinked.
“That’s… both your [Hero] Skills?”
But there was more. Daniel steeled himself as he raised his sword. He had reached Level 100. His Class advanced. He gained a second Class. And a new [Hero] Skill. Each equivalent to a Grand Skill.
He would finish Belzu now.
Daniel found himself running forward, his feet carrying him over a great distance in an instant. With a leap, his sword shone. [Hero’s Slash]. A Skill, on its own, that could bring down an opponent many times above his level.
But that wasn’t just it, was it? There was more. [Will of the Hero], and…
“[A Hero’s Rage].”
Daniel was shrouded in glowing plate armor. His sword tripled in size as it tore the sky asunder. Lightning and thunder struck Belzu as he brought his blade down and sheared the Demon in half.
“Die, you Demon!”
He saw the Demon’s eyes bulge wide. It was a combination of his greatest Skills. Even an Archdemon would perish to this. Belzu’s body split in half.
“How…?”
And his lips quirked up.
“You missed me.”
There was a laugh as Daniel tumbled back to the ground. He glanced up, seeing Belzu appear a dozen feet to the right of where the [Hero] struck.
“A [Hero]. How very interesting. I have only heard of your kind in stories and tales.”
Daniel landed with a crash. He stared at Belzu, mind uncomprehending. His [Hero] Skills, all gone to waste, just like that? Belzu shook his head and drew closer to Daniel.
“Ah, I forgot to introduce myself. I am the Lord of Lies. It is a pleasure to meet you, [Hero].”
“Get away from him!”
An [Arrow of the Flame Elemental] tore through Belzu, and he once again appeared a dozen feet to the right of where he once was. Edithe ran over to Daniel, pursued by dozens of [Crypt Horrors].
“Daniel—”
And the world around the adventurers shrouded over. A darkness overcame them, with a wicked chuckle coming from Belzu. The pair were suddenly trapped in the dark.
“Reveal yourself, fiend!”
Daniel shouted, as Edithe narrowed her eyes. Belzu gave a simple reply.
“No.”
And the man was knocked onto the ground. A creature snarled and struck him as Edithe was tackled. The pair of adventurers struggled, trying to fend off their invisible foes.
I can’t see. He punched out, feeling something get knocked back. But something bit his shoulder and he winced. He couldn’t see. Neither could Edithe. They were attacking everything in a panic. They were surrounded. They had no choice. Not until they could break free from this illusion—
A scorching wave washed over Daniel and Edithe as the [Crypt Horrors] screeched and burned. The flames burned at the pair of Humans too, but it was weak. It wouldn’t have killed them. Then, before they could react, multiple pairs of hands grabbed them and took off into the air.
Daniel struggled, trying to push himself off whatever vile creature grabbed hold of him. But when they escaped the sphere of illusion, he saw who it was and paused.
“Salvos?”
The Demon girl was overtaken by her [Demonic Essence]. She carried both Daniel and Edithe with her five arms, wreathed in flame armor.
“I got you guys!”
Salvos flew higher and higher as Mindreapers flew after her. Her eyes were shut tight, but her brows creased as their mind magic settled on the three of them.
“Keep them off me, Edithe!”
“Got it!”
The red-haired woman sent them scattering with a wave of her own magic. Belzu almost seemed to squint at them, speaking casually.
“So, you escaped. Hrmph.”
Salvos soared past the buildings and fallen towers as the last of the Mindreapers were defeated by Edithe. The Demon girl made a sudden turn and flew up as Belzu sighed.
“[Desecration of the Mind.]”
She screamed as her body flashed. A pendant and ring flashed, before quickly fizzling out. Salvos bit her lower lip and whispered.
“[Haste].”
And they blasted into the air, further and further away. Belzu almost seemed amused.
“You survived its effects, how interest—”
Daniel couldn’t hear what else he had to say. They were already past the city’s walls, quickly leaving behind the city as Salvos almost seemed to fly for the stars. The [Hero] realized what was happening.
“What are you doing, Salvos?”
“Living!”
The city was nothing but a speck in the distance. All he could see was the orange glow of the dark sky, painted a furious red by the raging flames. Smoke rose in a single, billowing plume from Vamont. Daniel held out a hand. There had to be thousands of people, still trapped in the city sieged by monsters. But it was too late.
They were far from the city. Salvos wouldn’t turn back.
“We can end this now! We can—”
“Die. We’ll die.” 
Salvos cut him off. She eyed him with a solemn look. He paused.
“We ventured to the Plaguelands, Daniel. We met with Kobolds far beyond our levels. We fought a Lich that lost his mind. But each of those battles? They were different.”
“I…”
“The odds were against us, yes. Perhaps we took greater risks than we should have. However, each time we fought, we stood a chance of winning. Even when we were reckless, we were never suicidal. But this? If we went back to fight Belzu, we would only die. Nobody will be saved. He would add us into his army. That's it.”
Daniel stopped struggling as she finished. He grew silent. The city vanished over the horizon as Salvos continued to fly further into the Sunmere Republic. Edithe said nothing either. She was too exhausted to speak. Neither one spoke for a bit. Not until Salvos whispered.
“I want to be like him.”
Daniel paused.
“What?”
He stared at her. Salvos nodded, glancing back.
“Him. Belzu. I want to be like him.”
Daniel wanted to snap at her. Be like that monster? Belzu, the Demon that wrought all the destruction and death behind them? He was razing an entire city to the ground! But… Salvos never cared about that, did she? She was a Demon. And to her, she was thinking of only one thing when she said that.
“I want to be stronger.”




Side Story 6: Faith

THE carriage rolled down the gravel road, passing by forests of black, rivers of brown, and mountains covered in smoke and ash. This was the Elutra Kingdom. A glorious country which streets used to run with milk and honey. Now, however, its cobbled paths were stained with blood and death.
Faith leaned a hand against the delicate windowpane, a soft sigh escaping her lips.
“How did it go so wrong?”
Guards rode on horseback, accompanying the carriage as it raced its way to the Capital city of Elutra. Ertos. It was a beautiful city by Mount Soulcreep. The peaking mountaintop rose over the vast terrain, a natural barrier against large-scale assaults. Steep walls girdled the city’s perimeters. White spires peeked over the battlements, runes etched on the very tip of the towers.
It created the magical dome which shielded Ertos and its citizens. It was not the most special spell. It certainly wasn’t unique. The Vaun Qieur Empire’s Capital city of Morningvale had a far superior three-layered barrier. But Elutra never boasted to have the most superior [Mages]. It wasn’t an unrivaled force like the Vaun Qieur Empire or the Eastern Kingdom Alliance. However, it was larger than any nation state in the Helbir Plains, it dwarfed Nixa in size, and rivaled the Sunmere Republic in military might.
Yet, here they were, pushed to the brink of defeat by the Inoria Empire.
“We were winning. We had everything on our side. How…?”
It made no sense to the princess. Faith never expected this outcome when she first ordered the assassination of duke Roger Bursk. His foray into blood magic was something most were aware of. Yet, when he began practicing it within Elutra’s borders? He couldn’t be prosecuted. He was far too powerful, with connections that spread too wide.
So, she had him killed. She made it look like an accident. But somehow, the Inoria Empire found out.
War was waged, and she was confident— even assured— of Elutra’s victory. She expected Inoria to offer a ceasefire after a month. The famed [Pegasus Knights] of the Elutra Kingdom ravaged the enemy’s troops. Their armies won victory after victory, marching into Inoria’s borders. And that was when the tides turned.
An entire battalion of [Pegasus Knights] was wiped out overnight. Victories became losses. The greatest generals of Elutra were slain in battle after battle. Faith suspected foul play. Necromancy, perhaps. Or something even more sinister.
Faith’s hand tightened into fists at the thought, her fingernails digging deep into the palm of her hands. She should have known Inoria made a pact with Demons. If she made a fuss about it sooner, perhaps other countries would have acted. Now, she just sounded like a desperate princess, trying anything she could to save her country.
Back then, however, her father, King Credence, realized something was amiss. He revealed one of the greatest secrets the Elutra Kingdom was harboring for centuries. Deep within the vaults of Ertos was one of the only tomes in the world inscribed with the instructions for a [Hero] summoning ritual. It was Grand Magic of the tallest order. And it was one which every nation in the world feared.
After the disaster with Zacharius the Quisling, it was agreed upon that [Heroes] would only be summoned if every country as well as the Three Honorable Companies held a vote for it. Even then, a simple plurality or majority was not enough. At least 60% of the votes cast had to be in support of the summoning. And if any nation violated this agreement, they would be destroyed.
Of course, it was an archaic agreement. One that came from a time before Elutra and most countries existed. Credence believed that most would not carry out on the threat of war. Faith believed it, not that the theory would ever be tested.
The [Hero] that came was a young man named Daniel Song. He seemed underwhelming at first, but his Class proved to be a great boon. A simple [Hero’s Slash] in battle could kill any enemy even dozens of levels above him. Faith saw how much potential he had— how rapidly his scrawny body adapted to his Class— and she...
Faith sighed again.
She would be the first one to admit it: she used him. She manipulated him. She tricked him. But it was never just that. She was truly fascinated by him. Not as just an asset.
Yet, when he was first summoned, Credence fed him with lies. Yes, just as Faith did. But lies which even Faith saw no reason to keep. Hers were for her own political gain. As fifth in line to the throne, she thought she could gain something if she had him by her side. But Credence had a different reason.
He was afraid that the truth would lead Daniel to betray them. That the knowledge of how truly powerful Inoria was, and the fact that Elutra was the one who instigated it, would create a scenario similar to the Quisling.
It backfired when Daniel discovered the truth. Stealing whatever artifacts he could, the man from Earth fled one night. Faith was devastated. Credence saw it as a lost cause, and that resources should only be focused on repelling the Inoria Empire.
The young princess disagreed. She used her own personal connections and power to track down Daniel the [Hero]. She found him at long last, told him the truth of what she knew— and he refused to ever return.
Faith truly felt ashamed of herself— of her failure to bring him back, and of his accusations against her. But now, there was nothing that could be done. She would return to Ertos empty-handed, and devote every ounce of strength she could to saving her country.
“Even if I have to die—”
There was an explosion. Fireballs rained from the sky, knocking her carriage to its side. The enchanted mithril barely held up against the explosions. However, her bodyguards were not so fortunate. They lay scattered, dead on the road. Gold Ranks, slain without even the capacity to fight back.
Faith’s head spun as she tried to steady herself. She was standing on her window, leaning against her cushioned seat. The door above her was thrown open, her carriage driver frantically gesturing for her to grab hold of his hand.
“Princess Faith, we have to—”
An arrow struck him in the back of his head. It was a bolt made of fire, a burning arrow that blazed like the sun. The man dropped dead, and only Faith was left.
“How…?”
She dropped to her feet, terror gripping her being. Her carriage driver was a [Warrior] equal to a Platinum Rank adventurer. He was her personal bodyguard since she was seven years old. And he died, just like that.
Faith couldn’t move. She failed in bringing Daniel back with her. Now, she would die far beyond her city’s walls, not even able to save the life of a single citizen of her country. She really was a failure of a princess, wasn’t she?
A figure descended from the sky, wreathed in flames. Wings of red fury carried the figure down, slowly, until they landed right on top of the carriage. The fire dissipated as the figure stared down at Faith.
He looked like a man. He wore a charming smile which could seduce any woman. His raven-black hair was curled back, dropping to his neck. His gilded armor was covered in enchantments, runes of the highest quality visible on its surface.
“So, you’re princess Faith, are you?”
Faith wasn’t in the most flattering of positions right now. But still, she was a princess. She had to carry herself with some eminence, even when faced with death.
“I am princess Faith of the Elutra Kingdom. Name yourself, murderer.”
She drew herself to her feet, meeting his gaze as she spoke. The man tilted his head to the side. He was far above her level— this act of defiance almost foolish, probably confusing him. At a measly Level 42— she had managed to level once since she left the Sunmere Republic, because her escort was attacked by assassins— she couldn’t possibly stand up to the Level 112 [Mage].
“I was ordered to end your life, princess. The rumors you have been spreading about my masters have given them some… ill-feelings, towards you.”
“If you wish to end my life, assassin, then so be it. But know that your masters serve an even fouler lord. Do you truly wish to aid the worshippers of Demons in this war?”
Faith fully expected him to kill her just then. But the man’s face darkened. He raised his head, facing the clouded sky above.
“Hm, yes. That is certainly what you’ve been claiming. However, do you have any proof? Have you seen one of these Demons, which you believe they’re serving?”
“I have seen the rituals they have prepared. The unusual deaths of those within our borders. Everything points to this one conclusion.”
“Speculation, then.”
He snapped a finger, and Faith pursed her lips. She knew she wouldn’t be able to convince him. That was why she had been buying time.
“If you don’t believe me—”
The princess swiftly brought her hand up, aiming it at the man. The rings on her fingers flashed.
[Ring of the Forgotten Prison: Epic Grade Weapon - A ring enchanted to trap a target within a pocket dimension prison.]
It was one of the greatest treasures of the Elutra Kingdom. The kind of artifact which only a king should have. Yet, Faith was gifted it by Credence when she left in search of Daniel. He was worried something like this would happen. So, he gave his greatest protection to his daughter.
It came in useful now. Caught off-guard, the man would be sucked into her ring. It shone a dark green—
And the man bit into her hand, ripped it right off. Faith screamed and writhed in pain, clutching at her arm, everything past her elbow gone.
“W-what?”
She looked back up at the man, only to see her forearm trapped between his fangs. Fangs?
Why does he— And she froze.
His figure had changed. The man with a once handsome smile was replaced by a monstrous creature. Its face was like the skull of a wolf, an animalistic pair of red eyes to accompany it. Vicious fangs were dribbled in blood as it chewed on Faith’s arm. A pair of crooked horns jutted out of the side of its face. Its entire body was twice the length of what it once was, but still as thin as before as its demeanor didn’t change. A clawed hand gripped Faith and picked her up.
[Changeling - Lvl. 112]
“Mm, I do love the taste of Human flesh. It certainly is superior to the pig and other animals they try to serve me.”
It spoke in a croaky, deep voice, still uncaring, but far more fear-inducing now. It spat out the bones and picked the ring out of its teeth, inspecting it.
“An interesting artifact. One I’m sure my King would praise me for offering him.”
Faith didn’t struggle. Her eyes were bulging out of her sockets, face to face with a real Demon. An Archdemon.
“What’s wrong, princess? I thought you’d be happy to see this. You no longer have to speculate or make your guesses. I am a Demon with the Inoria Empire. Everything you have claimed— it’s all true. So, smile. You’re far prettier when you smile.”
He ran a clawed finger through Faith’s cheeks, drawing blood. She wanted to scream. She wanted to faint. the sharp pain in her hand overbearing, the stinging sensation on her face too much for her to handle.
Pride had left her. Faith opened her mouth, begging for her life.
“P-please…”
“I’m sorry, princess. But you know too much. Goodbye.”
The Archdemon opened his maw, raising Faith up. This was it. Everything Faith had done was pointless. She died now. She closed her eyes, accepting her death. And there was thunder.
Lightning crashed down, striking the Archemon back. Its fiery wings carried it away from a hail of ice. The ground broke open as stone spikes aimed for its back, but it swerved out of the way.
Faith dropped to the ground, her gaze turned towards the shadows coming to her rescue. Horses galloped in the air, wings flapping at their sides. A man bellowed.
“[Pegasus Knights], secure the princess!”
The knight-commander leapt off his Pegasus. Faith recognized him immediately. Garland Monsterthorn. He was a [Spellknight Outrider of Storms] and a [Beast Tamer], one of the very few Level 100s the Elutra Kingdom had… left. Lightning and electricity shot out of his lance as his Pegasus circled the Archdemon, creating a cyclone.
The other [Pegasus Knights] flocked after the knight-commander, while two landed besides Faith, helping her to the back of a Pegasus. Her head lolled back as she reached out for something on the ground, a glittering ring dropped by the Archdemon. But the Pegasus took off.
The knights turned back. Each of them under Garland were above Level 70. Yet, two had already fallen by the Archdemon’s hands.
They fled the field as Garland himself drew back. He raised a hand.
“[Flight of the Cavalry]! After me!”
A light overcame his [Pegasus Knights]. Their speed doubled as the Archdemon tried to give chase. The gap between them widened as the Archdemon fell behind. Until it seemed like it gave up, returning to the broken carriage.
Faith could only curse as she saw it pick something off the ground. The [Pegasus Knights] reached Ertos, and a small hole in the magical dome opened up for their return. They landed on the battlements, setting the princess down.
“Get the [Healing Mages], hurry!”
Garland shouted as he applied a healing potion to Faith’s hand. The princess found her energy returning to her. She barely mustered up the strength to speak.
“G-Garland Monsterthorn, you have my thanks.”
“No, princess. I apologize for my late arrival. We should have known that the Inoria Empire would try something like this. I should have personally sallied out to ensure your return myself. No— we should have warned you against coming back.”
Faith slowly nodded. Then a thought crossed her mind.
“Why are the Inoria Empire here? How have they reached our Capital?”
“A lot has happened while you were gone, princess.”
There was a pause. Garland averted his gaze as he took a deep breath.
“There is much to tell you. But the Inoria Empire’s most elite troops have surrounded Ertos. Their armies are mere months behind them. We cannot hold them off for long. Especially…”
He steeled himself and continued. Faith’s heart stopped. And her world shattered.
“Especially after your father, King Credence, was assassinated. Elutra will fall, princess. I am sorry.”
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End of Volume 3. The longest volume in terms of time in real life so far. I had to take many breaks due to finals and school stuff, but it's finally over. I’m a full-time author now.
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